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Chapter One




Los Angeles

Russell Casaverde stared at the screen where his father loomed large, wearing his dorky golf gloves, still powerfully built at the age of eighty-something (the kind of thing a person should probably know, or at least care about), his face resembling Russell's own, but with a broader jaw and a deeper tan.

Victor rested his hips on a windowsill with a view beyond him to a lush greenway. It would be hard to find a sharper contrast to Russell's array of screens and sleek chrome furnishings. He didn't even have an exterior window because the sunlight tended to wash out his digital domain. "Victor. It's time to move away from old ideals, you've got to know that."

Victor shook his head. "I never thought you, of all people, would be pushing this kind of woke bullshit, Russell. They're talking about sericulture at the golf course. You know what that means? Pull out the grass and the trees, and put in desert plants. That kind of crap. What the hell am I paying my green fees for if it won't even be green?"

Pressing his fingertips into his glass-topped desk Russell said, "I'm not pushing anything, Victor, I am suggesting, on behalf of the shareholders, that changing the image of the Casaverde Company could encourage deeper investments and partnerships. I've been wooing the Association of Colleges and Universities to consider us for some new automations, but they're hesitant, and I believe that our legacy-forward approach may be damaging⁠—"

Victor gave a sharp laugh. "Don't get all corporate with me, Russell. You think they're playing coy because we've got a conquistador on the logo, because we've got their flag on the website? That's always been a rallying point—a feature, not a bug. We're calling up the idea of exploring new technologies, of investing in new frontiers, while maintaining our rich traditions, that's what Casaverde stands for. I'm not just talking about your little division, son, I'm talking about the whole enchilada. So no, I'm not authorizing that kind of crap on a grand scale, when it's just you all worried about it."

"Victor. Dad, clinging to that kind of imagery isn't conveying a forward-thinking attitude to the new generation of executives."

Victor swept his gaze dramatically from one side of the exclusive country club to the other. "Where are they? I don't see 'em."

Because he and his ilk were determined to cling to power as well, keeping down the next generations, those who should be rising to the top. This could be a good use for a well-constructed avatar, Russell realized: concealing his emotions from his own father while on a call.

Victor's stare returned to his own face. "Besides, Russell, it's not just the company's brand, it's our own. It's what we stand for, the Casaverdes. Proudly Spanish, never Mexican. We've been here since before there was a nation. Our ancestors came here almost four hundred years before the state even existed. How many families can say that?"

It was impossible to underestimate Russell's interest in that question. Especially as compared to the contracts his company could land by divorcing itself from that history.

Victor pulled his phone closer so his face grew on Russell's screen like a horror-film close-up. "Look, Russell. I'm not shaking up my whole empire for you and your little electronics hobby, okay? You don't seem to be hearing that. I appreciate you taking on a bigger role once your mother got sick, but it's about time for me to roll back her shares. She's not getting better, and I feel like I should consolidate the company. If you don't have to worry about the big picture, you can go off and take care of your pet projects."

"Father. I am doing very well with this level of responsibility, but you're not really open to my input, in spite of my exercising Mother's shares. A change in direction could be extremely lucrative in the current environment."

Victor's eyebrows rose. "There's plenty of money to go around already. If you're that eager for more, why not chase down the treasure?"

Drawing a deep breath, Russell said, "We need to stop trumpeting the fact that the blood of conquistadors flows in our veins. That's not a selling point anymore."

Victor snorted. "That's rich coming from a guy who spends his days surrounded by touchscreens and talking to the air like some kind of super-villain. I've seen that movie, Russ. Why else are you in Hollywood?" A feminine voice called Victor's name from off-screen. His father might be scoring more than birdies at the club.

"Plenty of people outside the film industry use these technologies. It's the quest for Spanish gold that's fiction."

Victor's gaze flicked back. "The treasure is real, son. It's gotta be worth millions. Gold, emeralds—everything they stashed before they headed off for their voyage of discovery."

"And died there, taking the secrets with them to the grave."

"Four of them survived—for a while, anyway. That slave holds the key, Coronado's letter says as much. We were this close to tracking the truth." Victor held up his fingers an inch apart. "If it weren't for that terrible night…"

"I know, I know." Russell let his voice fall lower, a little sweeter. "Tragic." He let the word hang for a long moment. "The trail's been cold for four hundred years. There's really no way to find it."

"If we could find the slave's body or his grave, we'd be on the way, though." Victor's gaze focused on the glorious past. "But imagine if we could cement that legacy. Instead of divesting from the past, we oughta celebrate it."

After the deaths, his father had given up on the dream of treasure, but apparently it was just waiting to rise again. "Dad. Just let go."

Victor rubbed his chin. "Not getting any younger, am I? Could generate all kinds of interest for the rest of the investments. Imagine me leading the quest for Coronado's gold! I like it." His lips bent to an expression almost sympathetic. "Might lose you that contract, but that's a price I'm willing to pay." His head bobbed in a self-satisfied nod. "Thanks for calling, Russell, giving me the spark I needed to get out of this rut. Golf, home, work. It's getting old and so am I. What I need's a grand adventure, and Coronado's treasure is just the ticket." He flashed a grin.

In a warning tone, Russell said, "Dad⁠—"

"Come visit your mom, would you? She'd love to see you. Meantime, I've got a cool drink waiting on the bar."

"Dad!"

The image froze and winked out. Russell slapped the control on his desktop, closing the window and shoving back. He'd meant to convince Victor to enter the twenty-first century. Instead, he'd sent him back to sixteenth. If Russell didn't act, his own father would be the one questing after treasure, blasting out headlines to trumpet a bloody family legacy they needed to bury once and for all. Russell worked hard to bury that legacy, using every tool at his disposal. Why kill someone when you could simply ruin them for life? Sometimes, that wasn't enough.

He spun around in his office chair, a gesture that brought up the lights around him. "Jeanne!"

"Yes, Mr. Casaverde." The soothing professional voice of his virtual assistant rang through the office.

"I need to do some very private research."

"Yes, Mr. Casaverde."

So his father claimed him a villain. The old man had no idea.


Chapter Two




Albuquerque, New Mexico

Standing in his grandmother's vast suite, striking a pose in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows with their view of lawns and mountains, Dustin Casaverde imagined the famous knight Amadis of Gaul standing before him, and himself in the role of one of his brother knights. He gripped the open pages of the leather-bound book to his chest. "'My lord, the grief and sorrow which I felt when they told me you were lost I cannot relate to you. I came hither with an hundred knights immediately that your brothers might order them wither they would in your search.'"

Archaic. Not like Dustin had Shakespeare in mind—not until he was established enough as a screen actor to be a draw for Shakespeare in the Park—but if he had to be here with his grandmother, he would keep his vocal range in practice. He reached for his Arnold Palmer. Hydration was key to a good performance, especially in the desert.

A sound caught his attention, as if the old woman started to say something, then stopped. Not unusual these days. "Everything okay, Louisa?"

Across the swath of hand-knotted rug, his grandmother, Louisa Casaverde, stood in front of her tri-fold mirror. She blinked, her hands caught in the gesture of tying a silk sash around her dressing gown. Frozen again. Dustin slapped the ribbon bookmark into the ancient leather-bound volume and cast it on the inlaid side table. "Do you need help?"

No, Dustin, wipe away the annoyance—he was getting paid for his acting, even if it was a private performance. He walked up next to her, putting on a smile. The lush robe embroidered in Spain formed a mainstay of her wardrobe, just as the smile was his, a costume he donned just for her. She came up about to his shoulder, her face and figure plump, her silver hair piled on top of her head with a pair of combs. With his blue eyes and light-brown hair, his beard and mustache carefully trimmed, Dustin favored his own mother. The whole Casaverde clan tended toward brunettes, then married blonds, with a few notable exceptions. Given the degrading state of her mind, the lack of family resemblance made their relationship less fraught—she didn't always know who he was, but she never mistook him for somebody else.

"I don't need help." In the mirror, she frowned furiously.

"It's Dustin. I was reading⁠—"

"Amadis of Gaul. Of course. Dustin." She beamed at their reflection, the tension leaving her throat. "Is Joshua coming?"

Dustin's stomach curdled, but he kept his expression animated as he changed the subject. "I don't know, Gram. Victor will be home soon, though. Let's get your medications together, so you can be ready."

"Yes, yes." For a moment, her lips compressed and her eyebrows pinched together. She'd been furious at Victor yesterday, but didn't why—par for the course, given her condition. Today, she remembered the upset, but that fury had gone, thank goodness. Still, she didn't move as he shook a few pills from their bottles into a silver holder for her evening doses.

"No flowers today, Gram?" He nodded toward the empty vase on her bureau. Her expression soured, and he switched the subject. "How about dressing for dinner?"

Her gaze rose to the enormous clock on the mantel reflected behind them. "Yes, it's nearly time, isn't it? Victor will be home." Still didn't look pleased. Whatever Victor had said or done to set her off, it lingered still.

"Here, let's pick out something to wear for dinner." Playing the perfect companion, Dustin offered his arm, and she let herself be guided through the double doors of her closet, to the settee that stood inside. Today's mood: she wanted to read medieval literature and wear a silk dressing gown. Dustin took a guess, bringing out a rich red dress, and a simpler yellow one with more of the embroidery she liked. Holding one in each hand, he said, "Which do you prefer, Gram, red, or yellow?"

Those deep blue eyes gazed up at him, her smile less luminous now. Not one of her better days. He'd make a note of it: ammunition to prove it was time to hire a real nurse and let him get back to his life.

"For dinner," he prompted. "Maybe the yellow one. I'll bet Victor wants to dine on the veranda."

"Dinner, of course. Victor will be home soon." She nodded to herself as if she grew comfortable with the idea.

"That's right." He replaced the red dress and unzipped the yellow one, hanging it on a hook next to her settee. "Let me know when you're ready for the zipper, okay?"

"Thank you." She untied the sash, but held her robe closed. "Is Joshua coming? To dinner?"

"No, Gram, I don't think so." He turned away, his heart beating faster, his palms a little sweaty. "I'll find your sandals. You seem keen to talk with Uncle Josh today."

"I just haven't seen him, Dustin, and he doesn't come." Her voice sounded more strident, confusion giving way to hurt. As he found her mules, the silk robe piled onto the floor, then the yellow fabric flicked as she pulled on the dress over her head. "Will you do my zipper, darling?"

"Of course." He placed the mules in front of her. This dress had been replaced four times since he came on board to help with her care, exact replicas in different sizes brought out as her weight shifted due to changes in medication, or her activity level.

"Such a good boy." She admired herself in the mirror.

Placing a hand at her shoulder, Dustin quoted, "'Ah, madame, quoth he, this shall not be the last service I hope to do you, for my whole life time shall be employed to obey you.'"

Crystalline laughter rang around them and she patted his hand. "Oh, my dear King Pelrions. What should I do without you?"

Hire a real in-home caregiver, probably, but Dustin didn't say that. He took a deep breath. "Hey, Gram. Why don't we call Uncle Josh?"

"Of course." She practically dragged him toward the bay window where a corner chair sat next to a table with spindly legs and an honest-to-god telephone on top. Most of the antiques in the house were the fancy, expensive kind that had legit been in the family for hundreds of years, but this one was new—and, for Louisa, anyway, familiar. Her hand froze over the key pad.

"Here, let me dial. I think they've got a new number."

"Since he got married." She scanned the portrait gallery, a series of eight by ten formal photographs of each family in the Casaverde dynasty. Even Uncle Josh's. His legit family, anyway. Victor tried to take the picture away a dozen times, but Louisa got agitated, and the photo returned. In the image, Uncle Josh was about Dustin's age, middle twenties, with a handsome Native American woman at his side, his arm around her shoulders. A thick, dark braid hung alongside Josh's hand, and the baby nestled in her arm clung to it, staring keenly at the camera. The other family portraits got updated annually, but this one never had, and it never would. Joshua had been dead for decades.

This was the most important taboo, the hard truth that passed his lips only once, before he adjusted to the circular conversations, and nearly threw Amadis of Gaul right out the stained-glass window. He'd gotten over it, but it took weeks of patience and kindness before Louisa started to trust him again, and her eyes lost that little glint of white every time she saw him in her room.

Facts. Joshua was dead, along with his wife, and the baby would be a man older than Dustin, a man who hadn't see his grandmother since the accident as far as Dustin knew.

Dustin dialed the number he had memorized. The tech was new, and they didn't have many samples to work from. It wasn't like Josh left social media videos to sample. In the wedding video, Josh slurred his words more the longer the video went on, and it hadn't been easy to isolate his voice.

Preparing to hang on Josh's every word, Louisa toyed with the cord as the phone rang.

"Hello?"

"Joshua! It's your mother calling." She put on a stern expression, but her excitement shone through, and Dustin’s conscience twinged. "You really ought to call more often."

After a brief pause, the voice laughed. "I am sorry, Mother. You're right, but I been so busy."

Dustin concealed his flinch at the grammar. Pre-recorded messages could be perfected; responsive artificial intelligence like this was a lot harder. If it gave her some joy, something to hold onto from her dead son, that was a good thing wasn't it?

"You don't sound well," she observed.

"I am fine. How are you?"

That was a low-ball. Sounded perfect, from Dustin's position.

"Very well. Your father will be home soon for dinner, and I was hoping you'd join us."

"I can't join you tonight, I'm sorry." Another low-ball, reorganizing her words and adding stock phrases.

"It's her, isn't it." Louisa glanced toward the wall of portraits. "You know your father doesn't want to see her."

"I know, Mother. Did you want to talk to me? I have some time." Each phrase or sentence had that little delay as the model assembled a clear response.

She sighed, her lips compressing. Her left hand fell to her lap. Something about the call wasn't meeting her expectations.

"Do you remember the last time we came to dinner?" "Josh" said, a little unexpectedly.

The question sounded forced, given the fact that she just admitted Victor didn't want Joshua's wife coming over. A real person would know not to bring up painful memories, especially to someone in Louisa's state of mind.

"I don't know." She blinked rapidly, and her shoulders hitched with a breath.

Downstairs, the bell jangled, then footsteps came up the broad wooden stairs, a measured tread. Dustin pictured the moment from the outside as Victor mounted the steps toward his wife's domain, and paused to mix himself a drink to deal with the moment he saw her again.

"That's okay, Mother," the disembodied voice said through the phone. "Things are good here."

"I'm glad to hear that." Anxiety still pinched her face. "And how is—" she stared at the family portrait. "How is your family?"

Was the model even equipped for that kind of question? "Victor's home," Dustin said. "It's almost time for dinner."

"I'm sorry, Darling, I have to go. Can you come for dinner tomorrow? Can you—come soon, Joshua? I really do…I need to talk with you, please come soon."

"I love you, Mother." The reproduction voice couldn't muster a shred of warmth, and Dustin cringed.

"I love you, too." Her voice cracked, and she fumbled the phone toward the receiver. Dustin guided it down as her hands pressed to her face.

Did she remember the last time Joshua came to dinner? Somewhere in her disordered psyche, that moment still burned.

Dustin made his voice the more warm and cheerful. "Hey, Gram, it's a good thing you caught Joshua at home, isn't it? It sounds like he's really busy these days."

"Yes." She smoothed the skirt over her knees. "Victor's home, isn't he. He's coming home soon."

"Just got here. I heard the bell." Dustin rose. "Let me go⁠—"

From the foyer beyond the bedroom door a loud crash echoed. Dustin jumped, spinning about as if the bell had been a fire alarm.

Louisa grabbed his arm. "What's happened?"

"Somebody dropped a serving platter. Something like that." It hadn't sounded anything like that, but what else could he say? He'd performed enough pratfalls to know the sound of a body going down.

He peeled her hands free. "I'll go check, Gram. I'll be right back, okay? Just—you just stay here." Dustin parted company and crossed to the big double doors. He turned the handle, plastering on another smile, preparing to chastise a servant for knocking over an end table. His gut told him otherwise.

Dustin stepped into the bright upper foyer that linked the bedroom suites with a carpeted space occupied by antique chairs and the marble-topped buffet where Victor always poured his first drink.

A pair of legs sprawled near the buffet, a spread of liquid trickling from a bottle nearby. Human legs, not furniture. Dustin gasped.

"Dustin? What is it?" Louisa gripped his upper arm, then her scream split the air.


Chapter Three




Somerville, Massachusetts

Grant Casey regarded his opponent across the boxing ring that occupied one side of the gym in the basement of Bone Guard HQ

Clad in lightweight t-shirts and loose pants, both men breathed faster, their practice blades held to the side. The first time he met Haldane in combat, it had been staged for the man who claimed the throne of Jerusalem, a claim going back to the Crusades. Pity that the king's ambition overwhelmed any sense of honor he might've possessed. Haldane's own attachment to that antique virtue brought him over to Grant's side during the king's last stand—and ultimately, to his side again in the States, this time, as his arms master.

"How does it feel?" Haldane's native French accent framed his words, though his shoulder-length mane of blond hair earned him the nickname "Viking."

Grant hadn't fought this hard since he came home from Italy with his right leg and the opposite hand broken. "Feels good. Fine."

Viking snorted. "'Good', I wish to believe. 'Fine' gives me pause."

With a grin, Grant said, "Even better." He lunged forward, sweeping his sword to the ready, then dodged Haldane's hasty riposte and circled to land a stinging blow across the other man's thigh.

Haldane roared with laughter, dancing aside, then spinning back with a fury. Their blades struck, slid and parted, struck again. Grant gave way, only to drop low and slice upward. Haldane's tip slid just over Grant's shoulder as his own met the Viking's chest.

"Yield!" Grant demanded.

"Hold!" shouted a deep voice meant to carry.

"Don't stop us now," Haldane protested. "I was about to win."

Emerging from the other side of the basement, Nick strolled closer with a lazy smile. "If you say so. Sorry to interrupt your workout, Chief. You've got company." He dragged his gaze away from the Viking—the first new hire who matched Nick's stature, like a pale version of Nick's Black, muscular physique. "How's it going?"

"No complaints."

"Would you tell me if there were?"

"No comment." Grant swept up his blade. Haldane matched the pose, then both men swept their blades down in salute. "Thanks."

"I'll clean up." Haldane took the practice swords.

Ducking the ropes to exit the ring, Grant He flicked a towel free from its hook. "Do I have time for a shower?"

"Gonna wish you did. Two lawyers, one plainclothes officer, not from around here."

Grant paused in scrubbing away the sweat. "Have I done anything lately?"

Nick shrugged more expansively. "I don't have to know all your secrets, Chief."

"So maybe it's better if I go up like this. Makes me look vulnerable, right?"

Nick's gaze assessed him, taking in the bare feet, the tattoos that wrapped his right arm and around his throat, the pale hints of scarring that marked his deep-tan skin. "You're giving off a strong ex-con vibe, and I'm not even talking about the sweat."

"Guess I'll have to work on that." Dropping the towel in a bin, he stepped into a pair of leather sandals.

In the second floor conference room, known as the fishbowl for its thick glass walls, Susan offered coffee to a trio of men in suits, one of them standing, his back to the only brick wall. Interesting. Buzzcut, thick neck and a hard stare.

The suits at the table looked bespoke, with those fine details and slick fabrics you couldn't buy off the rack. The third might've come from Kohl's. Plainclothes, indeed. Nick called it.

"Sorry to keep you waiting. Grant Casey, CEO of Bone Guard, Incorporated. You've met Nick?" With a gesture, he invited Nick to stay, watching the lawyers stiffen just a little more.

The older lawyer, a man with silver at his temples and rimless glasses, stared at Grant as if he wanted to shift those glasses further down his nose, the better to pin the subject with his disapproval. "I gather we've caught you at a bad time, Mr. Casey."

"There's no convenient time in my business. You're lucky I'm in the country." Grant walked past the head of the table where the older lawyer had stationed himself, and pulled out a chair where he could keep an eye on the cop.

Nick leaned against the glass wall near Grant's seat, folding his arms, a flex without flexing. Now they both looked like ex-cons.

The older man separated his hands. "Before we proceed, we'll need confirmation of your identity. Ideally, a birth certificate. A passport would do. Anything to confirm you are, indeed, Grant Casey."

Grant's muscles, warm from the workout, tensed just a little. Not a license, a birth certificate. Only one reason he could think of why they'd want that. "That name isn't on my birth certificate, as I expect you know."

Junior leaned forward. "I'm sure you understand that we need to be absolutely certain."

"No, I really don't." Grant leaned back in his chair, folding his hands. "If you choose to escalate whatever this is to a legal concern, then my lawyer would be pleased to present my documents when required by a court of law."

Senior gave a heavy sigh. "We're here representing your grandfather. In the matter of his estate. Do you understand now, Mr. Casey, why we might require formalities?"

For a moment, Grant had the sensation of hovering as the floor dropped out from under him, just before he'd crash to the ground. What they said made no sense. His grandfather's estate might amount to less than a used pick-up truck and a piece of scrub land with a burned-out house. No way he'd work with people like this, even if he could afford them. Distractions from the hurt that lodged in the pit of his stomach. "Frank's dead?"

The cop at the wall said, "You don't even know your own grandfather's name?"

"Detective, please," Senior replied, but the other man wasn't cowed by his suit or his demeanor the way that Junior was.

The detective stalked a little closer to the table, finally leaving his defensive position. "Victor Casaverde passed away on Tuesday. You're claiming this is the first you're hearing of it?"

On hearing the name, Grant suppressed the tide of relief. Not Frank—that old man still lived, for all the times Grant might've wished him dead. Memories surfaced from the other side, the manor where Victor paid thousands to keep his lawn green despite the New Mexico sun, the family holidays where children should ideally be neither seen nor heard, the extravagant birthday parties for almost everyone, the final phone call Grant made to that house, twenty-some years ago, desperate to escape Frank's harsh custodianship, and how his Casaverde grandparents' response thrust a dagger through his hopes of a better life. So the patriarch had died? If Grant wanted a field trip, maybe he'd dance on the grave. Sorry, the gold-plated, angel-mounted, sculpted marble mausoleum of the Casaverde clan. The crypt they denied to his father.

"I'm not close with the family," Grant said evenly. "Haven't talked to anyone there for years."

"I see." Senior pressed his lips together, holding back, but the detective gave a shake of his head.

"You're buying this?" The detective gestured at Grant. "That he doesn't know a thing?"

Junior bristled. "Detective Stryker, it's not an interrogation. Despite the provisions of the will, you don't even know that—anything untoward has happened."

"The fact that my father changed our name might tell you something about their relationship, plus the fact that they wouldn't think to call me." Sounded like Victor had been murdered, or might've been, but Grant couldn't see what that had to do with him, unless the Casaverde clan suddenly manifested compassion for the child they abandoned when his parents died. "Is this about some kind of bequest?"

Junior brightened, with a little gesture toward his partner as if Grant's words confirmed some dark suspicion. "There's⁠—"

"No." Senior's voice echoed faintly.

Which meant yes, just not for Grant. Not like he expected anything from his father's family. Not ever. "I haven't had anything to do with that side of the family for most of my life. I don't plan to start now."

"You don't know anything about Victor Casaverde's death or the details of his will," Stryker drawled, leaning his hands on the table now as he stared at Grant. "Haven't seen him for years, don't care a thing about it."

The guy wanted to get a rise out of him, to provoke some reaction to a news item Grant would've scrolled by under any other circumstance. "Pretty much."

"Then why, Mr. Casey, did he use his last breath to say your name?"


Chapter Four




Grant was lucky he didn't have a drink in front of him, or he might've had a spit-take there. Why the hell would his grandfather be thinking about him, much less dying with Grant's name on his lips?

"I'm calling Ro." Nick planted a hand on Grant's shoulder. "Don't say a word."

Grant offered a smile. "Way to make me look like a criminal, Nick."

"I presume this Ro is your lawyer?" Senior took out a stylus and a slim tablet.

"Roxanne Wu," Grant supplied. "Of North, McMaster and Bolt."

Forty minutes later, Ro stood up from the table and breezed out of the room to where Grant, freshly showered and changed, awaited. "Messers Mannfred and Hollings admit they've come here on a fishing trip, Grant. Your grandfather provided a reward to whoever identifies his killer in the event he's been murdered. They're looking to rule out motives. There's no reason to comply with anything they ask for, and I would strongly advise against going to New Mexico at this time."

She put out her hand to Grant. "A pleasure, as always."

As they shook, Senior—Mannfred, probably—called out, "We do believe it may be in your best interests to attend the proceedings in Albuquerque."

"My lawyer thinks not." Grant folded his arms. Maybe with his dying breath, his grandfather finally regretted how he treated an orphan child, but short of a seance, they'd never know, and Grant's curiosity alone wasn't enough to move him. He'd finally recovered enough to get back to work, no way would he expend that strength up to his eyeballs in Casaverde cousins he didn't even know. Besides, the New Mexico detective's attitude suggested it was more than fishing where he was concerned. The last thing Grant needed was to feed into whatever conspiracy the guy was building.

"Grant Casey, ne Casaverde," Ro said. "Do you intend to contest any will or testament produced by the deceased, Victor Casaverde, or demand any familial rights pertaining thereto?"

As they had discussed in private, Grant had zero interest in anything the Casaverde family had to offer. He didn't need the money, didn't want the association, didn't care to pay his respects to people who never respected his parents. The Casaverde clan had already withheld what he needed from them, a long time ago. "Absolutely not. Do you want a sworn statement? We can type one up right here."

"Say the word, Chief." Susan arched her fingers over her keyboard.

Mannfred gave a soft, short sigh. "Yes, such an affidavit could be of use, thank you. Preferably accompanied by documentation of your birth and the name change."

"Your sister's gonna be disappointed, Mr. Casey." Stryker's voice rang and Grant went still, like a sniper who couldn't be sure if he'd been spotted.

Making himself act natural, Grant tipped his head, watching the stocky man approach across the foyer, with a little swagger. "Weren't expecting that, were you?"

With his booming laugh, Nick strolled up next to Grant. "Chief hasn't got any siblings."

The detective eased his shoulders back, not quite a shrug. He kept his focus all on Grant, as if someone as big and Black and over-protective as Nick were easy to ignore. "Lotta things about this family you maybe don't know, being out of the loop as long as you have been."

"My parents are dead. I was old enough to remember when it happened. They had no other children."

"They didn't, no." He emphasized the first word, then held up his hand, counting from his pinkie, mouthing each number. One. Two. Three.

The air hung heavy between them, the room emptied of noise and life.

If Grant had felt the floor drop out from under him, thinking that Frank had gone, this revelation hit like a bombshell, a contained explosion about to burst and set fire to everything he'd ever known. Three half-siblings he'd never dreamed of. No, maybe he had, when he'd seen how close his cousin Cece was with her brother, in spite of everything. He might've dreamed of someone so close.

"I've got no reason to lie to you, Mr. Casey, and Mr. Mannfred can confirm what I say." He aimed a single finger at the lawyer, who made no move to confirm or deny. "Your father had a bit of a rep. Bit of a ladies' man, before your mom came around."

"You weren't planning to disclose this information?" Ro demanded, staring at her counterpart.

"It's a little unusual that somebody doesn't know their own relations," Junior—Mr. Hollings—observed. "Especially in this era of 23andme. Your client's ignorance has no bearing on his own status vis a vis any possible inheritance."

"They're suing, aren't they? On behalf of the heirs of my client's father. It sounds like this estate is a little more complicated than we've been led to believe."

Nick stood at his five, signaling his readiness. For what? For Grant to start breathing again.

Detective Stryker kept his gaze on Grant. "Given what happened to your parents, now, what's happened to your grandfather." Stryker offered a thinning of his lips, more predatory than pleasant. "Or maybe that's just my detective radar pinging when there's no hit."

"Clearly, Detective." Mannfred faced Ro. "Ms. Wu, Mr. Casey, there's no reason to make any connection between these tragedies. In neither case do we have any evidence for foul play."

Even in the film reel of his memory, the one he must've played a thousand times, Grant saw nothing to suggest his parents' deaths had been deliberate. Now, this unwanted cop had flown all the way out to lure him into a mine field.

Stryker revealed nothing. He stuck his hands in his pockets, jingling loose change or bullet casings. "I just figure Mr. Casey ought to know that there's an awful lot he doesn't." Every word measured. "I do believe, from what I've seen, that he might prefer knowledge over ignorance. I don't like to see a man do himself out of a chance to overcome that burden."

Stryker presented as the kind of man who'd take a fist to the face sooner or later, but he wasn't entirely wrong.

"I'll leave that up to my client. As for you—" she pinned the other lawyers with her gaze—"I expect that the assets of the estate are already frozen and the financial records available for audit pending legal proceedings."

Stryker stopped jingling his pocket, but the lawyers clearly expected this, even if they had hoped to fob off Grant's possible claims. One way and another, Ro was correct: a lot more was happening than the passing of a patriarch. Too much for Grant to just leave it alone, despite his mixed emotions. After what happened when his parents died, he had zero interest in his Casaverde grandparents, but his grandfather's death cracked open a door to the past, to the secret side of his father's life and a family he never knew he had.

Grant stepped away from the desk. "I'll get those identity papers, Mr. Mannfred. When are we leaving?"


Chapter Five




Dustin and Louisa occupied a ramada of stout beams, topped with a dense arbor of climbing roses, gazing out over the thick, green lawn toward the swimming pool. A little ways past that, a sandstone wall in desert colors blocked passersby on the road from catching a glimpse of the Casaverde estate. Waves of heat distorted their view of the distant mountains.

Behind them, the house hunched with tension. The investigators had come and gone, likely to reveal that they had no cause to investigate. When a guy in his 80's pops it, the cause is usually pretty clear, though Dustin's sense of futility hadn't prevented him doing CPR on a dead guy. He shuddered.

The servants spoke in murmurs, the lawyers moved in and out at will, leaving Dustin responsible for defending Louisa's already fragile mental state. He shuttled her past the clusters of official activity, shepherded her to the veranda, the small dining room, the hairdresser's, back to the veranda, distracting her with Amadis when he had to.

The rank of hummingbird feeders in the landscaping attracted plenty of customers, and Louisa gazed at them with childlike wonder.

He hadn't slept at all, pacing and sucking from a vape long after the pod was empty. The first thing he'd done was change the gate codes. The second thing was to turn off his ringer, then all the rest of the phones in the house. Only Amanda, the housekeeper, was authorized to answer calls.

With his father on the way, the lawyers fending off various reporters, the police waiting for whatever it was they still had to wait for these days, the churning in Dustin's guts joined with the tension in his limbs in an all-out assault on whatever remained of his executive function. There'd better be some other goddamn executive taking over soon.

Instead, Sharon was the first to appear. Truly, an apparition out of legend in ripply pants and a puffy shirt with another ripply something or other topping the whole, along with a heap of necklaces. Dustin leapt up to intercept her as she crossed the lawn. "I'll be right back, Grams, okay?"

"See you soon." She gave a chipper little wave. "I'll call Victor and find out when he's coming home."

Halfway toward his aunt, Dustin spun about—then stopped himself. What was the worst that could happen? She'd call Victor, his voice mail would pick up, and she'd leave another message. "Sharon, so glad you could come." Dustin held out his arms.

"Why has the code changed, Dustin? I had to park by the stables and come in through the staff entrance." Her hands sketched out the whole route as she spoke, her kohl-rimmed eyes looking especially dark and damp.

"Too many people had that code, Sharon." He lowered his arms when no hug materialized. Instead, she swayed before him, her garments wafting around her plump figure. "We need to keep this locked down as much as possible. People are coming out of the woodwork."

"How is she taking it?" Sharon peered in her mother's direction. Louisa remained content to watch the hummingbird feeder, fanning herself lightly.

"She's not well these days. I don't know if it's—Ouch!" Dustin flinched as Sharon gripped his upper arm, her painted nails digging in.

"You haven't told her?"

A quick shake of his head. "She won't remember. She'll be terrified, and I'll have to spend an hour talking her down, then she'll start asking where Victor is and when he's coming home."

Sharon rounded on him. "She has to know, Dustin. Daddy's dead. She has to be told. You can't withhold something like this."

"I'm the one who has to deal with it when she freaks out." He gripped his hands in his hair. "You don't get it, Sharon. You're not here with her. Jesus."

Sharon folded her arms and drew herself up. She'd inherited her mother's petite stature, so this didn't really help, but her garments stilled as she did, the colorful ghost coming to rest. "They were married for sixty years, Dustin. She has a right to know."

"I know, all right? I do." He started walking along the tiled path toward the fountain. Big French doors overlooked this from several rooms, but it put a little distance between them and Louisa.

Sharon rumbled like a bull who meant to charge, but she followed along. "Dad should be landing soon, you two can decide who tells her and how. I'll do it, if you want me to." He tried to collect himself. "Whatever you decide, I'll manage. Maybe we can hire a grief counselor, somebody who's used to working with dementia patients."

Her face creased with a frown, then she placed her hand more gently on his shoulder. "Your role is not easy, Dustin. I should be more aware." For a moment, she remained silent, then she whispered, "I reached out to the spirit realm last night. Do you want me to tell you what I heard?"

God, no. Humor them. Humor them all, at least until his dad got there. Dustin sank down to sit on the broad marble rim of the fountain. "You talked to Victor?"

She shook her head swiftly. "Oh no, no no no. The freshly passed are often disoriented. They're confused if you try to contact them, thinking they may still rejoin the living. No, I spoke with Joshua."

Gee, so had Louisa, on the phone the day of Victor's death. He wondered which of them had the more authentic experience. "I didn't know you were in contact with him."

"My brother is one of my key spirit guides." She gazed into the middle distance, then her glance flicked toward him and away again.

Dustin slid into this new role. "Was he able to tell you anything?"

"Father is frustrated by his sudden arrival. He thought he'd have more time on the earthly plane."

"Joshua told you that."

She sat close beside him, accompanied by the scent of flowers. Gardenia, maybe? "Joshua may not be the best guide to mediate with Father, given their…history."

In the breast pocket of his shirt, Dustin's phone vibrated, and he slipped it out. "Dad's been picked up at the airport." He slid the phone away. Thank Soon, Dustin could fade into the hand-carved mahogany wood-work. Or go hide with Amadis of Gaul as the brave knight of Spanish legend followed one damsel's quest after another. "Speaking of history, have you ever asked Uncle Josh about the conquistador's treasure?"

"Of course not. Worldly wealth is no longer a concern for him."

He folded his arms, hands tucked under. "I guess I never really considered what people in the next realm would be worried about."

She resumed her conspiratorial air. "He's worried about his son. Very, very concerned. He feels the veil thinning between them." She raised a hand in front of her, fingers spread, as if she could touch the veil she spoke so much about.

Dustin nodded as well, then he said, "Wait a minute. If the veil's thinning—does that mean what I think it does?"

Sharon's voice became nearly inaudible. "Yes, Dustin. His son will be the next to die."


Chapter Six




Russell tapped out a few more messages in the back seat of the sedan as it purred around the curved wall of the family estate. A scruffy-looking hatchback and another sedan idled in the driveway in front of the closed gate. "Bring my luggage around. I'll walk."

Russell slid from the back seat. One of the junior lawyers that handled most of the Casaverde business glared at the numerical panel, his phone pressed to his ear.

He turned abruptly, then disconnected his call. "Mr. Casaverde. The new code doesn't seem to be working."

In the hatchback, Sharon's daughters watched him. What did they use their allowance for, if not a decent car? One of them twiddled her fingers in some sort of wave. Couldn't expect the best results from Sharon's genetics, given how they'd been expressed in herself. Russell smirked and twiddled his fingers back.

"Dustin has orders to change the code every three hours, or in case of some unpleasant incursion. We have a random code generator." He pulled out his own phone, opening it with a retinal scan.

The back door of the sedan opened, and a man stepped out. Tall, but not overly so, trim, with a sense of poise that suggested athleticism. Dressed in dark shoes, dark gray pants and a pale shirt, with a style in the liminal space between law enforcement and sporting goods. The hand he rested on the doorframe showed mid-range skin, not Mexican, but maybe not far off from there. What was someone like…

Russell imagined the blue "loading" circle on the screen between him and the world. He tapped a mental reset button and prayed his face revealed nothing of the temporary glitch. Here was a wrinkle he'd been very much hoping wouldn't arise. Even if he must be informed, surely he didn't need to be present.

"And you are?" Russell asked, eyebrows raised.

"Grant Casey." The man's dark gaze appraised him, a faint smile playing over his lips. "Uncle Russell. It's been a while." He stepped fully from the car and shut the door behind him.

How old had he been? Ten? Eleven? Either Russell hadn't changed a bit in the couple of decades since then, or the boy, now the man, had striking powers of memory, observation and reason. Russell recognized Casey for obvious reasons, but to be instantly placed himself left him with the faintest chill.

Russell sank his eyebrows. "Joshua's boy." Then his central processor completed its calculations, and Russell put out his hand, softening his face. "I'm so sorry. You look a lot like him, but I suppose you've heard that."

Accepting his hand with a firm grip, Casey maintained his faint smile. "I don't know anyone who would've said so." A little tip of his head acknowledge the awkward moment. "Sounds like you can help us with the gate."

Russell broke the grip and turned to the panel. "Did you have a good flight? Where are you located these days?"

"Boston area. How about you?"

"Los Angeles." Russell entered the code and the gates retracted. "At the moment."

"Thank you, Mr. Casaverde. Would you like to ride up with us?" The lawyer gestured toward the waiting vehicle.

Assessing his—nephew, was the right term. Another unfamiliar sensation twitched through Russell's awareness. He didn't just resemble his father, this man who appeared out of the past, he could become him. Whatever this sensation was, Russell preferred not to feel it. At the same time, he knew exactly how he could use it. "Mr. Casey. What would you say to a walk? Someone should fill you in before you get to the house."

"Sounds good." Casey offered the door to the lawyer in a manner far too deferential for a Casaverde. "We'll see you up there."

The lawyer succumbed to air-conditioned comfort. Dismissing that option, Russell walked through the vehicle gate, Casey a half-step behind as they reached the perimeter trail. The girls' hatchback ground into gear and rumbled past them, following the sedan toward the manor at the top of the hill. As the two cars reached the curve into the circle drive, something moved in the back seat of the hatchback. A third person, sitting up.

Damn it. If that was who he believed, then the day became infinitely more complicated. And who else would have to smuggle himself onto the estate?

Casey, apparently following his gaze remarked, "One of my brothers? You didn't expect to see him here, or with them?"

Resuming his kindly uncle guise, Russell said, "Oh, no. Jasmine's always picking up strays, I shouldn't be surprised if—"he chuckled, but the sound felt brittle. He had tried being merciful to neutralize the bastard, but it seemed as if escalation were the next phase. "Sorry again. I shouldn't be talking about family that way, especially at such a time."

Casey gave an easy shrug. "Everybody here is a stranger to me, in all honesty. I take it the two women are my cousins?"

"Sharon's children." Russell relaxed. Casey's distant attitude made it easier to reveal his own. "Jasmine and Melanie."

"The twins," Casey murmured. "They don't look so much alike any more."

"Deliberate, I think. I don't know how much you remember about the estate—"a hell of a lot, if Russell had to guess, but he pretended otherwise until he could get the measure of the man—"but this trail circles the wall. When we reach the gardens, we can head up, if that suits you? It's a little warm out here to do the full circuit."

"It's nice to stretch my legs after a long flight."

"Indeed." Except his brother's son would've traveled commercial, poor thing. A line of trees, evenly spaced, provided a bit of shade.

"I should express my sympathy for your loss," Casey remarked after a few paces.

Russell noted the phrasing. "My father and I weren't close." He added a chuckle. Such things often inspired greater intimacy, and Russell did his best. "Not as distant as you and he, of course. May I call you Grant?"

"Sure." Casey looked around with interest, but little enthusiasm, as if he were making notes. "You wanted to tell me about the family?"

"Can I ask what brought you here?"

"One of your lawyers."

It might've been a joke. Ha ha ha. Before Russell's annoyance could take hold, though, the man amplified. "That sounded facetious, sorry." He spread his hands. "They came to my office, to confirm my identity. I haven't thought much about my father's family for a long time."

"I'm surprised you dropped everything to come out here." He added some extra bon homme. "I hope they didn't lead you to believe that Dad left you something."

A shake of his head, dark hair settling with that irritating perfection Russell remembered so well. "They wanted to make sure that I didn't plan to make a claim. As for why I came, I had some time on my hands, and I guess I was curious."

Curious enough to drop everything and get on a plane. "What is it you do in Boston, Grant?"

"I'm a security consultant. Your gate install is pretty impressive, actually. Give the company my compliments." He strolled casually enough. "How about you? LA, you said, but I'm guessing you're not in the film industry."

"But we do supply specialized electronics and programming consultations. It's one of the companies managed by Casaverde Investments. I'm good at it, so Dad let me keep it." He flashed a bit of humor. "Do you enjoy your work?"

"Most of the time, but my boss can be a real prick."

Russell placed his fingers over his temples, wiggling them as if he were a psychic like Sharon. "Let me guess, you're self-employed."

"You got it." He paused in the dappled shade. "So what am I walking into?"

"It would be easier to know what to say if I knew why you came," Russell pointed out.

"Curiosity isn't enough for you?" Casey assessed him. "Can't blame you for being suspicious. Someone dies, especially someone wealthy, and people start coming from all over to see if they can get a slice of the pie. I'm not here for your pie, Russell. " Casey looked him in the eye. "I've got family I've never met before. I didn't want to pass up the chance."

"You might regret it once you have." Russell didn't quite believe Casey had no interest in the pie—he had no idea how big the pie might be, or how very exciting—but someone so far outside the family might well be curious to get a look at the Casaverdes, the way that people slow down when they see a car accident. Mmm. A metaphor perhaps too apt in this case. Some people jumped in to help. Everyone else just wanted to see the blood.

If it turned out that Casey did want Russell's pie, then Casey would, indeed, see blood.


Chapter Seven




As his uncle filled him in on the personalities involved, Grant studied Russell's face and gestures. A few times now, the man revealed a sudden streak of emotion, like bolts of lightning from an otherwise indifferent sky. The first minute he saw Grant. When he spotted the third person in the other car. Just now, when Grant apparently made a joke about his own arrival. Either Russell had no sense of humor—possible—or Grant's presence here, his resemblance to his father, put the man on a knife's edge.

Grant's only dog in this fight was the hook the detective had set back in Boston—and the fact that he'd done it. The detective knew or suspected Grant was unaware of his own siblings. Stryker wanted him here, wanted to solve the mystery of Victor's last words, and maybe earn himself a reward if he could prove the death was homicide. Grant wanted to find the solid ground in his suddenly tilting world. His presence suited them both, and if it provoked some of the family, Grant would just do his best to stay harmless and keep his eyes open.

"Sharon and the girls will be thrilled to see you," Russell concluded, "but it's best if you don't try to see Louisa just yet. Her health is…precarious."

Given how she'd hung up on him the last time they talked, Grant had no desire for that reunion. If he could get through this without meeting her at all, he'd be fine with that, a sentiment he kept firmly under cover. "Understood. What about the guy in the back seat?"

"Your half-brothers at times assume roles from the fairy tales." Russell started walking again, this time along a path between banks of flowers, cosmos and foxgloves entirely out of place in a desert ecosystem. "Tommy's the bright side of that coin. He works for the firm, managing some of our assets in Las Vegas. He's comfortable enough around here that he wouldn't feel the need to hide, nor should he. He's a respectable business man with a family."

He sighed heavily, but the tension around his lips and eyes suggested more than mere annoyance. "That leaves Marco. Marco is unstable. A wild card. His presence upsets my mother, not to mention the rest of us. Jasmine should know better, especially after that video came out." Russell curled his lip. "No need to go into detail, let's just say it was embarrassing. He lost his professorship, and became persona non grata in a number of circles. He's still sponging around the university, so he must have some advocates, if not friends."

Marco. The name rang a distant bell in Grant's memory, and he filed that away for later. "Sounds like my dad was a bit of a player."

Russell nearly smiled. "That's a nice way to put it. I was a little surprised when your mother was the person who got him to settle."

Grant heard a few things between the lines there, like his mother—of all people—was the one, and that his father hadn't settled down, but merely settled. The remark was perfectly light-hearted, no hint of bile, and maybe Grant was reading into his uncle's words meaning that he hadn't intended. Up the green expanse of lawn, a series of columns supported an awning alongside a swimming pool, and further up, another veranda with its own set of columns and shades.

"Joshua turned a lot of heads and not a few hearts as a young man. He made the most of every opportunity. Father paid off a few of Joshua's girlfriends, to keep them at arm's length, but--"

As his uncle spoke, Grant watched a figure move downhill, a bouquet of flowers in one hand, a yellow sun dress plucked up by the other, a girlish pose for someone of her apparent age. A thick wave of white hair swayed against her back as she walked between the columns, then took one step further. With a soft splash, she plunged into the pool.


Chapter Eight




"Grant? What are you doing?"

Grant burst into motion, racing up the hill, leaving his uncle sputtering in his wake. Had she meant to take that step? No idea if she knew how to swim, but no point in waiting too long to find out the answer too late.

As he vaulted a flowerbed, she surfaced again, arms raised, then sank, flowers adrift on the rippling water. At the pool, broad, rounded steps on one end, diving platform on the other, flowers like Ophelia's dispersing from the middle.

In two brief pauses on the tiled pool surround, Grant kicked off his shoes, then brought his hands up and dove. His hands cut a streak into the water, the chill enveloping him. He kicked hard, stroking his arms back to propel himself toward the bottom.

The woman struggled, her arms waving and feet flailing as she pushed toward the surface, her hair in a nimbus around her face. As Grant's arm swept beneath hers, around her chest, her flailing turned against him, hands beating his shoulder, body twisting in an attempt to break free.

Grant pushed off from the bottom, turning them both to surface face up. She gasped and coughed into the air. Grant drew a deep breath, resisting her battle. At the age of eighty-something, she'd have to be pretty strong to break free in any case. On his back now, supporting her, he kicked for the shallow end by the steps. His feet touched bottom. Grant shifted toward kneeling, still supporting her out of the water, but at a little remove from himself

"Let go of me! Help! Victor, help me!" She battered him again, scrambling to her feet and grabbing the rail in the center of the steps. She started hauling herself up, her sodden dress clinging around her legs. Grant rose behind her, keeping close in case she fell again, not quite touching her.

"Gram! Oh, my gosh, are you okay?" A young man floundered to the top of the steps, holding his arms out to her as she nearly overbalanced back into the water.

She gripped his arm and pulled herself the last step onto the pool deck. A woman of similar height and colorful clothing raced toward them. "Mom!" The younger woman wrapped the older one in her arms, her clothes instantly soaked.

The young man glanced back toward Grant. "Thank you so much, I can't—" his lips parted, but nothing came out. The moment he recognized Grant, even though he likely hadn't been born before Grant's father died. The young man closed his mouth and swallowed, then repeated, "Thank you."

"Dustin! What happened?" Russell marched up the pathway, arms wide as if beseeching the heavens for answers, his stormy face focused on the young man whose breath hitched a few times as he mastered himself.

Dustin's attention swiveled from Grant to the women to the newcomer. From the shape of the jaw, and overall stature, his father. Grant slowly finished his climb out of the pool, stroking water from his face and slicking back his hair.

"Sharon and I were talking about the plan, over by the fountain, and Gram was just sitting on the veranda, then she wasn't. I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry. Jesus." He gripped both hands in his hair, slightly hunched over as if he might vomit.

"You." Russell's hand rose sharply, a gesture Grant knew all too well. Grant's muscles tightened, but instead of landing a blow, his uncle's hand closed to a fist and fell to his side. "You need to be more careful, Dustin. We're counting on you."

"Stop it, Russell." The younger woman lifted her head, her face streaked with tears. "She's fine. Aren't you, Mom? You're okay?" She gripped the woman's shoulders. Then her glance fixed on Grant.

Aunt Sharon the spiritualist, the middle sibling, her hair dyed a little too red. The old woman would be Louisa Casaverde, his grandmother. Grant oriented himself around this knowledge. Par for the course: the grandmother who'd rejected him years ago beating him off all over again. Didn't mean she deserved to drown in her own swimming pool. Did it?

Dustin had been startled by the sight of Grant, but Sharon went white. Her body swayed momentarily, as if she might faint, and Dustin reached out to steady her.

"I'm very well," Louisa snapped. "But I am all wet. Where is my towel?" She flicked her hands fiercely, shaking them off.

"Why don't you help Mother inside and help her get dried off, Sharon," Russell suggested, in a tone that offered no alternative. His hands ushered them in that direction.

Sharon's head bobbed swiftly. "Uh huh. Let's go, Mom." She steered her mother firmly toward the house, in spite of her own backward glance. A pair of uniformed servants appeared at a run, likely summoned by Louisa's scream, and they now huddled around their mistress, a barricade against a dangerous world.

Deflating a little with the danger past, Dustin blew out a breath. He mustered a smile, holding out his hand, then drawing it back. "You must be Grant. Wow. Okay. You want a towel? There's usually some over here." From a big wicker bin near one end of the pool deck, he plucked a bath sheet so thick it would've made an area rug for most people.

"Thanks." Grant accepted the towel and scrubbed his face and hair. He retrieved his shoes, stripping his socks and drying his feet before putting the shoes back on. "If there's someplace I can change?"

"Yes!" said Dustin, even as Russell, said, "Actually⁠—"

Face reddening, Dustin broke off while Russell continued smoothly, "Come to think of it, we might put you up in the guest suite over the garage, if that suits? I don't think there's anybody there now." He raised his eyebrows, and Dustin quickly shook his head. "Your luggage is in the car, I presume?"

"Such as it is." Grant balled up the towel. "Where do I put this?"

"Anywhere," Dustin blurted. "The staff will take care of it." Handsome, fit, utterly cowed by his father. Interesting.

Dropping the towel on a lounger, Grant offered his hand. "Dustin. Cousins?"

Dustin gripped his hand, clasping his other hand over. "Seriously, man, thank you so much. I think she could've swum out, but I don't know why she would've gone in. We were almost done talking anyway, but—God." His words trailed off, head shaking.

"There's only so much you can do."

Dustin's relief cleared his features. "Come on, I'll show you the suite." He broke his grip and started down one of the gravel trails that wrapped toward the front of the house. Russell stalked after them.

"I'm still a little flustered from Tuesday," Dustin continued. "We were expecting Victor any minute, but I sure wasn't expecting that." As they passed the upper veranda, Dustin whirled about. "Hang on, wait here!" He dashed off down the veranda, leaving Russell flicking through messages on his phone. Grant scanned the landscaping and the back of the house, two wings coming together in a "V" to frame a formal garden and a fountain. Like he walked back in time, and maybe crossed an ocean to southern Europe. Dustin reappeared after a moment with a big leather book in his hand.

"Good reading?" Grant inquired as they set out again.

His cousin chuckled. "Not really. Amadis of Gaul. It's this famous medieval romance—not, as in love story, but as in fictional adventure story."

"The best knight in the world." Grant‘s father's voice echoed through his memory. His stomach clenched. "Assigned reading for my medieval history class." The only assignment he failed when the book gave him flashbacks.

"You got it! It's Gram's favorite. When she's having a bad day, sometimes Amadis alone can calm her down."

Maybe because the Casaverde clan worshiped the conquistadors, and they, in turn, worshiped the flower of knighthood, as if plundering other nations and enslaving their inhabitants qualified as chivalry. Grant turned that thought aside. Had to deflect all this family baggage or he'd regret every minute he spent here. "Amadis and you," Grant pointed out.

Russell, still trailing them, gave a little whuff of disagreement. Sounded like Russell assigned his son as caretaker, with no sympathy for what the role entailed. Too bad they had only the one swimming pool, or Grant could pitch his uncle straight into the next one.

"I do what I can," Dustin said. "Besides, I'm between roles at the moment. Maybe you saw 'LA Bar?'" His face fell a bit at Grant's negation. "I was meant to be just a bit part, an intern helping out one of the stars for a couple of episodes in season two, but the role took off, and they had me back for season three with more screen time. People wanted to know if the 'sexy intern' would be hired on permanently." He flashed a smile that had plenty of wattage. "I thought I might be, but then they killed me off in episode eleven. Oh—spoiler alert!"

Grant chuckled obligingly.

Hollings, the lawyer, waited stiffly in front of the house, Grant's small duffel bag sitting on the ground nearby. A four-car garage, with one of the bays taller to accommodate a trailered boat or an RV, stood at an angle to the house. A staircase at the end of the garage led up to a deck with a door to a second floor. Nice. From the front walk, Grant spotted motion detector lights, a camera under the deck, trained on the stairs, and a doorbell camera near the suite entrance.

He turned abruptly back toward Russell. "Oh, hey, sorry to run off like that."

Russell jerked back from him, cell phone pressed to his chest. "You did what you had to. What somebody had to, apparently." He shot a glance toward his son.

Russell Casaverde, accessing an app for household systems and smart appliances just after suggesting that Grant should stay in a well-equipped apartment on the property. Not suspicious at all.

"Thanks for your warm welcome, Uncle Russell."

"The pleasure is all mine." Russell smiled broadly. "I hope you enjoy your stay, and we'll all look forward to getting to know you. Dinner…?" he prompted with a glance toward Dustin.

"At six," Dustin supplied. "The door code is 5949. You need me to write that down?" Grant shook his head, and Dustin continued, "I'll have somebody come over and show you to the dining room, okay?"

"Six o'clock." Grant took up his bag. Dinner with the family. He could hardly wait.


Chapter Nine




Cousin Grant flicked them a salute then let himself into the apartment. The guy moved like an athlete off the field, comfortable in his own skin, despite his wet clothes. Showed up out of nowhere, saved their grandmother's life, and took the whole thing in stride. No shame, no blame. Like of course you went from the airport to the estate, to the hero's role. The kind of guy who made everything look easy. He could be so, so easy to hate.

At Dustin's side, his father announced, "I should've hit you."

Dustin backed off a step. "What the hell?"

His father practically bounced on his toes. "You didn't see his face, how fast he reacted. If I'd actually hit you, he'd be on your side like that." He snapped his fingers. His eyes danced, his face alight.

"I don't have a side. What are you even talking about?" Dustin folded his arms, the book pressed to his chest like armor.

"Joshua's brood are suing. Except him—he hasn't signed on yet, and you can bet they'll be pitching him tonight, once they figure out who he is which, let's face it, is pretty damn obvious once you look at him." Dad gestured vaguely toward the apartment.

"It's uncanny.” Sharon's spirit guide, had warned her that his son was in danger. Everything she said was crap, Dustin knew that, but still. "I don't think they'll want him. He's legit, and they're not. He's got a much better claim."

Dad's brow furrowed. "His father was cut out years ago, by mutual agreement. He has no claim. Victor made that exceedingly clear." Then he turned all sunshine again, gripping Dustin's shoulder and leaning in. "Very well done, by the way."

His father was praising him. O-kay. Must be a blue moon. "I don't know what you mean."

His father's gaze point shifted from one eye to the other, then he laughed. "At least your acting hobby isn’t a total waste." He kept his voice low, an intimate rumble between the two of them. "What did you use? No, don't tell me. It's better if I don't know a thing." He drew back. "Do you think I should act more bereaved? The others might expect it."

Suppressing any sarcasm, Dustin replied, "From you? They'll expect efficiency. They'll expect you to take charge. That's what you're good at."

Dad stroked his chin. "Good point. She called the number again, this morning."

Weird. They hadn't talked about making another call. "She must've hit redial. What did she say? Anything new?"

"Not much. I didn't get a chance to tweak the algorithm. She still thinks Joshua—"he added air quotes—"sounds sick. This time, it told her its son wasn't feeling well, then said something about dinner. She said he wasn't there."

Which was more than Dustin knew about that fateful meal. "Is that true?"

"Adults only, all the kids got farmed out, left with nannies. I don't know what Josh did—not like they could afford help. Maybe they just left the kid at home with the television." He cut a glance to the apartment. "We can use this. Him."

"I doubt it."

"Don't." His phone was out, then to his ear. "Jody? Good. I want a special menu for tonight, in honor of everybody being together." He listened for a moment, and Dustin overheard the head chef's barely-suppressed indignation. "Well, stop the preparations. I'll send over the menu once I hang up." He listened again, and his face went blank.

Dustin edged a little further away.

"I don't know, I'm not the chef, am I? And if you can't pivot to a new plan, then maybe you won't be either. Understood? You have—"he checked his phone—"an hour and a half. Get it done. Or someone else will."

Whistling faintly, he proceeded to tap out a message, tilting his head to look into space, then finally tapping to send. "It'll be different, of course, with you kids around. You weren't even born. Get her to wear her blue linen dress. I think that was the one."

In spite of the sun, Dustin felt a chill. "I know exactly the dress you're talking about. I've seen the picture. She won't allow that picture on the wall, Dad. She threw it across the room and we had to clean up the broken glass."

"I forgot we took a picture. Snap a shot of it and send it over."

Dustin drew a very deep breath, and pretended he was on set, composing his words for an audience of one. "Dad. This is a very bad idea. You're trying to re-create the dinner party because you want to trigger her memory. She'll be triggered all right. Big time. It's one thing to make that voice, but this is something else. Next level."

"That's how you win. By going to the next level. And the one after that. We're the conquistador's blood, Dustin, and that's so far out of fashion it should be buried forever. I need to know what she knows, what she remembers, before someone else does."

By deceiving an old woman, maybe sending her over the edge of insanity, just so she might talk about that night? Or prove, once and for all, that she knew nothing—and neither did anyone else. "Dad…"

His father's eyes narrowed, head lowered as if he might dart forward and spit poison. "I shouldn't have given you this job. You've lost the competitive instinct."

"Family isn’t supposed to be competitive."

"If you don't think your cousins are after that treasure, you're fooling yourself. They know the lawsuit is a dead-end, given the caliber of lawyers we can muster, and Marco's been on about the treasure for years, thanks to his mother. It's a new world, Dustin, I just want us to live in it." He finished grandly, as if it were his star turn in the spotlight, then added, "Send me the picture."

"Fine." If it would stop the relentless battering of his father's demands.

"Good." Dad straightened out of his cobra mode. "Joshua's back from the dead. Let's celebrate his resurrection. And if we have to, we bury him again. It's really that simple."

Casey was a complete unknown, and here was his father making threats already. If they were playing the long game, trying to get renewed for another season, was Casey a bit player, just an exotic part of the scenery? Or was he something more? Dad started walking away, and Dustin called, "Do you even know who he is?"

"The key to the cask of her mind." Dad tapped his forehead. "Our ticket to the past, so we can throw away the key and make sure it never comes up again." Dustin took a step to follow, then his father turned back. "Wait a minute. Don't you know? Who he is?"

"Just his name." Dustin shrugged. "And who his parents were."

"Right, right, so why did Victor say it?" His father looked expectant, pausing to wait for Dustin's answer. The trouble was, he had none, and no amount of improv classes prepared him for playing his father's games. "His last words? That note he made on his phone." Each question brought Dad closer again until they were practically touching, his voice dropping. "You really didn't know."

Dustin shook his head.

"But you did—do the job, right? You mixed his drink."

The one thing that ever made his father show any sign of respect. Dustin gathered the skill that always won him the role, and put it into the slightest smile and tip of his head. "What do you think?"

"So good. So very good." Dad clapped him on the shoulder, giving a little shake, and went off whistling while Dustin absorbed the fact that he'd just accepted the accolades for his grandfather's murder.


Chapter Ten




After showering, Grant moved through a light workout, clearing his mind and preparing his body. At the knock on the door, his eyes snapped open, meditation broken. Showtime. But for whom? He'd walked into an Agatha Christie novel: the deceased patriarch, the gathering of the clan, the nosy detective prodding things along. What was next? A dramatic reading of the will? An accusation? Another death. He thought of his grandmother stepping into the swimming pool, dropping her bouquet of foxgloves, the source of digitalis—a great way to simulate or spur on a heart attack.

Rising easily from the floor, where he had been giving one of the hidden cameras a very boring view for the last six minutes, Grant opened the door.

"Wow," said the man on the other side. "Just wow."

The man wasn't exactly a mirror. A couple of years older, Grant guessed, the man was a bit shorter, his face a little more broad. He wore his hair to the shoulder and a pair of wire-rimmed glasses. That said, the family resemblance couldn't be missed. He wore a suit, and Grant wondered if he should've asked about a dress code. Grant’s dark silk shirt and trousers should do, the silver bracelets his Tohono O'odham grandfather had given him bringing the bling, and stating his allegiance.

Grant smiled and offered his hand. "Wow, yourself. Grant Casey."

"Tommy Casaverde." He shook hands like someone whose resolution to go to the gym doesn't outlast the trial period. "I volunteered to come over." He chuckled nervously. "A bunch of people volunteered, but we didn't want to overwhelm you by showing up at once. Instead, we drew cards, and I won."

"You didn't win, you cheated." A slurred voice from below. A long-haired woman stepped into view from beneath the deck, tossing back her hair as she looked up at them. She took a drag from a joint and held in the smoke as she stared up at them. Slender and sharp, beautiful in the exaggerated way of a fashion model who’s lost a little too much weight.

"What did you expect?" Tommy produced a deck of cards from his pocket and let them cascade from one hand to the other, then disappeared them again with a wink.

"Guess I shouldn't play poker with you," Grant remarked.

"It's hardly cheating if everybody knows you can do it." Tommy shrugged. "I manage the Vegas office. A man's gotta do something with his leisure time. How about you, Grant? You have a hobby?"

"Aren't you going to introduce me?" The woman propped herself up on the railing at the bottom of the stairs.

"This would be Caroline." Tommy started down. "Dad's youngest. Aside from you."

"Good to meet you." Grant put out his hand, but she melted toward him, draping an arm around his shoulders.

"You're gonna get sick of people telling you how much you look like him." She smelled of marijuana.

"That's the truth." Grant extricated himself from her partial embrace.

"Not that we got to see him much, Mom and me." Caroline stayed close and stroked his shoulder. "Is that real silk?"

"It's very breathable. Are you local, Caroline?"

Her hand dropped to the silver cuff at his wrist and she gave it a little twitch, as if she wanted to spin a roulette wheel. "Mostly I'm in San Diego, but I'm back with Mom for a little. Between gigs, you know. Near the university where he picked up his women."

They reached one of the French doors, and Tommy ushered them inside. "What do you do, Grant?"

"I run a private security firm."

A towering split staircase dominated the foyer each side rising over an arch that led to one wing of the house. The stairs met at a small landing on the second floor. The space contained a few choice European antiques: two paintings from minor masters, a moody bronze sculpture of a lean man with a broken lance, a pair of leather, lion-handled chairs that might've come from the Alhambra palace in Spain. In a built-in niche with directed lighting rested a pitted and dented steel helmet on a stand, along with a few other smaller artifacts of the Spanish colonial period.

Grant glanced up at the statue. "Hey, Don."

"You recognize him?" Tommy glanced over as well.

"Don Quixote. The helmet's a dead giveaway."

"That belonged to Coronado." Russell emerged from one of the arches. "Our famous ancestor, and one of the first men to penetrate the mountains here."

"Not that helmet." Grant pointed up toward the broad, flat-brimmed "helmet" worn by the sculpture. He took a roundabout route that led him past the sculpture, in the direction of the older helmet. "Don Quixote mistook a barber's basin for a famous helmet that he thought would protect him. That's part of his iconography. The broken lance, too."

"Louisa loves that stuff. Anything medieval, gallant, and doomed," Russell added. "She's got poor Dustin reading her Amadis of Gaul all the time."

Grant remembered playing at knights with his father, the memory fencing across this very foyer. His father was probably drunk at the time. "Like a proper conquistador's kin. That's how they kept busy on the trip to the new world, reading the tales of knights and ladies."

"I didn't know that," Tommy offered.

Russell, too, had changed for dinner, into a suit coat, no tie. "A couple of years ago, there was quite the celebration for the four hundredth anniversary of the Coronado expedition."

"Not an event that every New Mexican might wish to celebrate," Grant pointed out.

"Grant is going to help us find the treasure." Caroline's voice echoed in the foyer and Grant had the feeling of suspension as if their roller coaster car had almost reached the top of a hill.

Tommy chuckled. "That's ridiculous."

"Too true. We should get in for dinner. They'll be laying the plates." Russell indicated the door past where he'd appeared.

"You know what he does, right? What he's good at?" Caroline threw up her hands. "He found Genghis Khan's tomb, people!" She swept toward them, her long skirt fluttering. "He's a professional treasure hunter. Like Indiana Jones. Where'd you dig up those bracelets, Indy? Take them from a tomb? Maybe it's time to share something with the rest of us." Caroline stepped in front of him as he neared the door. "You know there's nothing for us in the will, nothing for any of Joshua's kids, not even you."

"That's not why I came.”

Taking her elbow, Tommy said, "Victor just passed, Caro. I don't think it's time to get into it."

"Is it ever? Maybe you don't need the money, but some of us might! Besides, he owes us." She jabbed a finger toward Grant's chest. He withdrew in a quick motion and she breezed past toward the dining room.

"What is she on?" Russell whispered. "It's more than the weed, isn't it?"

"I don't know. We haven't kept in touch." Tommy kept his eye on Grant. "Welcome to the family? What can I say, tensions are high."

"That's understandable, given Victor's death."

In the grand dining room, a few tables occupied Oriental carpets over the parquet floors. A dozen somberly dressed people lingered in little clumps while a pair of servants moved among the tables, placing some kind of garlicky chicken stew and baskets of bread that stirred his hunger. No sign of Dustin or Louisa yet. Aunt Sharon's two daughters flanked her by an empty fireplace. On a long oak bar, an array of liquor bottles sparkled in the lowering sun from the veranda windows. A petite red-head moved up to peck a kiss on Tommy's lips, then turned to Grant. "I'm his wife, Isabelle. He's been so looking forward to meeting you."

"I wasn't sure if you'd be open to contact. It's not like our branch of the family tree has been well-tended," Tommy said. "Can we get you something to drink?"

"Water's fine, or lemonade. I feel like I should keep my wits about me." Grant put on an air of curiosity. Casual, friendly but guarded, as they might expect.

Isabelle clapped her hands together. "Definitely. I'll see what I can do." She whisked away to the bar to rummage up a glass and ice cubes.

Caroline, at least, had known about Grant and his work before now, even while he didn't know she existed. Once in the dining room, she plucked a mojito from a tray and walked directly, if unsteadily, toward Sharon, embracing her aunt—the only person who showed any sign of grief at Victor's passing.

Across the room, the lawyers conferred, and Detective Stryker leaned against a wall—always with his back to a wall, that one. What he was even doing at a family meal, unless he were keeping an eye on the food taster.

Russell, with a sour expression, marched in that direction. "Officer? A word, if you don't mind." His hand suggested they step outside. The detective straightened but he showed no sign of leaving.

Over the fireplace, a large-format painting featured a rugged landscape with a cavalry train, their spears and helmets glinting, led by a fierce man with a mustache and a robed friar carrying a cross. Native Americans on foot greeted these newcomers with gifts of prickly pear cactus and rabbits. A pair carried a deer on a pole over their shoulders. Classic colonial imagery. Grant imagined his mother's critique, in particular about the obsequious presentation of the natives, who saved the lives of Spanish explorers by sharing food and helping them learn the forbidding environment. Then the Spaniards turned around and enslaved the natives who survived their germs.

One facet of his mother's research involved an enslaved man, Esteban, who led a group of conquistadors after they survived a shipwreck in the Gulf. They would likely have died save for the Black man's willingness to engage with the natives. If Grant didn't miss his identification, the mountainous backdrop of the painting featured Zuni pueblo, where even that peaceable and prosperous nation felt they had to take a stand, only to be slaughtered. Charming.

"Here you go, Grant." Isabelle reappeared at his elbow with the glass of water, a twist of lime on the rim.

"Thanks." The glass cooled his hand and quieted the rising ghosts of memory.

"Here's the woman of the hour." Russell moved swiftly among the tables.

Dustin escorted Louisa on his arm. Grant's core tightened, bracing for impact. He had no disguise that could make him look less like his father. Would she embrace him—or denounce him as an impostor? Depending on her response, he might need to make a speedy escape rather than destroy the already fragile family dynamics.

"Where is my knight in shining armor?" she inquired. "He who came to me when I might have drowned? I wasn't quite myself."

Standing between Grant and the door, Tommy stepped aside, clearing the view.

Louisa accepted Russell's arm, transferring to him from Dustin, smiling vaguely. Her glance wandered the room, and landed on Grant. She remained precisely where she was. Tears streamed down her face, then she put out a trembling hand. "I'm sorry," she said. "I am so very sorry."


Chapter Eleven




Russell watched Grant Casey, trying to take in his face, his figure, his movements, anything that might betray his true reactions. Tommy's wife gave the man a little nudge as he hesitated, apparently evaluating the chance before him. Casey walked at a measured pace, his eye on Louisa. He took her hand on his, then sank down to one knee, taking on the role she claimed for him. Nauseating suck-up.

Didn't want Russell's pie indeed. Look at the man. If he could, he'd make off with the whole thing. Given how he looked, how he comported himself with Louisa, if she were remotely competent to make decisions, he would succeed.

Hand reaching hesitantly out, she touched his head, brushing his cheek. He stiffened perceptibly, but didn't move to dodge the caress. Tattoos around his throat, but from Dustin’s research, he wasn't actually a felon, just a veteran with a habit of thrusting his nose, and sometimes his gun, into other people's cultures.

"Louisa. I'm glad I could be there when you needed someone."

"I've been waiting for you to come home." A smile broke through her tears, radiance through the rain. "Joshua."

Clearing his throat, Russell said, "Mother, we should sit for dinner. The food's getting cold."

She broke her gaze reluctantly, but still her hand lingered on this stranger's shoulder, very much like a queen to her knight. "Yes, of course." She indicated for him to rise.

Casey said gently, "I'm Joshua's son. He couldn't be here today."

Her brow furrowed and she kneaded Russell's arm. "All right. But you will have supper with me?"

The delectable scents of their meal wafted through the air. The crowd was double what it had been that night, in spite of the absence of his own wife, now ex, and Sharon's husband, now deceased. Russell brought his mother and her new fascination toward the head table, pulling out a seat for her. Dustin reached for the fourth chair at the table, and Russell nodded his assent. His son had the most experience with Mother in her new state. Taking his hand from his pocket, Dustin placed a little silver box near Mother's wine glass. "Don't forget to take these, Grams."

She hadn't taken her eyes off of Casey. It could still work in Russell's favor, but more so if Casey remained dissociated, not caring about the family that hadn't, for so long, cared about him. In the background, Detective Stryker moved toward the nearest table.

"Excuse me," Russell said, much as he hated to give Casey a moment alone with Mother. "Detective? I thought I made our wishes very clear."

"Russell. I want him here." Sharon stood up, surrounded by her girls. She met him in the middle. Imagine Sharon, standing up for—what, exactly?

"It's a family meal, Sharon, and we're in mourning." Russell brought his mouth close to her ear. "You can't really think it's appropriate to have the police here. Besides, there's nothing to investigate."

"Are you sure?" She was in mourning, anyway, even if everyone else was just as glad that Victor had finally cleared the path for the new generation. "The spirit world is vibrating, Russell. Something's happening."

"Does the cop have credentials in the spirit world?"

"I don't want to make anyone uncomfortable," Stryker said agreeably, sidling closer. "I understand your mother ended up in the swimming pool today? And Mr. Casey fished her out. Any idea what happened there?"

"An accident of oversight. We all fervently hope it won't happen again."

The detective nodded slowly. "Quite a coincidence, him being right there. Do you have any reason to think he was involved with your father's death?"

Should he? Russell considered.

"The signals are unclear." Sharon massaged her temple. "So much garlic." She tilted her head. "Russell, who planned this meal?"

Definitely not intending to answer that question. "Casey's a mercenary, Detective, one who's been cut off from the family for decades, what do you think?" Russell shared a glance between them. "Fine, you can stay. Just shut up about your theories, understood?"

"Oh, I'll keep quiet, don't mind me." With a canary-crunching grin, the detective returned to the table he had claimed, and Sharon joined him there, along with her daughters. Russell swept the room with a glance, then peered toward the available shrubberies around the outside. Where was Marco? Things already oozed beyond Russell's control. He sent one of the servers to look for the missing bastard nephew while he resumed his seat.

Louisa tucked into her coq au vin, quite as if there were nobody else around, and Russell began to think his gambit with the meal had failed and that he had threatened the chef for no reason. At her side, Casey ate more slowly, a glass of water in front of him. The only one of the children not to succumb to the fraught pleasures of the addictive mind, apparently. Dustin glowered at his plate, dissecting a dinner roll into pieces too small to butter.

Russell swished a napkin onto his lap. "What have I missed?" he asked brightly.


Chapter Twelve




As he settled beside her, Grant's grandmother again touched his face, and he forced himself to be still. Enforcing boundaries with this woman, given her mental state, could only lead to anguish. She wasn't even touching him, not really. She reached out to the son she'd lost decades before. This time, she drew him closer and pressed her lips to his ear.

"Does she still have it?" Louisa whispered.

"What do you mean?"

"Don't be smart with me, young man. Does she still have what she took?" Louisa's voice turned sharp, her hand controlling in spite of its casual drape around the back of his neck. "That's the key to the treasure. He'll be very angry if he knows its gone."

"I hadn't thought of that," Grant said, a vague agreement, but she relaxed a little.

"They might listen to her. They might deal with her, Joshua. That's the whole reason we've allowed this—this to continue, but he'd have to go with her. Tell her not to go alone."

"What if I go with her?" Grant suggested. Key to the treasure, something taken from this very house. Something 'he'—Victor?—would miss.

Her eyes still gleamed. "He doesn't trust you anymore. I'm sorry, but it's true." She patted his cheek and withdrew as Russell resumed his place. She took up her spoon and dug in with gusto.

"What did I miss?" Russell asked, with another of those brief bolts of lightning.

Something about his parents' marriage, the fact that his grandfather allowed it because he thought Grant's mother could deal with "them." The fact that Joshua had lost his father's trust. Grant took a bite, letting the rich broth coat his tongue. Whatever his mother might have taken was nothing to do with him. He came here to see his siblings, maybe get to know them, even a little. Did she still have it? Of course not—she was dead.

"Grant and Grams are thick as thieves, aren't they?" Dustin observed. "And they've only just met."

Not the kind of thing Grant expected someone might get jealous over. "It's not like she knows who I am," he lowered his voice.

"All that matters is who she thinks you are."

"Your father, right, Mr. Casey?" Detective Stryker half turned from his own table. "Little awkward, is it? And from what Sharon's been telling me, this was the same menu served that night. Whose idea was that, I wonder?" His gaze roved over the family members. Dustin flinched, and Russell said to his mother, "Pay him no mind, Mother. He's just a hireling."

"Which night is that?" Grant took a curl of butter on his knife.

"The night they died, your parents, that is. Sorry, Mr. Casey, if I'm bringing up bad memories. Long time ago now, right?"

The whole thing grew more Agatha Christie by the moment, as if Stryker planned to unspool a wild theory in front of the assembled family members, something that linked all the clues into a clear pattern of misbehavior.

"Not as long ago as the tales of Coronado." Sharon watched Grant with a sort of anguished helplessness, the pity he thought he'd outrun a long time ago.

Grant scanned the faces around him. The same menu? "You're saying my parents were here that night."

Sharon gave a solemn nod, and Dustin said, "There's a picture. I've seen it." He darted a glance toward Louisa but, having said her piece, she now enjoyed her meal.

"Once again, Mr. Casey, I feel like I'm bringing out news I thought you'd know. They dined here, with the family. Seems like they maybe drank a little, then they headed over to pick you up. You were at a friend's house, is that right?"

Grant set aside his knife. Carl's house. When his parents arrived, they were wearing their dancing clothes. Why would his parents deceive him about where they'd been? "That's right."

"You survived the wreck," Stryker intoned. "Must've been quite a thing."

"That's one way to put it." A thing of angry words, shattered glass, bloody hands. "Were you on the force at that time, Detective?" Grant took a drink from his glass, almost wishing for something stronger.

"In the academy. I've done some studying before all this." Stryker tipped his head toward the gathering. "I've seen the car, Mr. Casey. I'm impressed anybody could've gotten out of there."

"Look, Stryker, we don't need a refresher on our own family history," Russell said. "Mr. Hollings? Maybe you can show our guest to the door."

The lawyer dropped his napkin on his plate, pushing back from the table. "Detective⁠—"

"I'm going." Stryker rose. "Thank you for your hospitality. Please accept my condolences." He bowed toward the head table, then his eyes lit on Grant. The detective smirked, just for an instant, then let himself out through the patio door. He leapt to one side, spinning hard, gun drawn as the bushes thrashed.

"Hold on, there!" Stryker barked into the twilight.

Grant was on his feet instantly. Half the diners had resumed their meals, and a few twisted in their seats, startled.

"I knew it!" Russell shouted. "Where's security? Get the dogs on him."

Three strides, Grant slid through the door. He caught Stryker's elbow and pinched, forcing his aim toward the sky. The detective glared at him, their faces inches apart. Grant met his eye. "No."

A man raced down the gravel between the house and the plantings. The front door flew open as he raced by, and he changed direction, stumbling over the curb. He sprawled. White polo shirt, short, kinky hair. Two dogs lunged out of the door, their handler a few steps behind. Grant raced toward the downed man, dodging between him and the dogs.

You don't have to be afraid of them, his father had said. You just have to know how to talk to them. They speak Spanish, and you have to be firm.

"Alto," Grant said, loud and clear.

The pair of Dobermans, just getting up to speed, looked to him, slowing, confused.

Grant slowed his own pace, wearing the tone of command. "Alto." He made a gesture, up, then palm. A gesture his hand remembered. He'd been trembling the first few times, his father patiently showing him, waiting until he got it right.

The dogs stopped, dropping their hips and sitting like a pair of statues at the end of a driveway. New dogs, same tricks.

Grant walked past them, stooping to tuck his hand under the other man's elbow. The guy’s eyes flared, and he rose with Grant's help. He dusted off his palms, one of them scraped from the driveway. "You're Grant Casey." His gaze flicked between Grant and the dogs.

"Marco, I presume?" Something familiar around the man's eyes and the shape of his jaw. Marco's skin was a few shades darker, his lips more full, his hair black. His father's son, and his mother, if Grant would hazard a guess, was Black. Interesting.

Marco gave a nod. Here then, was the man Russell sought to bar from his parents' estate. How much of that was personal, and how much was prejudice? It could stem from the discrediting video Russell mentioned.

Marco breathed heavily after his short sprint. "I'm not welcome in the dining room." His head tipped in that direction. Russell stood in the door as if to protect it, his expression furious. Stryker holstered his gun, moving a little way from the room, but clearly reluctant to go with all this juicy family drama to drink up. A few other faces watched from the windows, and Louisa called, "Joshua! Don't go yet." She waved a napkin from inside as Dustin leaned toward her.

Grant waved cheerily and blew her a kiss. Marco's eyes narrowed, his body language guarded. "She thinks you're him, and you don't try to stop it."

"The misidentification brings her some joy. Trying to convince her otherwise would only add to the pain." Discounting the pain of his father's ghost making himself invisible. "Better than getting bitten by a Doberman, though." The second jolt of recognition hit hard, accompanied by a flash of warmth and the memory of laughter. Grant studied the face before him. "Marco. We used to play together. In Mom's office at the U."

Marco's face lit up. "I wasn't sure if you'd remember."

"A lot's happened since then." Not the way he expected to be reunited with a childhood friend—a friend who turned out to be a brother. When Marco smiled, his cheeks dimpled Grant caught glimpses of the boy he'd been. The accident had broken Grant's life, and so much of what went before had been engulfed by the aftermath. Grant blew out a breath, trying to stay balanced through the storm. "I didn't know who you were. I wouldn't have forgotten that."

"About our dad?" Marco shrugged. "I didn't know he was until after he died, and Mom couldn't stop crying."

"Wow."

"Did Caroline give you the pitch?"

Grant shook his head.

"We want to hire you. To find the gold."


Chapter Thirteen




Russell glared into the early evening sun as Casey stopped the dogs, taking a stroll with Marco as if nothing could be more natural. They conspired against the family's best interests—he could feel it. Stryker despite being told to leave some time ago, stood there in the bushes, pretending he was invisible. "What are you still doing here?"

"Sorry, sir. Should be going."

"You should've been gone." Russell stepped away from his mother, getting in the cop's face. "My father owned your department, Stryker, you must know that. I have no intention of letting the franchise slip away."

The detective's eyes narrowed. "That some kind of threat, Mr. Casaverde?" He balled his fists in his pockets. "I've been doing my job, checking all the boxes to wrap this up, and now your sister was gracious enough to invite me to stay for supper. Given your animosity, I guess I'll show myself out." He plastered on a smile and tipped his head to Louisa who hovered on the path as if she were planning to follow Casey everywhere he went.

Stryker started walking, but Russell called out, "Just one thing."

With a belt of laughter, Stryker said, "Isn't that my line? Just one more thing." He slouched and put on a dopey attitude. "You know, like Columbo."

The man was insufferable. Time for Russell to acquaint himself with the higher-ups for sure. "You implied that the car, from that night—that it's still in evidence. But it was just an accident. Why would they hold onto it for so long?"

"Nope, it's not in evidence—never was. It's still in the ravine. Too damn steep to haul it out, and no reason to." With a shrug, he said, "That everything?"

"Just go." Russell shooed him away, and took his mother's elbow to drag her away from the sight of her favorite ghosts. Christ, soon everyone would be seeing them. "Come along, Mother."

Louisa, looking distressed, returned to her seat. "Lovely to see everyone." She surveyed the gathered family members. "Really. I don't…I don't recall the occasion, but thank you all for coming."

Her cheerful round face furrowed. "Where's Victor?" Turning to Russell, she remarked, "You're sitting in Victor's place. Why isn't he here?"

At her own table, Sharon burst into tears, and Melinda swooped an arm around her mother, cuddling her like a kitten.

"I told you, he was detained at the office," Russell snapped.

"But Joshua—" Louisa leapt up from the table, her chair falling back. Dustin sprang to his feet as well, and everyone seemed to hold their breath as if Louisa, too, might simply drop dead. "Oh," she said. "Oh, no. Victor wouldn't come with Joshua here. That's it, isn't it? He didn't want to come home, did he?" Her hands balled into fists. "That man! Why must he be such a monster. My god!"

Dustin shot Russell a look as he moved to his grandmother's side. As if this were all Russell's fault somehow. "I don't know, Gram. Do you want to go back to your room? Maybe that would⁠—"

"I want my son back!" She slapped Dustin's hand away and marched from the room, slamming the doors open.

Taking a breath—and a swig from his glass—Dustin hurried after her, keeping just enough space so she couldn't slap him again.

"We need to tell her." Sharon’s face emerged from behind her hands, then hid once more. Twin daughters flanking her, lawyers in the background studiously pretending that nothing was wrong.

"How do you propose to do that? She already thinks Joshua's still here, doesn't she? How do you think she'll take her husband's death?" Russell spread his hands. "Either it'll push her over the edge, or she'll just forget again in an hour and we'll have to tell her over and over. It'll be an endless nightmare for everyone."

"What do you call this?"

He considered throttling his sister, or smothering her with a pillow. His usual techniques wouldn't make a dent in her so-called spiritual armor. How could she have come from the same genes, and still be so obtuse about the world? Maybe it would be better for everyone if Louisa did go over the edge. Maybe that was for the best for the family—just commit the woman and be done. That would certainly clarify the line of succession. A few servants hovered near the outskirts, trying to be invisible.

At the table to one side, Tommy and his wife sat in embarrassed silence, holding hands. Caroline's seat stood empty, snagging Russell's attention. "Tommy? Where's your sister?"

He startled, just then discovering her absence. "I don't—she might've gone after—Marco."

After Casey, is what he meant. The new star, upsetting the natural order. "Would you mind—"Russell gestured for Tommy to go. "See if Marco's still around. That detective, also. We can't have these people just roaming the grounds."

With a quick squeeze of his wife's hand, Tommy deposited his napkin. "Yes, sir." He hustled off to find his missing siblings. Russell, too, should be going, but if he left too soon, would the remaining family members feel slighted and get suspicious?

"Perhaps it's for the best if we retire for the night, and we can talk more in the morning," Russell suggested, his fingertips resting on the table, missing his high-end interact-able surfaces.

"That's a good idea," Isabelle piped up. "There's been a lot of excitement around here."

Sharon pulled out her phone. "I'm calling my counselor. We need professional guidance on this, on how to tell her." She added the last part distinctly, meeting Russell's eye.

From the back corner, Mannfred cleared his throat. "I do agree that the support of Mrs. Casaverde's medical team would be appropriate at this time, but the power of attorney and the health care trust make it clear. In the event of your father's death, Russell Casaverde is your mother's guardian. The decision ultimately rests in his hands."

Turning theatrically, Sharon pulled the phone from her face and hurled it at the lawyer, then burst into tears again, collapsing onto the table, with her daughters drawing in close. Always so dramatic, and she wasn't even the one who'd gone to school for it.

Russell signaled the head server. "I think we're done here, thank you."

Hollings collected the phone awkwardly from the floor and placed it near Sharon's crumpled form as he and Mannfred made their exit through one of the patio doors. Isabelle folded her napkin and set it aside. Russell departed into the house. His things would've been brought to the guest wing.

Once out of sight of the dining room, he raced through the halls to his borrowed space, yanking out a tablet and sticking an earbud in as the tablet fired up. Russell brought up his personal system, a little network strung together from co-opted estate security, and a few other fun things he used to keep an eye on the family. From his mother's room, anguished wailing and Dustin's calm voice trying to dial down her hysteria. Good luck with that.

Russell scanned his other channels. Nobody home at the apartment over the garage, so where had Casey gone? He switched over to the estate system. Given that the man was clearly athletic, he might've gone anywhere. Russell focused on the driveway, garages, and—ah! Caroline's Honda Pilot, heading for the gate. From the left, Tommy running up, breathless, and she paused, giving the gate camera a clear view of Casey in the front seat, Marco in the back, Tommy speaking with Caroline at her window, then climbing into the back. Together in the same place, for the first time ever. There's no way that could end badly.

Russell toggled a different app to pop up and sent a message to Dustin. No answer. Damnit.

Tablet in hand, he pushed through his door and walked through the foyer. Not exactly walking on his father's grave, but likely stepping on the place where he died. The staff, as usual, had done very well with clean-up.

He tapped on his mother's door. "Dustin?"

The door flew open, and Mother appeared. "Joshua? Where did he go, Russell? Tell me."

He put up his hands defensively, made awkward by the tablet. "Mother, I'm sorry, I don't know."

"Of course you do! You always know everything, Russell, you always have." She wiped her face, trying to clear away tears as Dustin appeared behind her, his normally pleasant face turned sour as he took in his father.

"Gram? I think Dad wants to talk to me. Can we have a minute?"

She wavered in the doorway between them, then her glance fell. Her shoulders drew back as if she suddenly took courage, and she said, "Of course. I'm sorry. I'll just…" she started toward the stairs, then brightened, almost girlish, as if she had a secret she could barely keep. "Do you think they made the baked Alaska tonight? Oh, Chef always does the best baked Alaska."

Russell grinned. "You know what, Mom, I'm sure they did." After all, they'd been under orders. "That would certainly make you feel better." He patted her shoulder as she breezed down the stairs. Baked Alaska. Joshua's favorite.

His son's head turned, his frown deepening as he watched the old woman descend.

"They're going out, Joshua's brood. We need to know what they're up to."

"What makes you think they're up to anything, Dad? They've never met before. If I have to guess, I'd say they're going for drinks to grill the new guy and reminisce about their dad. They're just curious about each other. Wouldn't you be?" He flicked his attention back. "Jeez, Dad, not everything's a conspiracy."

Dustin was wrong about that, but Russell was hardly about to tell him so. "Look⁠—"

"No, Dad, you look!"

Dustin's outburst brought up Russell's hand, then he followed where Dustin was looking, through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the grand entry. Across the lawn, one of the estate's sedans backed up too fast, then ground forward, tearing grass with one set of tires, as if the driver hadn't been behind the wheel very much. He'd definitely fire that—Mother!


Chapter Fourteen




"Where are we headed?" Grant asked lightly.

He settled into the seat as they left the estate behind. Given her jittery mental state, Caroline's driving swayed from too cautious, to a little wild. Classic impairment: not so bad she couldn't tell she had a problem, and every time it evidenced, she over-corrected. He'd go with it, for now. If need be, he could take the wheel, or perhaps one of his…brothers…would step up. The word felt unnatural applied to anyone he hadn't served with, anyone who hadn't faced the same fires. Given the family scene they were leaving behind, that could still be the truth.

"Could go to Esmeralda's," Tommy suggested. "They have some quiet booths, good for talking."

"I know someplace quiet." Caroline took the turns a little fast and hard heading away from the big estates of North Albuquerque into the city proper.

"We could use the office at the U." Marco shifted in his seat and darted a glance at Grant. "I lost tenure over this—never mind. Anyway, I'm still on a few projects, and I have access to the office.

"What did you teach?

"Clinical psych. I'm still in the research side. When you've got a family as screwed up as ours, it seems a natural."

"Big time." Caroline’s head bobbed.

"He's a lab assistant," Tommy clarified. "Underpaid and overworked, in spite of the degree. If you didn't spend your free time antagonizing Russell, I'll bet he'd be happy to find you a place, even with your background."

Talk about a back-handed compliment.

"Chances are, Russell was responsible for my background," Marco snapped.

"Dude, it's a far cry to go from claiming you're innocent, to saying Russell, of all people, is trying to smear you. What would be the point?"

"Keeping me out of his hair and off the trail of the treasure, what else?"

"You need to be more forward-thinking, Marco, that's it. Let go of the grudge, and Russell will get off your case. Casaverde Company's done very well by me. You could do a lot worse, especially now that Victor won’t be second-guessing everything Russell does."

"A real family man, is he?" Grant tracked the series of turns, in case he needed to find his own way back. Caroline's route trended away from either bars or the university.

"So am I. Just not that family, present company excepted." Marco's voice rang a little sharper. "It's my mom's office. She used to share it with your mom." He leaned forward in his seat. "They were pretty close."

Another of those flashes of memory: Marco standing on a chair, Grant steadying it for him, as they tried to retrieve a foam arrow shaft from the top of one of the bookshelves. "Is your mom still teaching?"

"She's away at the moment. I think Dad might've been chatting up the whole history department." His brief smile faded. "That's where they met, Dad and your mom. My mom's office, during her first year on faculty. Your mom reached out. Two women of color in a tough environment⁠—"

"That's exactly the kind of thing you need to tone down, Marco," Tommy said. "There are plenty of reasons people struggle, especially in a new career. How can we say that either gender or race held them back?"

Marco's glance cut away toward his back-seat companion. "I really don't need to hear it from you, man, okay?"

Tommy's hands went up. "Right, sorry."

"I'd love to hear more about your mom. All of yours," Grant said. "My folks talked like it was a love for the ages, something out of one of those medieval books, but sometimes…" The car turned between a pair of high stone pillars, almost as if they were visiting another estate, one with perfectly manicured lawns, mature trees, and perfectly spaced markers. Taking in their surroundings, Grant's throat went dry, then he found his voice again. "It didn't look that way to me."

"What do you mean?" Marco asked.

"The drinking," said Caroline. "What else? He met my mom at a tango class she was teaching." Her voice grew louder as she drove slowly along narrow paths. "She said he was pretty good already. I think he was just using it to pick up women."

"That tracks." Marco glanced out the window and sat up straighter. "What are we doing here?"

"You wanted quiet. Getting to know you and shit. Where's quieter than this?" The car lurched to a stop and she turned off the engine in the peace of the cemetery. About six feet from Grant's parents' grave.


Chapter Fifteen




Dustin raced down the stairs wanting to shout follow that car, like he landed a role in an action movie. Where the hell was security? But they were usually looking for people breaking in, not his grandmother busting out. Jesus! His feet pounded the pavement. "Grams! Gramma, stop!" His arms waved frantically as she fishtailed along the gravel verge toward the gate. Would she even know how to open it?

The car lurched onto the driveway proper, slowly as the gate loomed ahead. Thank goodness! Dustin gasped for breath, closing the distance between them, but the car didn't stop. Instead, the gate began to slide open.

Those damn transponders! Dad made it easier for staff to get in and out by placing transponders on the estate vehicles, and now it would let a senior citizen with memory issues just slip right through.

He put on a burst of speed. Hailing his grandmother hadn't worked, nor had all of his waving. He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted for the back of the theater. "Louisa Casaverde! You stop that car this instant!"

With a jerk, the car halted, and Dustin raced up, his heart pounding. "Grams! Where are you⁠—"

"Get in or get out of the way." She clutched the wheel, then shot him a glance. "Choose!"

"Let me." He reached for her door.

The car jumped forward, nearly catching his feet. Dustin flailed for the back door, flinging himself into the seat as she jack-rabbited through the gate, engine roaring. The door slammed again behind him, sunset glowing through the windows overhead.

He gulped for breath. What now? Call 911 and hope for rescue? Dad knew. He'd sending help without drawing even more negative attention to the family. Right. All Dustin had to do was his job: talk her down from the latest ledge, sway her back toward sanity.

As she swung wide around a turn, Dustin pushed upright, fumbling for a seatbelt. "Hey, Grams. That was some crazy driving back there."

She hunched toward the wheel, her hands too close together, barely hesitating at the stop signs.

"Grams? Are you…"stupid question. "Uh, where are we going?"

"Joshua left. I haven't seen him for years, and Russell made him go, the way he always does. He wants to be Victor. As if we need two of them." Staring ahead, she muttered as if to herself more than to him.

Aside from the fact that Joshua died years ago, she wasn't wrong about the rest of it. Disloyalty jabbed Dustin's conscience just thinking about agreeing, as if there were something wrong with his dad growing up in his own father's footsteps. But he'd taken classes on how to manage her moods. How to commiserate without confirming. "Wow, yeah, that's pretty rough."

Wasn't as if his dad argued with Casey or anything. Instead, his father's stupid plan triggered her memory, and now tonight's dinner was overlaid with Joshua's Last Supper.

"Darn tootin'." She cackled. "Pretty rough." Her shoulders heaved with each deep breath as she tried to get herself under control, apparently, but in an equal and opposite direction from Dustin's intent.

"Yeah." A stop sign whizzed by outside his window. "Would it be easier if I drive, Grams? Maybe you want to call ahead to where we're going⁠—"

"Ha! Of course. He's got one of those little phones, doesn't he? Like yours. Call Joshua."

"Calling Joshua," the car responded, and a series of numbers appeared on the screen, along with the phone icon.

What if the bot picked up? "Don't do that. Uh, cancel the call." Dustin gripped the shoulders of the front seats. The phone icon turned red as the car confirmed.

Louisa whipped her head around so fast he was afraid she'd bite. "Why did you do that? Who are you? Why are you even in my car?"

"Louisa, I'm your grandson, Dustin." He sucked down a breath. They snaked along a road through the Sandia peaks. A thousand people must've died on these roads. "Louisa. You can't call Joshua right now, not if he's driving. He's got an older car, right? It won't pick up the phone for him. I know you want him to be safe."

"He's not driving, she is. The woman." Her brows knit, then she added triumphantly, "His wife, of course."

A woman was driving? How could she know that? Dustin scrubbed the heels of his hands into his eyes. His father came to the door, all on fire about something. Had his tablet in his hands, an image on the screen, righting itself this way and that with his father's gestures. A car at the gate, a woman at the wheel. Caroline's car. His grandmother had seen the same thing, understanding it faster than he did, and taking off as a result. Follow that car, indeed.

"She always drives. She's very aggressive."

"That’s true." If he bought into her story, she might start to relax. And slow down. "Do you know where they're going?"

Her eyes glossed, but she blinked rapidly. "Home. Their home." She swallowed. "Given where she works, they might've lived with us. We'd be closer, wouldn't we." She reached for a gearshift that wasn't there, driving by memory. "I would like that. Even if she had to come along."

The road curved downward, and she slowed a little. Just enough. He hoped. "That would be great, if they lived at your place." Victor would've hated it.

She nodded rapidly, her hair coming a bit loose from the chignon he'd helped her with before dinner. "We could've found the treasure together."

Dad didn't have any recorders in the cars that he knew of. Dustin better focus, and focus hard. "What do you mean?"

"Oh, you know." She turned coy and her voice dropped. "The family treasure. You must've heard Victor going on about it. He always swore he'd go looking, didn't he. Joshua wanted that, too. At least, he used to. Until he met her."

"Really." Dustin felt like a poorly trained parrot, working to reflect her emotions and put her at ease, while she was working to drive them off the road. "Can we slow down? Pull over maybe?"

"If you're carsick, roll down the window," she barked. Just like his father. "Here's our turn." She spun the wheel. The car's tires squealed, ground across gravel, then her eyes went very, very wide. "No," she breathed. Her hands slid down the wheel, no longer in control. "Oh, no, not here."

To one side, a rising cliff. To the other side, nothing but air.


Chapter Sixteen




Russell started down the stairs in his son's wake, and his mother's. The whole family seemed to be unraveling. They used to mean something, to be the envy of all, for their intelligence, their education, the business they'd built from the ground up—and the ones they had turned around from nothing. As if without Victor's strong hand, everybody else fell apart. Good thing Russell was on the job, then.

When he reached the door a slab of solid muscle in the form of the security lead had already arrived. "Sir. Louisa just accessed the garage and took one of the cars."

"I'm aware, thank you." He hesitated just a beat. "Be ready to roll, but Dustin's gone with her, he'll bring her back around. I'll let you know what I hear."

"Sir. If you think that's best."

"For now." Russell gave a nod meant to dismiss, just as his father had always done.

"Let us know how we can help. Sir." The man glanced toward the foyer where Victor died, then he gave a nod in turn, and retreated from the entry hall.

Apparently, the lawyers' conclusions about who was in charge had already circulated among the staff. Excellent. Russell did need help, especially if what he believed about Joshua's children was true. They were a bunch of needy, damaged children in the bodies of grown-ups, even Casey, unless Russell knew nothing at all. They needed the money, they wanted the pie. Sadly for them, Russell didn't even want that pie—but he couldn't afford to drag their family history even further into view, especially with his father's passing.

He needed to put on the black and be sober (unlike any of Joshua's kids), showing the kind of leadership that would take the Casaverdes and their companies firmly into the future. If he could've trusted them to keep quiet about it, let them dig for lost gold wherever they wanted, let them die in the desert, or go down with the ship, but Marco, at the least, would be crowing about it from every rooftop, especially if it gave him something to hold over the family. No, this needed to be stopped, and he knew just the guy.

Russell headed away from the house to the east, where a Zen garden with little water fountains and a Buddha statue had been Sharon's contribution to the estate after Joshua's death. The bamboo sprang up like the weed that it was, despite the gardeners' best efforts, not to mention their pleas to rip it all out. The result: a cool, shady space far from prying eyes and ears.

From an inside pocket, Russell pulled a slim spare phone and scrolled his contacts until he found what he wanted.

"Hello?" A blunt voice, suspicious.

"It's Russell Casaverde, Mr. Bernius. I need to call in your debt."

"Hey! You told me we were cool, that you fixed it."

Russell cleared his throat, and Michael Bernius fell silent. "I told you that I could make it disappear, and out of sheer gratitude, you suggested you might do something for me, some time. Now's that time."

Bernius laughed, a big, round noise. "That's more like it, Mr. Casaverde. What are you in the market for?"

Russell considered this question. When Tommy had brought the Bernius case to Russell's attention last year, he immediately spotted the opportunity. A small-time gangster looking to grow, but he'd screwed up at the casino, and Russell's algorithms caught him. A man with a lot of interesting skills and associates, Bernius tried to operate old-school; he didn't know quite enough about modern anti-cheating systems to get around the guard rails. He could've put the man away with what he knew. Instead, he chose to put him in his pocket, a little insurance policy against an uncertain future.

The setting sun drenched the landscape in gold and crimson behind him, while ahead, the sky turned a deep blue. "I have a few relatives getting rowdy—the progeny of my alarmingly fertile younger brother. It's possible this'll blow over, but they've got somebody new, ex-military, some kind of mercenary. If they get him on their side, they can make serious trouble for me and my work. I need someone to steer them in the right direction."

"Huh. You think they might need some, uh, physical reinforcement of the boundaries?"

"At the least."

"Wet work?" Bernius sounded hopeful.

"If it comes to that, but I'd prefer this all to be handled quietly, you understand?"

"Sure, Mr. Casaverde. Quiet is hard, though, especially if one of your targets is military. Might have to catch him off-guard. I have some friends who could help, people with a lot of discretion."

Russell wouldn't have pegged Bernius for having discreet associates—destructive? Yes. Effective, yes. But Russell hadn't been cultivating the sort of people ideal for this situation, he had to work with what he could. "Sounds like my kind of people."

"Yeah, absolutely." Bernius paused with that low chuckle. "Thing is, I get the sense this project is maybe worth more than my own debt, if you see what I mean."

The Buddha sat serene, smiling broadly as if he found Russell's situation unbearably funny. Russell made a mental note to get rid of the thing. It put him in mind of the footage from the apartment, with Grant Casey post-workout, just sitting there, like Joshua in a peaceful afterlife. As if anything with Josh had ever been peaceful. "You want something for your friends?"

"I want something for the future. I know you've got mad skills, Mr. Casaverde, so do I, just different ones. I can help you with this little problem, and if I do a good job, maybe we can do some other work together."

"A businessman, I see." Or a blackmailing idiot, who would be sorry if he tried to horn in on Russell's power. Russell inflected some conspiratorial glee into his delivery. "Of course, you'll have to do a very good job, if we'll be working together. I need people I can trust."

"You can count on me, sir. Shoot me the details. I can get some guys on right away, be there myself in a matter of hours."

"It's a pleasure working with you, Mr. Bernius. I'll get you what you need." He clicked off. To his virtual assistant, he said, "Jeanne, I need a dossier on Grant Casey of Boston, Massachusetts. Everything you can find."

A moment, then the smooth voice said, "There are classified records involved, Mr. Casaverde. How would you like me to proceed?"

"Whatever it takes without drawing notice."

"Yes, Mr. Casaverde."

Classified. Interesting. He'd guessed the man was military of some kind, but the presence of such records opened up some intriguing possibilities. And Casey's little meditation stunt earlier gave him an ideal physical reference. Now all he needed was the right pressure point, and Casey would be under his command.


Chapter Seventeen




"Caroline," said Tommy in a warning tone.

"What?" She got out of the car, slamming the door behind her and prowling toward the grave, her skirt swishing. "Somebody has to tend it, y'know."

Grant remained very still. Hadn't been here since the funeral. His breath constricted, and he let it out slow.

"Grant. I'm so sorry about this." Tommy leaned between the seats, crowding Marco, who let himself out on his side, but kept the door open. "She's got issues. I don't want to say she's—" he broke off, apparently searching for words.

"Self-medicating." Marco stood by the door, arms folded, watching their half-sister. "This wouldn't have been my choice of venue, but we do need to talk."

"Then let's get Caroline back in the car, and head over to Santorini's. We should celebrate finding our long-lost brother, right? Let's grab a few cold ones, get rip-snorting drunk together and let it all hang out."

"I don't drink," Grant said.

"Because of Dad?" Marco inquired. "Makes sense."

"As long as you don't drink to excess, or do it all the time, I don't really see the harm." Tommy gripped Grant's shoulder with a forced laugh, adding, "Really. Despite Victor's death, it's great to have you here. I have so many questions."

"Same." That was something they could agree on.

Tommy scooted back. "I'll get her, it's fine. You wait here." He took a moment outside the car, like he needed to compose himself, then walked after Caroline.

"So what's your drug of choice?" Marco asked. "Tommy's a gambler, Caroline's into illicit substances. Seems to me that our father's addictive tendencies are a dominant gene."

Grant let himself out, joining Marco on his side of the car, overlooking the plain green patch of ground where his parents lay, simple stones set flush to the ground, their death date the same. "What's yours?"

"That's for me to know." Marco grinned. "No, really, I was a heavy drinker through high school, into college. Be just as glad not to go to a bar, if you want to know the truth."

"Always appreciated." Grant watched Caroline moving as if at random, but working her way back toward them, Tommy talking low as he tried to convince her. "You want me to find the treasure. Are they in on that?"

"Caroline is, big time. She needs the money. Working as a waitress, living on the tips."

Caroline marched away from Tommy, her fists clenched. "We're family, Casey. As much as any of us have ever had a family! Our mothers broke their hearts and wrecked their lives, our lives, too. Everyone except you. And now Victor's dead, and they won't give us anything—not even the recognition that our father had some role in the royal court of Casaverde." Her hands flew wide as she spoke, an expressive series of gestures, perhaps learned from her dance instructor mother.

"Grant doesn't owe us anything." Hands in his pockets, Tommy cut back from his pursuit of Caroline to take a stance between them. "He didn’t mean for his mother to win. It's not even a contest, is it? Dad was a player, we all know that, so did our mothers. I don't know why he married Faith, but he did. That's all ancient history." He stood up straight. "Besides, Grant could've been anyone, right? What if he were a plumber? Would you still be looking for help? We share some DNA, but that's about it. If you could just stay cool, maybe we could get to know each other. The poor guy flew all the way out here—he wasn't prepared for an ambush, for cripe's sake. Especially not—" Tommy indicated the grave. "The treasure's been lost four hundred years, let it stay that way."

"Who are you, the UN? Some kind of peacekeeper?" Caroline pushed closer to Tommy.

He reached as if to touch her, but she drew back as he said, "Look, if you need some money, Caroline, I can make you a loan. Maybe even help you get a better job. Or get into rehab."

She slapped him across the face. "You don't get to manage me, Tommy. Maybe you should go back to Vegas where you belong." She spun away, swirling with restless energy as Tommy rubbed his jaw, looking to Grant for sympathy.

"It's not about the money." Marco faced Grant. "You know about Esteban, the guy who led the Coronado expedition?"

"My mother's research project.”

"Mine, too. They co-authored a few papers. Your mom's angle was the influence of the Spanish on Indigenous culture. My mom was looking at the role of Africans during the early Colonial period." He gave a soft breath of derision. "Both of them were funneled by their academic advisers toward topics deemed appropriate for who they were. Identity politics before we even had the term."

Faith Casey. Grant traced her name on the gravestone. She'd been younger than he was now, working with her friend, her husband's ex-girlfriend, on the history that captivated them both. So far as he knew, his father hadn't been much of a history buff. The tango instructor seemed more in line with Joshua's interests, apparently a little fling between courting history professors.

He'd flown out here to meet his long-lost siblings, and found himself in a minefield, relationships he'd had no part in for years. And yet…so many little details sorted in his mind. Red flags, or red herrings? "Tommy. Who's your mother?"

Tommy's cheeks flushed slightly. "Allison Damaris, the girl next door. They weren't even eighteen." He cleared his throat. "She would've married him, but I don't think Victor would've allowed that. She lives in Santa Fe, now. I should give her a call." Could explain why he'd been fingering the phone in his pocket.

Dropping her voice, Caroline said, "They were on their way to pick you up, weren't they? I'll bet Daddy was drunk. I remember him visiting us sometimes when I was little. Sometimes, he was so friendly, goofy. The best dad. My mom married later, and my step-father didn't want Dad around any more. I thought it was mean." The word had an edge. "By then, Dad had you."

Grant lifted his eyes from the grave. The gates probably closed at sunset, so they had at least an hour or two, depending on the vigilance of the groundskeeper. At the other entrance, a silver car turned in, two men inside, cruising slowly. Maybe unfamiliar with the layout or where to find a grave. In spite of not visiting for decades, Grant could've found this one.

"Tommy's right about many things," Marco said. "You don't owe us, no matter who you are. And if you want out of this right now, that's totally cool. But you noticed it, too, didn't you? My mother, your mother. Unless Dad found history teachers a real turn-on, it's a big coincidence."

Grant gave a nod. The silver car slid between rows of gravestones.

"Oh, come on." Tommy flung up his hands. "How would you even know where to start? There's some old documents, stuff like that, but really. The whole thing is academic."

"Then don't come," Caroline snapped. "This is what they fought about that night, I'm sure of it. Dad and Victor?"

That night inscribed on the twin markers at their feet. His mother had taken something from the Casaverde estate, something Louisa claimed to be the key to the treasure. Grant knew where to begin, a fact that lodged hard at the pit of his stomach.

Marco said, "Our moms stayed close, in spite of everything. They swapped out babysitting sometimes. That's why you and I played together as kids. The friendship meant too much for Mom to lose that, too, in spite of Dad's changing affection. Faith used to confide in her about the mess with the Casaverdes, saying she had dodged a bullet."

The silver car continued its slow passage. But not actually slow enough to find a particular marker. "Is anyone else looking for the treasure?" Tension crept through every muscle, and Grant fought to stay relaxed, or at least look like he was.

"Of course not. It's been four hundred years." Tommy spoke the words as if they were nails in the coffin of the quest.

"He found the khan's tomb, didn't he?" Caroline pointed out. "And that had been like a thousand."

"Seven hundred," said Grant and Marco, almost in the same instant.

Nobody else looking. That would be a first, for him. Nobody exited the silver car before it cruised slowly out the gate and slid behind a parked panel truck, but didn't emerge again on the other side.

"Get in the car," he said. Too hard, too fast. Adding a smile he held out his hand to Caroline. "Do you mind if I drive, Caroline? Might be easier that way."

Her eyes flared, bringing life to her pale features. "You know where to go? Where to look? Oh my god!" She tossed back her head with a wild whoop of glee. "Yes." She dropped the keys into his palm. "Let's go, come on!"

She swooped her arms around Marco and Tommy, hurrying them toward the car. "I call shotgun."

"I've got long legs," Marco protested. "Doesn't that count for anything?"

"This is ridiculous." Tommy stumbled along with the flow.

"So don't come." Caroline flung herself into the front passenger seat, beckoning for Grant to hurry up.

He retreated toward the car more deliberately as if he wanted to stay goodbye to the dear deceased. No sign of the silver car.

Adrenaline beat at his pulse as he started the engine. "We'll need a few things."

"You don't have to do this, Grant. I'm sure we all appreciate what you're doing, but it's really not necessary."

"Shut up, Tommy." Caroline flipped down her visor so she could stare at Tommy in the mirror. "Just because you're in good with Russell doesn't give you the right to dictate to the rest of us. Grant can do what he wants."

"That's your poison, isn't it," Marco said. "The adventure. It's like you can smell it."

"Nailed it." Grant drove around the monument circle and out the nearest exit, adjusting the mirrors to watch for a tail. He owed them nothing, they said—most of them, anyhow. But they didn't know the truth. He owed them everything. The life of the father they'd shared and lost. Because of a failure he never imagined the chance to redeem, until now.


Chapter Eighteen




Dustin lunged between the seats to seize the wheel, swinging it toward the cliff, then trying to straighten out. "Brakes! Brakes, Gramma, please!"

Jolted by his sudden appearance, her own hands pressed to her face, Louisa shoved her weight against the brake pedal. Metal squealed and crunched. The shoulder of her seat dug into Dustin's gut as he rocked toward the front seat.

He sprawled across her lap and the front passenger seat, lucky he hadn't hit the windshield. His shoulders throbbed and he gulped for breath. "Jesus. Oh, God." His eyes slid shut.

"Don't take the Lord's name in vain, young man." Louisa shifted under his weight.

"I thought we were dead." He dragged in another breath. "It's not in vain. It's a prayer." He started to sit up, his heart still pounding in his ears and his whole body aching.

"Shh, shh. Dustin, shh." Louisa pressed his shoulder down, her face over his like some vision of a saint from one of the books they read together. "We've had quite a fright, haven't we?" A faint smile, as if he were eight again and fell off his bike in the driveway.

Dustin swallowed around the fresh lump in his throat. Since she got sick, she hadn't looked at him like that, like his grandmother. Half the time, he was lucky if she didn't call security when she found him in her room. "Are you okay, Grams? You're not hurt?"

"No, no."

Was she answering both questions? He tried so hard not to ask things that way, where you couldn't tell what the answer even meant. "I'm calling Dad. He's worried about you, about where you were going."

"Not just yet, all right?" Her voice went dreamy again, her forehead wrinkling, the way it did when she was trying to remember. She lifted her hand, rubbing her fingers together.

Nice as it had been to have her back, if only for a moment, Dustin braced himself for the change, and sat up slowly. "Okay, that's okay. Nobody's hurt. We didn't hit anyone, or anything that someone cares about." He reached carefully, setting the parking brake, then turned off the car, removing the keys to his own pocket. "You sit tight, I'll check on the car, okay?"

Her hands went to the wheel, then withdrew again into her lap, trembling slightly. From the excitement of the crash, or because she hadn't had her medications this evening? Damn. He searched through his pockets—and remembered the pill case on the table near her place, the same ritual he observed twice daily for the last year. Well, they'd be home soon, and she could take them then. Might have to reach out to the nurse on call after reading over the bottles. When had someone last reviewed her prescriptions?

Now that his own symptoms felt under control, Dustin climbed out onto the winding mountain road she'd selected, probably running some program in her brain, as Dad would say: obeying the muscle memory for a drive she'd taken plenty of times before. Where had she driven to before her decline? Hair salon, pickleball, volunteering with a bunch of civic groups. She helped to plan that big Coronado thing a few years back. Dustin remembered that one because he'd gotten a nice gig in a re-enactment at one of the downtown parks, then been selected for a commercial. His first income as an actor. From there, he picked up a recurring role on weekly show, only to have the role cancelled just when things were getting good.

Dustin glanced around—nobody coming. Though it was technically a two-way street, the road narrowed around the rocks so much that it shouldn’t be. A guard rail skimmed the edge of the drop-off, outlining a broader shoulder to that side.

On the near side, a craggy stone scraped down the front end of the car, shearing off the mirror and gouging the paint job. Couldn't get too close to the front, so he walked around the skewed back of the vehicle. They'd made a pretty good team for a minute there, him on steering, her on the brakes, or else they'd've gone over the edge, or hit the cliff a lot harder than they did.

The wheel well looked okay, just cosmetic damage, but he couldn't tell for sure until he backed the car off from the impact. He squatted down for a better angle. Out of view of his grandmother, he pulled out his phone. His father's number rang through to voice mail, as usual.

“Device recognized,” Jeanne said. “Hello, Dustin. How may I assist you?”

"Jeanne, take a message. Dad, it's Dustin. We're okay. The car's a little scraped up, but I think it'll drive. We ran into some rocks on one of the mountain roads…" he trailed off, trying to find a landmark to identify their location. Checking for traffic again—still nothing, no surprise—Dustin hustled across to the wide shoulder on the other side to see if that helped. Louisa watched him from the car.

A white cross occupied a place just beyond the guard rail. Clumps of dead flowers heaped around the base of the cross. Somebody else hadn't been so lucky on this road.

As he turned, taking in the setting, Dustin noticed the glint of glass and metal down the slope, a precipitous incline of small cactus and dead pine branches among the usual scattered stones and road debris. Way down there in a narrow ravine obscured by mesquite brush, a square shape protruded from the otherwise naturally rugged surroundings. Couldn't blame them for leaving the car. How would a wrecker get anything up that cliff?

Louisa slipped her hand around his elbow, as she always did. She stared at the cross, then further down, down, down. "Why didn't we bring flowers?"

He lowered the phone. "We didn't talk about flowers." The back of his neck tingled, the sensation creeping all the way along his spine. "Besides, Grams, we don't know⁠—"

But of course he did know who died here. She certainly did, driving here from memory even though she couldn't have been here for years. "This is where it happened.”

She held his arm now with both hands, practically draped against him. Her tears warmed his skin through his sleeve.

Dustin slid the phone away. He could wait a little longer for rescue. After all, nobody had come for them, his uncle Joshua and the woman he loved.


Chapter Nineteen




As they pulled away from the cemetery, Marco punched the ceiling. "Woo hoo! We're really doing this." He slapped Grant's shoulder. "Mom's gonna be so happy, man, I can't tell you." He took a breath, then added, "I think your mom would be proud."

Grant wasn't so sure. At the moment, he fled her graveside under false pretenses, taking all of them with him. Because his years in the military—a career that would've disappointed his mother and terrified his father—made him paranoid. "Sporting goods store," he said. "Someplace that carries climbing gear."

"Uh…lemme Google that," Marco said.

"Tommy. Where did you take your kids?" Caroline prompted.

From the back seat, Tommy said, "Sorry?"

Grant flicked a glance in the rearview. Tommy sat bunched up, fists under his armpits as if he were being abducted.

"You climb, at least your kids do. I know you got some gear last Christmas." She turned fully around and put her knees on the chair to stare into Tommy's face. "Tell him."

"I don't even live here any more," Tommy muttered.

"Tell him, Tommy. Tell him!" She jabbed Tommy with her finger, and he knocked her hand away.

"Turn left," he snapped. "And you, Caro, sit down and put your seatbelt on. Right at the next light." Tommy cleared his throat. "You might want to slow down. The police take notice around here. There's a station on the next block."

Maybe Grant should pull in there. "Sorry, there's been a lot of excitement." Silver car on a parallel street as he made the next turn. He slid the Honda evenly through a series of spaces a little smaller than he'd like. Not paranoid after all. "Caroline, did you tell anyone you wanted us to go to the cemetery?"

A shake of her head. "Seemed like the right thing do to."

"Maybe we can go back after this," Marco said, "and really pay our respects."

Silver car snaking up to the next lane, a few cars back. He didn't think they knew he'd made them yet. Yet.

"This one," Tommy said. "It's just up⁠—"

Grant shot past the turn, the big outdoor store sign visible at the back of the parking lot.

"That's okay." Tommy's voice sounded strained. "You can take the next turn."

Grant didn't. "Tommy, your kids climb. You know how to belay?"

"Sure, yes. There's another—"Tommy let out a sigh. "Are we going to the store or not?"

"No, you are. We need a climbing rope and two harnesses. Whatever belay device you're comfortable with. And a helmet." Grant finally turned down the next block, then cut hard into the access road behind the shops. "Maybe a t-shirt, something I can move in. Marco, go with him, okay?"

"Who's paying?" Tommy asked. "We're on a pretty strict budget."

"Marco offered to hire me for the job," Grant said. "And we haven't even talked about the fee."

"Gotcha. Guess you're up, bro." He punched Marco's arm. "Best rope money can buy if your brother's life is on the line."

"Yeah, especially if it'll be in your hands." Marco shifted in his seat, uncomfortable since the talk of money, an off-hand quip that tapped a little pressure on Grant's newly discovered siblings.

"I figured you work for a percentage or something," Marco said. "Like a lawyer."

Caroline tossed her head. "He owes us, remember?"

Putting up his hands, Marco said, "Let's get into that later, Sis."

The car rocked to a stop at the gap between the discount store and the sporting goods. Grant said, "Don't worry, we'll be back in twenty."

"What will you be doing?"

Grant caught Caroline's eye, willing her to go along. "Filling the tank. I don't want to run out of daylight."

She pressed her lips together, her eyes sparkling a little too much.

"Good thinking." Marco popped the door. "Come on, let's do this!" His enthusiasm tugged Tommy out of the car, head shaking as he muttered, "Where'd he learn to drive?" sotto voce. Had to know Grant could still hear him.

As Grant pulled away, Caroline said, "Tell me, Mr. Nascar, what are we really doing?"

"You're the only person who knew where we were going. We've got a tail, another car that's been following us since it showed up there." He pressed the accelerator. Taking the access road made it harder for the tail to follow, but that didn't mean they were free.

Her eyes flared. "Wow, really? That's crazy." She reached into a purse at her feet and pulled out a pill bottle.

"I wish you wouldn't." Their eyes met briefly, then he was pulling out into traffic, looking for a freeway. Put an exit or two between them, double back. The car's tank was nearly full.

She turned the bottle in her palm. "I'll need to. Later."

Trouble with these Western cities was all the square blocks. Boston had two thousand crazy intersections: five-ways, strange angles, sudden alleys and cut-offs. Out here, every turn had its corresponding companions before and after. Low buildings and almost no trees. Plus, he'd never driven the city before. I-25 presented itself, and Grant accelerated hard up the ramp, heading north. "Next exit, left or right? Which way gets us more off-ramps?"

"You should've kept Marco if you wanted directions. Uh—the mountains, don't go that way, it's like a scenic drive or something. No turns."

Silver car jolted onto the highway some distance back. Grant found a semi and tucked into its shadow. "Give me a countdown, how far to the exit. You've got your phone, right?"

"Sure, yes." She stuffed the pills away and took out her phone. "It's the turn to the club." She tapped a single key, and said, "Uh, half a mile."

She'd tapped "work". Grant slowed, causing a blare of horns from behind him, then slid from the shield of the semi. "We're looking for a silver car, SUV, recent model, dinged front bumper."

"Wow." She twisted in her seat, but he spotted it, speeding ahead. Good.

"Quarter mile," Caroline announced, then, "Go—here, it's here!"

Grant zipped between the commuters to the off-ramp, noting the golfer on the sign as he turned away from the mountains. "Where's the next exit? How far will they have to go before they can turn around?"

"Bernalillo. It's like forever." She shook back her hair. "That was great. So fun."

Apparently they were having a bonding experience. "Don't tell the others."

"Sure, okay." She mimed zipping her lips.

Caroline struck him as impulsive, especially under the influence. When she'd come up to him and Marco back at the estate, she suggested taking a drive, and they went. She hadn't had time to make plans and get someone on their tail. Nobody'd been there when they drove away. Somebody else had pinpointed their location, unless Caroline's car already had a tracker of some kind. A semi-functional part-time server hardly seemed a likely target for that kind of thing. That left Marco, who'd been in Grant's company since breaking away from the house, and Tommy, the acceptable bastard, at least from the Casaverde perspective.

When they got back to the store, Tommy and Marco stood outside, bundles in hand.

"Where to next, hotshot?" Caroline giggled at her own remark.

He gave her an address from memory, driving comfortably enough under her directions to let Tommy relax in the back seat. Long time since he'd been to that house, and of course, the whole neighborhood looked different, larger new homes sprawling over the lots meant for a couple of smaller places. The house was still there, fronted by a new brick wall. Grant slowed, but didn't stop. His palms itched, the tension dispelled by their brief adventure returning now.

"Isn't that the place?" Marco pointed as they drove by, and Tommy said, "Doesn't look like a real climbing hot spot."

"That's not where we're going, just where we start." Grant looked back through time, that dark night overlaying the fading day as he followed the same path to a different end. Wasn't the first time he'd been on that drive: Carl had been his best friend in school and visits were common, especially with Carl's house between Grant's place and his mother's work at the university. Dad sold cars for a while, an easy hire for just about any business where a good-looking, out-going person was an asset, even with a shaky work ethic. Random thoughts, trying to distract himself from what lay ahead.

It had been dark, the headlights bounding across the house fronts, then suddenly shooting far ahead as they turned from the suburb into the mountains. He'd been sitting in the back seat, watching every turn in terror. He'd left all this behind a long time ago, but it had never left him.

"You don't have to do this." Marco's voice rang low and soft, as if he could tell exactly what Grant was thinking. As if he'd already worked out their climbing destination.

"We could come back in the morning," Caroline pointed out.

"Or not at all. They won't take a return on the climbing rope, that's just a policy, but the rest of this stuff, as long as we don't use it, we can return it." Tommy patted the helmet beside him. "If you don't want to do—whatever you've got planned. There's all kinds of other ways to get to know each other."

"Climbing's a good one." Grant slowed as they curved along the edge of the ravine. Grant could rappel where he needed to go, maybe climb the rock on the return trip, or ascend using special techniques, even with whatever he might find when he got there, but placing himself on the sharp end brought their little band closer together, united in the quest they wanted him to undertake. Besides, personal self-assessment suggested he wasn't feeling a hundred percent ready for what he meant to do. "There's gotta be trust if you're placing your life into someone else's hands." Their eyes met in the rear view mirror, and Tommy tried a laugh.

"That's the truth! Marilyn's old enough now to belay at our local gym, and she's nervous about being on that end of the rope."

"But I can trust you, right, Tommy?"

"Absolutely. What kind of a question is that?"

"To be fair, you've only just met," Marco said. "And Grant's background suggests reason to be concerned about matters of trust."

"Look at you pulling out the psych-talk." Caroline clapped her hands. "Do me next!"

They came around the bend. THE bend. Grant maintained the light and easy manner, the sense they were just out on a road-trip, a family adventure too long delayed. On the cliff side of the road, a black car parked very close to the rock. No, actually touching it, the front end connected in an awkward crunch. Two people stood holding each other on the pull-out overlooking the ravine, a narrow cut that slashed through the rock pointing toward the desert beyond.

Grant pulled in behind the black car as the man turned. Dustin and Louisa. He slipped his other arm around her, the protective stance unmistakable. If Grant followed through on his intentions, she'd see her son's ghost climbing straight back to the wreck that claimed his life.


Chapter Twenty




As the Honda Pilot pulled up behind the estate car, Dustin hoped it signified his father's help, but Caroline stepped out. "What are you doing here?" she called across the road, and Louisa stiffened away from him.

Dustin could ask her the same question.

"Who's there?" Louisa turned.

Tommy and Marco clambered out of the back, each carrying a bundle of gear. The driver still hadn't emerged, and he knew what that meant. "It's okay, Grams, it's Joshua's children."

"Don't be an idiot. Joshua doesn't have all those children, just the baby, that's all."

She always got sharp when she hadn't had her medication, but if they got home in the next hour, she'd be okay. That didn't ease the sting.

"Hello, Louisa," Marco said. "We're friends of the family, come to pay our respects." He walked slowly, smiling, Tommy trailing after him. "Hi, Dustin, it's good to see you. Loved your work on ‘LA Bar.’"

"Good to see you, too." Why was everybody suddenly interested in a wreck decades old? He had a guess about that, too, one that stretched every nerve like a rubber band loaded on a finger gun, about to snap.

"What's all this?" Louisa folded her arms as Tommy set down a climbing rope and started to tie a knot toward one end. He twitched, his face remaining bland. The guy worked in Vegas, it followed that he had a great poker face. He eyed the rough slope down as he worked to prepare. They were planning to rappel to the wreck site, but why? And more importantly, did his father know about this? It was one thing to visit the crash site where their father died, but no normal person would try to get down there, surely.

Casey stepped out of the car at last, shorn of the silver bracelets and silk shirt he'd worn at dinner, transformed from one kind of novel cover to another. His bare right arm revealed an intricate series of tattoos from his wrist to the short sleeve of a fresh t-shirt that said, "I eat mountains for breakfast." Given the way it displayed his well-defined muscles, not to mention the ink, Dustin believed that. No wonder Tommy looked nervous and Marco more cool: each of them now had someone else for comparison. Tommy was intimidated, and Marco had a brother even badder than he, at least by family standards. Quite the reunion.

Tommy pulled on a climbing harness, gear jingling from a loop at the front as Casey strolled across to meet them.

"Joshua!" Louisa bolted toward him, arms spread, then slumping a bit as she studied him. "But what've you done to your arm? My goodness, Josh. How do you expect to get any kind of job looking like that?"

"Sorry, she's off her meds," Dustin explained but Casey offered a quick nod and kept his focus on their grandmother.

"I hope those are temporary. Are you doing some kind of costume contest?" She reached out to grab his arm, trying to rub away the ink.

Casey withstood the attempt, gently removing his arm, but for an instant his lips compressed and his gaze sharpened, the kind of thing Dustin learned to study in watching great performances, a micro-expression that gave away the inner workings of the human heart. Except his cool-as-a-cuke impersonation was the guise, and that instant of passion was the reality. People got inked because they got drunk, or they wanted to commemorate something. This guy's ink meant more to him than his own grandmother.

Draping his arm around her shoulders, Dustin drew her back as Casey suited up with a harness and helmet. He surveyed the area, not looking down, but Dustin was absolutely sure that heights held no fear for a guy like this. In his wildest dreams, Dustin auditioned for action roles. At the back of his mind, his database of character tics and habits started building a new profile called "Grant Casey."

"Caroline?" Casey pulled the keys from his pocket and tossed them over. "Can you back the Pilot up right about here?" As she trotted across the street, Casey pointed to Marco. "Watch for traffic on the uphill side, okay? Shouldn't take long for her to cross. Dustin, Louisa, could you step toward the rail over there? To clear the approach for Caroline."

Louisa was already moving to the downhill side, entranced, her head turning to keep him in sight as she crossed to where he told her. He walked a few paces down the road, looking out for cars as Caroline backed in toward Tommy. "Jesus, don't hit me, Caro!" He put up his hands for her to stop, and the vehicle lurched to a halt.

Strolling back, ignoring their grandmother's open gawking, Casey leaned in and pulled the emergency brake, then pointed toward the hitch mount. "We'll use that bar for an anchor. Work for you, Tommy? Anything goes wrong on my end, I don't want you going over."

Tommy got to work setting up the rope around the bar, then hooking up his gear. "This is a very bad idea. All of it."

"Noted. How are the rest of you with heights?"

Caroline shook her head violently, while Marco tipped his hand one way, then the other. Dustin said, "I'm okay. What do you need?" More out of curiosity than anything else. Besides, he would need to report all of this to Dad sooner or later, preferably sooner.

"I'm not rapping because I might not have my hands free when I get down there." Casey's glance flicked to Louisa and back. "If I need to send something up, I'll want some extra eyes up here. Tommy needs to maintain the belay, right?"

The others gathered on the uphill side as Casey ran the rope over the guard rail, not far from the old white cross. His eye rested on it, tying himself in without watching the knot. "You ready, Tommy?"

"Yeah. Yes, you're on belay."

"Lower me slow and easy. I'll ask for slack if I want to move faster, 'take' if I need you to hold me. Marco, if you hang onto the back of Tommy's harness, that'll anchor him. Another reason not to rap it—not to rappel," he amended, "is I can't be sure the doubled rope will reach that far. If I need to untie for the rest, I'll say so, and Dustin's my amplifier, understood?"

"Aren't you Mr. Bossypants?" Caroline hung around, not given a task, both because of the dress, Dustin figured, and because she was pretty fickle at the best of times.

Casey backed up to the edge, drew a breath, and looked down for the first time. He flicked that little salute, and sat back, walking over the edge toward the wreck far below.

Pressing her hands to the guard rail, Louisa leaned over, scowling. "What is Joshua doing? I don't understand."

"I know, Gram. He looks a lot like Uncle Josh, doesn't he?"

Casey shifted around a clump of cactus and kept going. Scruffy trees and brush protruded from the scree and jutting edges of bedrock. His feet moved as if in a dance, light and agile, taking a step to this side or the other as Tommy paid out the line above.

"Take!" Casey shouted, and Dustin relayed the message even as Tommy braced his end of the rope and Casey hovered on the edge of an overhang. "Lower me," he said after examining the edge for a moment. "Nice and easy."

Sweat beaded Tommy's forehead, and Caroline produced a bottle from a hidden pocket, popping a pill and dry swallowing.

"But the car, the car," Louisa said. "He can't go down there. He shouldn't—he's already. This is all wrong!" She pressed her fists to the sides of her head. That must be some serious cognitive dissonance, watching someone she thought was her son descending to the place where he died.

"Hey, Louisa," Marco said. "Maybe you'd feel better if you sat in the car. Watching seems to be stressing you out."

"Yes, yes." She turned about. "Which one?"

Dustin focused on the climber below, in spite of his grandmother's distraction. "The Honda, right here."

"I wouldn't cross the street into traffic, Dustin. Don't treat me like an idiot."

Traffic? That jerked his head around. An electric vehicle, silent and smooth, slid past the Honda into the parking area where Dustin and Louisa stood. A tall, lean man stepped from the driver's side.

Tommy cursed, stumbling and Marco yelled as the rope whipped through Tommy's hands.


Chapter Twenty-One




Grant plummeted.

He kept his feet toward the overhang, his arms in close, only to take a cedar tree to his hip that deflected him sidelong. He smacked the stone, curled and silently praying.

Since the lawyers showed up in Boston, the world shifted beneath his feet, ready to drop him. Now he plunged down the fall he was meant to take almost thirty years ago…

"I'm buckling my seatbelt!" Grant called from the back seat, but he had to lunge for the dangling end when his mother swerved out of Carl’s driveway. He fumbled the buckle, finally clicking it as she took another sharp turn.

In the front seat, his father gave that hard, judgmental sigh. That—"what happened on this test?" sigh, or that "of course you have to work late" sigh. His father's shoulders rocked with the wild turns, then hunched harder, arms folded.

Grant caught glimpses of their expressions in the rear view mirror, his father facing straight ahead, eyes cut to the left, his mother leaning toward the steering wheel, the ruffles of her tango dress fluttering in the breeze from the open window. A waft of alcohol had greeted him when he opened the door, and it grew stronger as they rocketed into the night. "Maybe Dad should drive?"

"He's drunk."

The headlights sliced across the last houses in his friend's neighborhood, then dissipated into the night sky as the car swooped around a curve. Grant's stomach flopped. He should've refused the nachos.

"Guess you guys had a good time at the dance?" He gripped the shoulder belt with both hands. "I could've stayed over—Carl's mom said⁠—"

"Not tonight," Mom told him.

His father sighed again, and twisted in his seat to stare out the window into the dark canyons through the mountainside.

"You might as well just say it." Mom cranked the car into another gear as the road rose up before them.

"You're driving too fast," Dad replied, his tone flat, rote, like Grant when he had to recite stuff he learned a couple weeks ago that the other kids hadn't worked out yet.

"Did you want to take over?" She stomped the brakes as a pair of luminous eyes gleamed before them on the road. The car lurched to a stop, engine thrumming. Grant's seatbelt jerked him back, but his father slapped a hand on the dashboard to hold himself away from hitting anything. Black hair, down to his shoulders, flicked as he stared at Mom.

The coyote stared, too, then loped into the darkness.

"Buckle up!" Mom said. "It's gonna be a wild ride."

"When is it not, mi loca?"

She let out a gale of laughter that seemed to swish past Grant's head as she punched the accelerator. He felt ill again, that weird, wrong laughter churning in his stomach. Maybe if he threw up, she'd pull over? Maybe if he just told her he might?

"Mom, I⁠—"

“Faith, don’t you⁠—"

"Stop worrying, Josh—It's just history. Dead stuff nobody cares about but me."

"And the academic review board."

"So what? So I won't publish—or maybe I'll do one of those sensational non-fiction books under another name? Make everybody wonder?"

"Please don't." Dad's voice strained. He sounded like Grant felt, ill and abandoned. "My father will know you've been lying." Dad reached for the armrest between them, and Grant thought maybe he wanted to touch her arm or hold her hand, something to show how he loved her. Instead, he started to open the armrest.

With a little shout of victory, Mom spotted the movement and slammed her elbow down on the armrest, shutting it again as his father jerked back.

"Don't be like this, Faith. Just stop."

"What, driving or learning? Nobody owns history, Josh. They can't dictate what we know and when and how."

They roared around another curve, the kind where you can't even see ground on the other side of the car, and Grant leaned away from the edge, keeping his focus outside the window on the scruffy trees and rough stone, anything solid and sure, even though they were just jagged shadows seen in flashes of headlight, jumping toward the car, then rearing back again into the darkness.

"What kind of history?" Grant asked. She loved history. Maybe if she talked about it, she could—what? calm down? Concentrate? She needed to concentrate on driving, and Grant regretted saying anything.

“Colonial." Mom glanced back to flash her smile. "Family history, maybe? Not mine, but yours and your father's. Buried treasure." She looked over to Dad, then, and her expression turned soft. Longing. "You are my treasure," she murmured. "Whatever else happens."

Grant was afraid his father would sigh again, and he started to, his shoulders doing that thing, then Dad looked at Mom, and—the headlights caught on nothing.

"Mom, stop!"

A silvery dead pine tree lanced up out of the darkness. The brakes screamed, her arms braced against the steering wheel.

The car slammed into the tree with a snapping of limbs and a scraping of stone. Glass shattered, an awful halo like a church window made out of darkness and cracks, framing his father's head.

The windshield smashed into a thousand shards to star the night as his father flew through the glass.

The car rocked forward and hovered, stopping hard.

Grant gasped for breath. In the front seat, his mother moaned, then struggled, trying to push away from the steering wheel. His breath jerked into his lungs and he fumbled with the seatbelt, his fingers jabbing and shuddering and finally locating the button. As his weight shifted, the headlights swung up and down, illuminating the spikes of treetops below and the sweep of the starry sky. Oh, shit. Oh shit. Word you never said in Mom's hearing.

"Dad!" No answer. Grant swallowed, but it hurt. Everything hurt. "Mom."

She groaned, her right arm flailing from the dash back to her side. Blood spattered from her fingertips.

"Mom—give me your hand." He eased his hips further back, like riding a horse, telling it to stop. He found the handle and popped his door. A glance outside showed gravel, the shoulder of the road, the bent and broken scrub beneath the car, and forward, nothing but the shattered tree that strained to support them. Where was his father? Somewhere in front of the car. On the gravel on the other side, or down the slope.

"Get out," she whispered, then louder, "Grant—get out."

"I can't!" He swallowed hard. "Mom. it'll fall—if I go. My door's open. You come into the back." He pressed a hand to his chest, like he could force his breath to even. "We both go. Give me your hand." He reached again.

She peeled herself away from the steering wheel with a sharp cry and turned. He wanted it to be like the dance, the way she could pivot into his father's arms and just keep moving. Instead, she jerked like a robot at a carnival ride. The car wobbled to the right, and the tree groaned. Tears streaked her face through the blood. "Grant. Baby, you have to go."

His hand found her arm and she winced. "Come on. Come on!"

He was hurting her. It didn't matter. He was saving her. Maybe with both of them out of the car, it would balance. Then he could figure out what happened to his dad. He grabbed hold and tugged her toward him. Sobbing, she bent through the gap between the seats.

"My feet—my legs are stuck—I can't⁠—"

The car lurched, its engine roaring, as if eager for the jump. He pulled on her arm, scrambling backward out the door, one foot on the ground, sinking to his knees, dragging at her. The car rocked wildly and she yelped, her eyes gone huge.

"Let me go," she said.

The car was sliding. Grant strained, tugging as she tried to slap him away. "Come on!" He was yelling at her, his own mother, voice raised—you don't talk to your mother that way. "Oh, shit, Mom, come on." His feet scraped the gravel and he tried to dig in, not to be dragged away with the tilting car.

Moaning, she gave a heroic movement and Grant's heart soared. They'd make it! They would live and find his father, and⁠—

Her head and shoulders turned, her teeth snapping into his hand.

Grant screamed and his fingers jerked open. His hand slid down her arm, his fingers leaving streaks through the blood, no way to get hold.

The car twisted away from him, rear tire scraping the gravel where he sprawled. The bulk of the car spun out into darkness and crashed downward, tumbling the slope in a thunder of pine boughs, rocks and metal. Flesh and bone. Leaving him beneath the starry darkness, alone.


Chapter Twenty-Two




Russell hadn't really intended to take a hike this evening, but at least the shadows cooled the valley. He would've done this years ago, if he'd known. Had Victor? The whole thing might be moot. Except that if his father had more evidence of the treasure than just a old letter claiming the slave's body was the link to the gold, Victor had never let on. So far as he knew, once the accident happened, his father had more or less written off the damages, paying off the girlfriends, foisting the kid onto the other set of grandparents, and getting on with business.

Now, Russell jogged along a narrow trail, zagging down from one of the newer trailheads. The expansion of the local park system delivered more options about where to access the wilderness, even such a narrow slice as his target. Would some zealous do-gooder take park clean-up to extremes and try to remove the wreck? If what Stryker said was true, they hadn't done it yet.

He paused to check his GPS and turned off onto a deer trail pointing the right direction. At least he needn't worry about missing the gym today, and exercise at this altitude would give him a boost when he returned home. Sweat, on the other hand, he could do without. Dustin's message implied that he and Louisa visited the pullout on the infamous curve. Russell doubted they would see him down here. Scruffy juniper that looked like garden center rejects sprouted all around him as he reached bottom. Besides, he had no reason to think his family remained up there. Dustin would be taking her home, leaving Russell free to explore the wreck and be sure that nothing of use remained to be uncovered. Any other reminders of that night should be inspected as well. Likely their clothes and personal effects—whatever survived the crash—would long since be destroyed. He might need Stryker again, curse the man.

Voices echoed up ahead, and Russell froze. He couldn't quite make out what they said, given the nature of the craggy stone around him. Assumptions about the pullout being unoccupied dissolved in the face of this evidence to the contrary. What on earth were they up to? He came to a boulder outcrop on his side of the trail and crept up over it, grit digging into his palms. Nature.

From here, he focused on the opposite face of the ravine, just at the curve. The same trees that made his own position hard to locate also obscured his view. At least two or three voices at the top. Midway down, the flick of movement caught his eye. A rope, vivid blue and orange against the gray and green landscape. At the bottom of that rope, a climber, complete with helmet, his tattooed arm briefly visible, his feet working against the wall. Casey.

Too bad Russell didn't have a rifle, he could finish this right now. Save that would be neither quiet nor clean. However many people occupied the curve, they'd all hear the shot. He had no illusions about his own ability to defeat Casey in a so-called "fair fight." As Bernius pointed out, a military veteran, especially one of the caliber he suspected Casey to be, required special handling. Russell needed other advantages, and he'd already begun to develop his toolkit. He hadn't added a gun to the plan yet, but clearly that would be smart, should he find himself again in a position like this. How did that motto go? Adapt, improvise, overcome.

As Casey worked his way lower, Russell imagined Mother's reaction to having her son die in the same place twice.

He wasn't a psychopath, or whatever term was currently in vogue. Most relationships were transactional, and those that weren't tended to cost significantly more than their value added. The ROI wasn't there. Take his wife. She’d given him a few children, including a son who had yet to prove his worth. Likewise, his mother had done well by him in his younger years, and become unnecessary a long time ago from his perspective. For the last few years, all she'd done was to prop up Victor's iron rule, in spite of Russell's efforts to dislodge him.

The figure at the end of the rope dropped out of sight and screams resounded over the ravine. Russell hurried in for a closer look.


Chapter Twenty-Three




Gasping for breath, his back and legs aching, Grant came to a halt against the crumpled, rusting hulk of his parents' car. His arms remained at his chest, his chin tucked and the helmet shielding his face. The rope tugged at his harness, stopped at last by whatever means from above. Lucky not to be dead this time, too. Still, always so goddamn lucky.

The word rang in his memory. Lucky to walk away. As if luck meant walking two and a half miles down to the nearest house. As if he were lucky when the man inside opened the door with a shotgun, firing a blast over Grant's shoulder to scare off the immigrant kid sneaking up on his house, the little thief as he'd later justify to the cops.

Grant that night would've looked a lot like now: scraped and numb, blood-spattered. Practically fucking witless.

He jerked his head up. He wasn't dead, not then, not now. His hands throbbed, knuckles scraped, but his ink remained intact. Not a costume party, unless the theme had been nightmares.

"Grant! Can you hear me?" Dustin's voice times ten. Sure knew how to project, and Grant hadn't even picked him for that skill. "Are you okay?"

Was he? Hell, no. Grant shook out his hands and shifted to sitting up.

"Still here!" he shouted back, his throat parched.

Just like that night, gulping for breath through his tears, pleading for help. He had to've known it was too late, that anything anyone could do would be way too late. With the perspective of time, he walked himself logically through every step. His father hadn't just fallen out of the car onto the gravel or pavement, he pitched over the edge by their impact with the tree. His mother, pinned into the wreck, went down with it. From the amount of blood she'd already shed, the damage breached an artery. He knew it all, and it meant nothing.

Overhead, shouting and jubilation. "Oh, thank God!"

Forget the ruminations, what he needed was a clear self-assessment, checking his extremities, looking for damage, grateful for the helmet. The fall hadn't been long. It slowed when someone controlled the rope from above, and the trees helped.

"Joshua? Joshua, please!" His grandmother called out from above.

"Marco, are you okay? Hey, let me see that." Tommy’s words brought Grant's attention acutely outside of himself.

"How could you do that!" Caroline's voice, accompanied by the slap of a hand. "I can't believe you dropped him."

"You think I wanted to? Come on, Caro! I told you, this stupid treasure isn't worth anybody's life!" Then, a little more clearly, "Grant, I'm sorry!"

Grant cupped his mouth. "What's wrong with Marco?" The one voice he hadn't heard yet. Grant propped himself on the wreck, pushing to his feet. Scraped and aching, but otherwise unharmed.

"Tried to stop the rope." Marco sounded strained. "That hurt. There's a lot of blood. My arm. Sorry."

"You may have saved my life." Grant swallowed. "Get him to the hospital, now. Caroline, are you safe to drive?"

"Yes." Defiant, maybe a little more sober than before. "But Grant, what about the anchor?"

"We'll figure something out."

"Absolutely, you can count on me," Tommy said. "I won't let that happen again."

Grant was a fool for letting it happen the first time. No idea what went wrong up there, and he'd rather be looking into Tommy's eyes when he got the reply. Dusting off his hands, Grant untied the rope from his harness and left the knot aside. Easier to focus on the top, his living family, than what he'd find at the bottom.

Deep breaths, he turned to face the car. It landed off-kilter, but mostly upright, the roof crushed by its tumbling fall, the front end cocked up at an angle. The car had been dark green a long time ago, and the desert atmosphere preserved it from much of the rust that broke down everything given time and moisture. Both doors on this side were gone. His—the back door lay up slope near a clump of trees that had likely torn it free. The driver's door lay to his left, torn away on purpose, as evidenced by the sharp toolmarks around the opening. He pictured the flashing lights topside, the rescue workers down here, breaking loose the door to extricate his mother. His mother's body.

His hands rested on the roof near those marks. They succeeded because he failed her.

Parts of the steering column and upper dash showed similar damage, workers straining their muscles and backs, the Jaws of Life breaking through too late to live up to their name. Glass twinkled in the sand and rock crevices around him, catching the glow of the setting sun.

He walked around the car, edging past rockfall and broken branches, toward the crumpled trunk. One of those broken branches served as a wedge to force the trunk open the rest of the way. Blanket, first aid kit, jumper cables and a few other tools jumbled inside. At the bottom, shreds of brown paper and more broken glass, different kind. Good to know they were prepared for almost anything. Anything except their own volatility.

Reaching inside, he peeled up the old rug, checking the spare compartment. No spare, nothing hidden. Why had he even thought this was the place to start? Because they'd been arguing. Because they'd been drinking and, in spite of themselves, they usually practiced some restraint when they knew they'd be driving with their son.

Dissociate much? Yep.

Because his grandmother thought his mother had taken something she could use to gain access to the treasure in some way, and that Josh knew about it.

Pacing around the car, Grant replayed the memory, start to finish. Buckling his seatbelt, his father's attempt to get her to slow down, his father reaching for the armrest.

He finished his walk near the driver's seat, the upholstery shredded by time and animals. The driver's seat looked darker than the ones in back. His imagination, painting the place with his mother's blood.

Grant reached inside, bracing his other hand on the outside of the car. Couldn't quite reach.

Oh, Hell. How many times had he ridden in some Humvee along roads laced with explosive devices. How could those seats feel safer than this?

Still holding the roof, Grant eased himself inside, finally sinking onto the rotted old springs. He found the clasp under the armrest, his muscles bulging as he forced it open against the bent seat frame. Gloom shrouded the interior, the last of the sunlight far above the narrow ravine. Digging the phone out of his pocket, its back shattered, the screen protector sheet doing its job, Grant tapped the light on. The compartment revealed a twist of wires, a handful of napkins, and the flat, staring eyes of a kachina figure painted black.

Wearing a cloth apron and holding a bow in one hand, the other arm detached, the figure barely fit inside the compartment, a fact that likely preserved it during the car's tumble from the road above because it didn't have much space to bang around.

Grant carefully lifted it out, taking the loose arm alongside. The kachina wore a string of tiny beads looped around its throat. No feathers or headdress marked the curious figure, setting it apart from many of its kindred. The wood felt light in his hand, the paint cracked. On the figure's back, chipped yellow markings stood out against the black, forming a number of snakes, with a few moons mixed in. Some kind of date or time markers, perhaps? Glass beads at the throat, instead of local stone. That suggested a more contemporary origin, except the demeanor of the figure gave it a ghostly antique appearance.

It bore none of the hallmarks of a made-for-tourists design—no sense of life or movement, no square base to make the figure easily displayed in a suburban home, souvenir of a trip to the west. Not like his grandparents would've collected such a thing, not in their house full of European classics. His mother respected kachina as representations of indigenous deities, not just decorations, as appealing as they often were.

He fingered the apron, fraying in fine wisps. Silk. Not the kind of stuff the Zuni or Hopi nations used to embellish such figures, then or now.

It must've stood out in his grandmother's collection, attracting his mother's notice. How had she even managed to smuggle it free? Did that explain the excess drinking, nerving herself up to steal from the in-laws? Except that, from her perspective, it wasn't a theft, but an exfiltration, bringing the figure away from people who didn't understand it. She must've been—bringing it home.

"Grant…"

He froze, heart pounding.

The voice hadn't come from above, from his jumble of relatives, distant in more ways than one. No, this voice came low and close by, so soft it produced no echo. Every muscle tightened and the back of his neck tingled.

"Help me, Grant—help me."

He spun about, scanning the brush and trees, the shadows deepening by the moment, devouring the last of his light. No movement, no signs of life. He stepped away from the car, the kachina held close in one arm, the other ready for—for nothing. He couldn't fight ghosts.

"Please, Grant. Don't go."

The voice responded to his movement. It had to be a trick. Dustin, maybe? Casting his voice into the canyon? Except that Grant recognized a voice he'd never expected to hear again. His father's.


Chapter Twenty-Four




Bundling Marco's injured arm into a loose scarf and packing that with napkins, Dustin helped him into the passenger's seat and Caroline fired up her car, pulling away and leaving Dustin staring between Tommy, the rope gripped firmly in his hand, and the newcomer, who had given a shrug and remained silent as the cousins followed Casey's instructions.

At the stranger's appearance, Tommy's grip relaxed, the rope slithering like a mess of snakes until Marco grabbed it, earning a wicked rope burn across his palm and forearm, but stopping the fall. Marco's blood smeared a section of the rope, and Tommy averted his gaze. Seeing someone else show up shouldn’t cause that reaction, but then Tommy always worried about his reputation, and hanging out with Josh's kids wouldn't help.

As the Honda rounded the upper corner to vanish into the hills, the stranger cast his eye on each of them in turn, maybe lingering over Tommy. Probably because Tommy just dropped his brother off a cliff. Jeez. "Dustin, right?" The stranger extended his hand. "Your father sent me. My name's Michael."

Dustin’s shoulders started to sink to where they should be. "Thanks for coming." He shook hands heartily. "I need to get Louisa home soon, okay?"

"Absolutely. Whatever you need." The man's grin had too many teeth, and he toned it down immediately. He wore an overcoat in spite of the heat, and another man waited in the car. They looked like the kind of people Dad would hire: efficient, professional and slightly creepy.

Louisa thrust up her chin. "I'm not going anywhere with a stranger."

Given that Dustin himself was sometimes a stranger to her, he struggled a little with that. "I know, I know." He swallowed, feeling like he was the one dangling at the end of that rope.

Leave Tommy to manage things by himself, after he'd already dropped Casey once? Stay here, gathering the information his father would demand later—why had Casey gone there? What did he find? And let his grandmother go even longer without her medication. Dad would have to suck it up and embrace his ignorance. Granted that Dad was the one who assigned him the job, Louisa was Dustin's responsibility, his alone, while Casey was a stranger, and apparently a pretty capable one, if he could descend to his parents' crash site without flinching.

Dustin sidled closer to the guard rail. "Hey, Grant?"

Far below, Casey emerged from the wrecked vehicle, mostly hidden. "Dustin." He looked a little banged up, his new helmet scraped at the front, dust and mica flecked over his skin, obscuring his tattoos. He stared up with new steel in his expression.

Standing there sweating, trying to navigate his duty to Louisa with everything happening around them, Dustin had plenty of reason to be ruffled, but not "somebody just dropped my belay and I could've died" level of ruffled. Instead of looking or sounding as flustered as Dustin, Casey might've gotten stronger. How did he do that?

"I need to get Louisa home, for her medication. Is it a problem if I leave you and Tommy? You can use the estate car, or maybe call the estate if it doesn't start, they'll send somebody for you." He swallowed. "I mean, we didn't come here together, but still—you know what I mean."

Casey's rising voice sounded cool and tough, no hint of the relaxed manner from when they first met. "Do what you have to."

Something had changed for him, down there. The chill that Dustin perceived as being unperturbed might well be something else entirely. Dustin spent literally hours listening and watching great performances, trying to master the subtle differences between confidence and bravado. Guy got dropped toward his death in the same place he'd nearly died before. That might be enough to account for the chill. Unless Dustin himself had done something to piss him off, and Dustin began to think that might be very unwise indeed. "Thanks, Grant."

Grant's tone shifted to a clear command, like he used before. "I think Tommy can set me up to jug back out of here under my own power."

Tommy sagged, then started looking around, checking out the supports for the guard rail. "We'll need the keys, though, Dustin. You think that car will even drive?"

With a huff, Louisa said, "It's fine. Give him the keys, Dustin."

Michael held the door for Louisa to slide into the back seat, scooting across to make room for Dustin beside her. The man closed the door, sealing them into an air-conditioned cocoon of leather seats and tinted windows.

"Make yourselves comfortable," the other man said, his voice a low rumble as Michael climbed in. The guy had been poking at a phone, which he disappeared into a breast pocket.

The car eased away from the dangerous bend, heading uphill. Tommy stood alone in the pull-out, watching Dustin go. Neither of them waved.

Dustin stared at the ceiling, headed for safety at last.

"So, tell me about this treasure," Michael said. "Are you guys looking for a lost mine or something?"

Blowing out a breath, Dustin sat up. "Not hardly. According to family lore, and to some documents we've found over the years, the scout who led Coronado's expedition to New Mexico was the last person who knew the location of his owner's gold, a fortune raised from slave-trading and adventuring all around the Gulf of Mexico. If the sources are right, it could be worth millions, and the owner set up a few clues to be sure that his heirs would find the money."

"His heirs," Louisa said grandly. "The clan Casaverde. We are the ones who should benefit from the wealth of our ancestors. It's my husband's family, but I have some of that blood as well, separated by a generation or two." She arched her neck like a model. "It's always been important in the family to maintain our bloodlines."

The other man's lips wrinkled as if he were about to laugh, but Michael said, "Right, right. But this treasure though, you think it's for real?"

"Absolutely. It's on record. Whether it can still be found is anybody's guess, but that guy down there? The one Tommy dropped? He's like a professional treasure hunter. He spends his life tracking down these crazy little historical details and finding the goods. You maybe heard about the discovery of Genghis Khan's tomb?"

"That was him?" Michael's glance flicked back behind them.

"If anybody could find it, he can. Don't tell my dad I told you this stuff though, okay? He wants the whole thing to stay buried."

"That's nuts. If I knew where to look for a treasure, I'd be all over that. Who couldn't use a few million?"

Dustin's family, for one thing. The legitimate members, anyway. Technically, Casey was legit, but his father had changed his name, so no idea how he fit in, or whether he actually wanted the treasure.

"Victor plans to find it," Louisa told him. "I know all about the treasure, all the stories. He's talked about it for years, but of course, he has to officially retire first, and he…"she cut a glance toward Dustin. "Well, he enjoys his work. He'll be at home now, won't he, Dustin? Maybe we should call him. He'll be worried about me." Her hands knotted together in her lap.

Dustin patted her arm. Sharon was right: they had to tell her somehow that Victor wouldn't be home ever again. "It's okay, Gram. We'll be home soon."

"Don't you worry about a thing, ma'am," said Michael. "We'll take good care of you. Isn't that right, Steve?"

"Oh, yeah. Good care." Steve grinned.

As they turned into the suburban streets at the top, a silver car rushed by them, and Louisa scowled. "They should be more careful. That ravine kills people—don't they know that?"

"I don't know if they do." Michael turned into the neighborhood instead of following the main road toward town and the estate. "Maybe we should just hang out for a little, and see if your family makes it out of there okay."

"Joshua's down there." Her face rumpled with concern. "But I don't know why." Dustin kept his hand on her wrist, rubbing gently, surreptitiously monitoring her heart rate.

"We really need to get you home. Okay, Michael?"

Michael drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. "I dunno. She sounds pretty determined."

With a long pull, Dustin drew out his shoulder strap to get closer to the driver and lowered his voice. "I don't know how much my father told you, but she's not well. Joshua's dead. The man down there is his son, and she's confused. She really needs her medications. We need to go home. Now."

A sliver of dark stare from the man's hooded eyes, then he spoke up. "Ms. Casaverde. What do you want me to do? Dustin here insists we should just go, but seems to me you're kinda worried about what's happening back there, by the car."

"Very. What if Joshua needs me? What if he's trapped down there, and he hasn't got anyone? He could be hurt. Anything could happen." Her voice trembled as she described her fears: exactly what had happened way back then. Dad had succeeded in triggering her memories, but all the wrong kind.

"Gram, I know you're worried, but he's okay. You heard him, right? He told us it was okay to go. He'll come home right after—we gave them the car keys—"Dustin’s jaw tightened. Why was he trying to reason with her, instead of the person really holding them back? "Michael, please just drive. We can't get into all this right now. Just go."

With a tap of his temple as if he were tipping his cap, Michael accelerated the car and made the next turn. Downhill.

Dustin's shoulders, already aching, knotted tighter with every moment. "Michael, you're going the wrong way." Who was this guy? What was he doing listening to a dementia patient, for goodness sake?

"You're just fine, Michael," Louisa declared. "You keep going. I never should've left him." Louisa's clinging hands became a clasp of prayer lifted toward the sky.

"This is ridiculous. I'm calling Dad." Dustin pulled out his phone.

In the front seat, Steve pivoted smoothly and lifted his hand just a little, revealing a sleek, black pistol held across his lap. "No need for that, Dustin, am I right? She wants to stick with Josh, that's what we're doing." He tipped his hand this way, and back again.

Dustin's mouth went dry and the phone slipped from his grasp as the strangers took them away.


Chapter Twenty-Five




Russell stuffed his phone back into his pocket, pressed as far behind the rocks as he could be. He caught a glimpse of Casey's face—and was suddenly very glad he wasn't the only person down here without a gun. His little trick definitely got a reaction! Now he just needed to expand his influence once he had the opportunity.

When Casey had the rope in hand, a bundle tied over his back, and began his ascent, Russell retreated carefully. The deeper shadows concealed him as he slipped away to the trailhead. Once in the car, he relayed more instructions to his AI assistant, then headed out for the next logical step, driving back into town. After talking with Bernius, Russell reached the unfortunate conclusion that he needed to take more forceful action on his own behalf. Visiting the wreck site had been the first part of his plan.

With Bernius and his people on the job, Russell briefly considered returning to his own task: preparing for his succession. But that assumed he could trust Bernius, and their recent conversation didn't make that very clear. Hearing that Joshua's brood had gone to the cemetery and thence to the crash site clinched the deal. Dustin was there with Louisa; he must trust his son to bring her home safely as soon as possible. Imagine the optics if she vanished or died so soon after Victor's own death.

As he drove, Russell listened to a summary of Broken Heart Syndrome, whereby an apparently healthy person might drop dead of a heart attack after suffering a great loss. Not an unreasonable fate for his mother, once she knew the truth about Victor. Given how circumscribed her life was, she might be better off at rest. Reunited with her beloved Joshua and her recently passed husband of sixty years. If you believed that kind of crap. How long before Sharon would be claiming to receive their mother's messages from the afterlife?

Right now, everything could be just a tragic confluence of circumstances, Victor over-exerting himself on the course, then dropping dead in his own home. Clearly too soon for Mother to follow. To paraphrase Oscar Wilde, the loss of one parent might be a misfortune, to lose two looks like carelessness. Russell had no intention of being that careless. Not yet.

His smart watch buzzed an incoming message, and Russell let the AI handle it, setting his devices to "Do Not Disturb." He had enough complications just now without Dustin getting needy.

Turning off his headlights, Russell coasted to a stop a block away from his destination. His excursion to the crash site meant that darkness fell for good now. He pulled on a pair of gloves and dropped a hat over his head. What kind of caps did kids wear these days? No idea. He'd taken a baseball cap from the garage. An actual driver's hat would be too conspicuous if he did show up on camera.

No doubt, Bernius had someone who could pick locks. Russell had the electronic equivalent, very handy on campus. For the first part, he walked like he meant it: places to go, things to do, nondescript computer bag hanging over his shoulder. The building stood some way off from the others, the mark of junior faculty. After so long, she should be senior, except that she couldn't be bothered to move, apparently. Academia might be a good start for a career, but those who could, did, and those who couldn't ended up here.

A few lights at the windows indicated staff members working at this hour, and he hoped he could avoid them.

At the main entrance, he pulled out his little device. With the tap of a button, it scrambled the current code and offered him a reset option. Russell agreed. The door popped open. Whoever came next would be upset to find their fob no longer worked. Poor things. He shut the door and moved briskly along the hall, glancing at the directory and finding her name, with her son's name alongside. Interesting. Marco had taken Faith's place, at least here, and the university didn't have the guts to completely throw him out on his ear after the incriminating video surfaced.

Upstairs, Russell quickly found the office and applied his device a second time. Marco was another matter. Any other person trying the downstairs door to find it locked against them would blame electronics. People always did. If Marco had trouble with his door and nobody else did, he'd get suspicious. Russell propped the door with his computer bag and moved down the corridor, randomly triggering other people's locks, to throw off later suspicions. Returning to the office, he stepped inside and let the door close behind him.

Two desks near the middle, facing each other, one with an old-style wooden chair, the other with a cushy gamer-style rolling chair and the corresponding pattern of marks on the floor below. A cot wedged into the space along the corridor wall, with a sleeping bag and pillow, and an open suitcase underneath. Marco slept here. He was jobless and homeless. It shouldn't take much to get him expelled from campus entirely. Unless the administration already knew? This had to be illegal though. A well-placed email with the right address might take care of it.

Aside from the incursion of the bed, shelves covered most of the walls, impinging on the windows that overlooked a few academic buildings. The right-hand professor kept everything very tidy, while the left-hand prof piled books on the desk and stuck papers between the books on the shelves. At a guess, Russell placed Marco on the left, only to discover, when he moved right, ranks of carefully ordered psychology texts and treatises. Left it was, then.

Systematic organization would be so much easier on him. Instead, he was stuck with Marco's mother's mess. He looked for anything hand-written or typed, anything in manuscript form, anything that indicated the presence of Faith Casey, or rather, her lingering ghost. How his brother seduced both women Russell would never quite grasp. Why, though, he believed he knew.

On a shelf organized semi-chronologically, he found drafts and finished versions of the women's publications, many of them done together, examining various aspects of the early Spanish explorations. Nothing useful. If Faith had had deeper knowledge, it wouldn't be published. The bulk of the shelves contained African American studies material. Useless.

He gambled that Faith's archive hadn't been sent home. Not only was her co-author likely using the same resources but her family back in Arizona approved her marriage to Josh no more than his own family did. Either her papers were here or they'd long since been disposed of, in which case, Josh's children, too, would be out of luck if they hoped for clues.

Rising as high as his head, a stack of document boxes occupied part of the space, apparently cleared away to make room for the cot. Heaps of words and citations, notes in Spanish and English. If they did try to find anything in here, they might be out of luck regardless, at least, if they wanted anything in a timely fashion.

The pile swayed as he worked on the top box. The one at the bottom leaned slightly, the corner buckling, not as full as the others and unable to support their weight. Russell prodded the top of the stack closer to the wall, then removed the top box with its cardboard handles.

The pile collapsed out from under, falling with a slow-motion cascade of lids and pages, books tumbling onto his feet. He froze, waiting to see if anyone responded.

Somewhere, a door creaked open. "That you, Marco?"

He hadn't turned on the lights, speaking now would only make it worse. Russell curbed the urge to kick the downed boxes for the trouble they caused him.

"Well. If it is you," said the person in the corridor, "Campus security stopped by. Sounds like they might know about your—uh—arrangement?" She cleared her throat, but didn't seem to expect an answer. "I told them I'd been to your new apartment and how great it was, but I couldn't remember the address. Anyway. Hope things get better for you!"

Too bad he didn't have a chatbot for Marco, who would surely appreciate his colleague's discretion. The door creaked closed with a definitive thump. Russell waited a long moment, still staring at the spilled boxes. The one at the bottom contained clothing, as if someone planned to take things to a thrift store, but forgot which boxes were which.

Setting aside the box in his hands, Russell squatted down. He pulled out his phone and brought up the picture Dustin had sent him earlier, the family portrait taken by a staffer the night of his brother's death. Faith Casey, in a green blouse and slacks, next to Joshua in a collared shirt of the kind their mother favored.

That green blouse…Russell plucked the same from the damaged carton, the slacks underneath and Joshua's shirt as well, as if they'd stopped here to change on their way home. They were found in tango clothes, and the kid claimed they were coming home from a dance. No Casaverde ever disabused him of that notion.

In the picture, Faith wore something around her neck, something too small to show up clearly, but how his father had fumed. It set off Victor like a bomb that night. He tried to get Joshua to take it from her, but both of them refused. Faith seemed almost giddy, as if she had provoked what she meant to, and were now taking notes on his reaction. If she had worn the necklace to her death, it might be trapped in some old Albuquerque police department storage locker. If not…

Russell groped around the box, then the clothing he'd removed. One of the pants pockets felt lumpy, and he found a leather thong. From this hung a deep green arrowhead, carefully made. An emerald arrow.


Chapter Twenty-Six




With the kachina wrapped in the wool blanket from the trunk and tied gently to his back, Grant took charge of the climbing gear and worked his way slowly back up again, tying knots in the rope as an extra safety measure so that he wouldn't fall again, this time on his own recognizance. Climbing required focus. It required him to leave behind the wreck site both physically and mentally. To replace the ghosts—the ghostly, impossible voice—for as long as it took to get out of there.

Night steadily grew in the sky above him, and he got his hand onto the guard rail. Had to be a hoax, but how and who? And how had they made it responsive? Unless coming here, spending time with these people, the fact that his grandmother called him by another man's name produced auditory hallucinations of the voice he'd never heard that night. Aunt Sharon would have a few things to say about that.

Near the damaged car, now on their side of the street, Tommy paced back and forth. As Grant climbed up, Tommy hurried over. "The car starts up just fine. I just pulled it around here. It sounds a bit rough, though." He offered a pinched smile, wiping his palms on his thighs. "You made it. Good job."

"Thanks." Grant set the helmet aside and slipped out of his harness, starting to coil the rope. "What happened?"

"Dustin and Louisa left with some friends, a little while ago." He gestured vaguely up the hill.

Yeah, he'd gotten that. Squaring his shoulders, Grant said, "You dropped me, Tommy. What. Happened." He looped the rope with deliberate movements.

Tommy's gesture wavered toward the pullout. "When they, their friends came. I wasn't expecting the car to pull in. I—"he took a sharp breath. "I was so nervous, I guess, being here—"toward the cliff—"it caught me by surprise and my hand just kind of went limp."

Right. Surprise. "Any traffic since then?"

"Couple of cars, I guess?"

Grant had heard two, one with that rough rattle Tommy had mentioned as he pulled the estate vehicle onto the gravel. The climbing gear went into the sedan's trunk. Front end, driver's door scraped and the wheel well bent, the plastic shielding cracked. Could explain the scraping noise.

"Did you find anything?"

Breaking off the section of loose plastic, Grant tossed that in the trunk as well. "Keys?"

"Wow, you're not much for conversation, are you?"

Let him stew a while longer. Did Grant want his trust, his friendship? His presence at all? But it didn't seem right to just leave him by the side of the road. How much of this was about Tommy’s near-deadly screw-up, and how much was the voice Grant couldn't have heard? He made an effort to compartmentalize. "I can be. You coming?"

"What else am I supposed to do?" Tommy moved faster for the passenger side, as if expecting Grant to leave him behind. "What's that?"

Grant pulled the tided bundle off over his head, but didn't unwrap it as he laid it in the back seat. "Indian stuff. I have to make a delivery."

"Before we go back? Okay."

They followed the curves down hill, the curves Grant once raced down, the lights of that single house bouncing in his vision. He'd been a sprinter on the playground in elementary school. That night made him a marathoner. People figured runners had something to run from. Grant was always running for a finish line he couldn't possibly reach.

Faster in the car. Much faster. The house stood empty, windows vacant and door hanging open. The door that opened with a shotgun on the other side. Grant watched it in the rear view. The house he came to for rescue, only to face another betrayal.

And another. Tucked in alongside, the only place you could hide around here, sat a silver SUV. Company.

"I'm not going back tonight, Tommy. I'll let you out at the gas station. Somebody can come pick you up."

"Not going—" Tommy looked around. "Where are you going, then?" He perched his elbow on the window rim, hand tucked into the top. "How about if I come along? I feel like we got off to a rough start."

Like the car that had rammed into a cliff. "Dropping me didn't help."

"I said I was sorry."

"You didn't, actually." More of an asset or a liability, having a passenger along, having it be the one sibling who didn't want the treasure found. Caroline and Marco needed this, something for themselves from the mess of their family: Caroline for the money, Marco for the validation. "For now, I'm heading to the nearest hotel in the right direction."

With a bob of his head, Tommy pulled out his phone. "I'll just give Isabelle a call, so she knows not to expect me. The kids are with my in-laws for a few days, so it's all good." A couple of taps later, he brought the phone to his ear. "Hi, honey! Just wanted to let you know I'm taking off with Grant for a day or two, okay? I'll give you a call when I can. Yes, quite an adventure!" He blew a kiss into the phone and hung up.

His face remained serene and Grant wondered what else he was lying about. Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer. Why was Tommy his enemy? One thing he did believe: the arrival of the strangers had startled Tommy into letting go—but why? He didn't think his half-brother intended his death, at least, not with so many witnesses. Did he know about the voice from the dead? Grant needed answers, but couldn't count on his own equilibrium to ask the right questions.

Near the highway, they found a hotel, one room, two beds, making it a little harder for Tommy to coordinate with whoever was following them. Tommy joked about not having any pajamas, Grant alert to the silver car passing by.

He left the blanket-wrapped bundle in the back as if it meant little, returning to retrieve it after saying something about the vending machines.

Another car pulled in as Grant poked the buttons to receive a packet of chips from one machine, and an iced tea from another. Full-size, blue electric car with his grandmother in the back seat. Grant slipped from the shop portion of the lobby into the cubby for the ice machine. Through the windows, he kept watch, tucking himself into the shadow of the hulking machine.

The electric car drew up under the front awning and stopped. For a long moment, nothing happened, then Dustin climbed out of the back seat and walked up, hands tucked under his armpits and shoulders hunched as if warding off a chill.

"How can I help you, sir?" said the woman behind the counter.

"I need a room, uh, two rooms?"

"How long are you staying?"

"I don't know." Dustin's voice cracked. "One night."

"Very good, sir. Do you have AARP or triple-A?"

"Do I look like I'm retired?" Hands slapped onto counter. "I'm sorry. Sorry. No, nothing like that."

An hour ago, Dustin had been disconcerted, but not agitated like this, in spite of their brush with the cliff in the danger zone. Tucking the wrapped kachina under the machine, Grant jotted a quick note on one of the tourist brochures from the rack and folded it. He ducked low, hoping to stay out of notice of whoever remained in the car, especially his grandmother, who'd be after her "Joshua" the moment she spotted him.

"Just fill this out. License plate goes here, initial the smoking policy." The clerk carried on with her duties.

Leaning just enough, Grant tossed the airplane low around the corner. Dustin gave a little yelp and paper hit the floor. Little more scratching, then the clerk said, "Here you go, sir. The wi-fi code is inside. Enjoy your stay."

"Yeah. Thanks." A rustle of clothing and a couple of footsteps, then Dustin said, "Do you have a spare ice bucket? It's really hot out."

"Yes, just a moment."

Grant slipped back to his post. After another exchange with the clerk, Dustin stepped around the side of the alcove, bucket in one hand, key card envelope in the other. "Grant!" He sounded strangled, stepping up to the ice machine and fumbling the keys into his pocket. "Oh, thank God."

Something was very, very wrong. Startled to see Grant because Dustin hoaxed a dead man's voice? But if he worried about Grant's reaction to that, he wouldn't have gotten the bucket—he'd just get out of there, or reveal him to the men in the car. Unless Dustin deserved an Oscar for this performance.

Grant studied his cousin. "What are you doing here?"

Dustin's throat worked, his glance flickering from Grant toward the windows where the car waited. "I don't know. Jesus, Grant." His hand shook as he thrust the ice bucket toward the machine, his head bowed. He reached as if to brace himself against possible collapse. "I don't know what's happening."

Except that whatever it was terrified him. "Try to act normal. You're just getting ice."

"Right." Dustin kept from slumping against the machine. "Putting my resume to use."

"Don't nod, don't shake your head, verbal only, understood?"

"Yes." He punched the button and ice rattled into the bucket.

"You're here against your will, Louisa, too?" Even if Dustin were in on the hoax, Louisa had to be innocent.

He held the button, his voice elevated just enough to be heard. "She doesn't understand they're in charge. She knows we're following you—Josh. She wants to." Ice cascaded as the bucket reached capacity.

Grant put up his hand in a calming gesture. He kept his voice even and low. "How many and are they armed?"

"Two, but there's another car. Armed, yes. They told me Dad sent them. It's the kind of thing he would do. But the guns, though." Dustin clung to the bucket and his gaze lifted. "She wants to follow you, and they're doing what she says, but she needs her meds."

Outside, a flicker of movement as the car’s front door opened. No way of knowing how dangerous these guys were, except they were willing to take orders from a dementia patient. He wasn't ready to risk whatever that meant. "Dustin, you have to go."

"They're coming, aren't they." His eyes squeezed shut, face twisted. "It doesn't feel right. Whatever they're doing."

Grant touched his shoulder. "You're not alone, Dustin. You'll be right in my rear view mirror until we figure this out, copy that?"

He swallowed and replied hoarsely, "I copy."

"Keep acting."

Dustin shot him a dubious glance, then took his ice bucket toward the door. By the time it slid open, he wore a grin as he popped an ice cube into his mouth, then offered the bucket toward the half-open door. With a shrug he took another cube and started rubbing it across his forehead and the back of his neck. He finally climbed into the car, not looking back, then it drove around the hotel out of sight.

Grant brought his snacks to his room, startling Tommy from his phone—as usual. Tossing the snacks on the other bed, Grant flipped the bar lock across the door and positioned himself in front of it, arms folded.

"Okay, Tommy. What the hell is going on?"


Chapter Twenty-Seven




"Dustin? That is your name, isn't it?"

His grandmother loomed over him. He scrubbed his face and sat up as she retreated to sit on her own bed, hands trembling slightly as she smoothed down her skirt. At least she remembered him, in spite of their unfamiliar surroundings. "Yes, Gram. How you feeling?"

"I didn't know we were taking a trip." Her brow furrowed. "But I think I was driving. Is that…is it possible?" She rubbed at her skirt, the pressure increasing. She remembered some of the day before. Hopefully that meant she could do without her medication a little longer.

"Yes. Last night, you took me for a drive." He tried a smile. Casey's air of calm intensity had steadied Dustin for a while, but he had zero expectations that would get him through the day.

Someone banged on the door. "Come on, we got places to go." Steve's voice, roughened by years of smoking.

"Can we get some fresh clothes today? Please? And Gram really needs her medicine."

"It's all under control. Get moving." No retreating footsteps. One of the men had stood out there all night after confiscating Dustin's phone, and now he waited for them to emerge.

Louisa, usually so plump and mostly pleasant, sat straight up in her wrinkled dress. "We'll see Joshua again today, won't we?"

Dustin wracked his brain for the right way to respond. "Let's talk in the car." He rose from his bed. "I'll be out in a minute." Dustin shut himself into the bathroom.

Casey knew, but what could he do, run a raid on the hotel room—bash down the door, guns blazing? Did Casey even have a gun? Putting all of their lives at risk, and last night, with his airplane message, he'd been so careful. Okay, then, Dustin had an ally, and maybe Dad really had sent the two men to take care of them, giving them orders about protecting and mollifying Louisa. He stepped from the shower to renewed banging and toweled off as fast as he could. "Coming!"

When he opened the door, he found Louisa confronting Michael, fists planted on her hips. "You men are very rude. Victor wouldn't stand for this, and neither will I."

Michael smirked. "Russell's the man I answer to. We'll be more genteel, I swear, Mrs. Casaverde. You want to catch up with Joshua, don't you? No delays?"

"Let's go." He offered an arm, and she accepted. Michael's smirk didn't fade as he tipped his head to Dustin then proceeded to escort Louisa down the stairs. Would they really just leave him behind? God! Hopping on one foot, then the other, Dustin yanked on his shoes and hurried after them, Steve bringing up the rear.

In the parking lot, a man on a phone spun about, eyes flaring. Tommy, for once looking just as rumpled as the rest of them. The beat-up sedan was nowhere in sight. "I, uh…Hey, Dustin." Tommy managed an awkward wave.

"Oh, you're—you—"Louisa hit a skip, and Dustin said, "This is Tommy. He works for Russell."

"So do Michael and Steven." She gestured to each of the men in turn, as if they were new on her staff.

"Hi, guys." That same little wave, constrained as if someone else were pulling the strings of Tommy's body. Strings, climbing rope. The moment he dropped his brother.

Michael opened the door to his electric car and ushered Louisa inside. Before she ducked in, she said, "Are you coming along, Tommy? We're following Joshua. It's quite an adventure."

Tommy's teeth, always so perfectly white, clenched, then his face relaxed as if he dropped on a mask. "Oh, I don't…" he wet his lips.

"There's plenty of room," Dustin said. "Come on in." No idea whose side Tommy was on at this point, but he'd take all the witnesses he could get. His father's words echoed from yesterday—just yesterday? Along with Dustin's insistence that he didn't have a side.

Michael's eyes narrowed, but he ground out the word, "Sure. I'm sure that's fine with Russell, don't you think?"

With Tommy on the other side of Louisa, the back seat got a little chummy, but honestly the car was more spacious than he'd thought. They pulled through a drive in, ordering things Louisa hadn't eaten for decades, everything fried, but at least the coffee was…hot. Yeah, that was about all he could say for it. Steve poked the radio to life, then hummed along tunelessly with whatever played. No sign of the estate car, nobody seemed concerned about that, so they definitely had another car tracking Casey. How many, and how were they armed?

In his panic, Dustin had been desperate for help, but he might not be the one who needed it.


Chapter Twenty-Eight




"So you'll tell us where to meet you, right, Grant? For real?" Caroline's voice over the speaker phone sounded strained, and he couldn't know if she'd taken anything lately.

"He'd better," Marco murmured. "The break-in's freaky enough without losing my brother."

The words stirred a dangerous blend of emotions, and Grant needed to keep clear. "Sounds like I should be worried about you—and I'm not talking about your arm."

"I mean, it hurts, sure, but I'll be okay."

"Ask him about the money," Caroline whispered.

"What money?" Grant inquired.

"Later. We can talk about it." Marco rallied. "There's really nothing to worry about. When my key card didn't work I thought—doesn't matter. Lisa got me in, it's all cool."

"Nothing missing?" He had ditched Tommy at the hotel, fast asleep after making some muddled claims about Russell keeping an eye on his mother. Grant didn't mention his chat with Dustin, only that he'd seen the new car pull in, with Louisa inside. Somebody told Russell they were at the graveyard, and his other two half-siblings were too invested in the treasure to share secrets with someone who wanted it buried. Unless Caroline's compromised state resulted in that kind of indiscretions.

Safest bet then was to go alone—armed with the names from his mother's office. When had the interlopers gone to the office themselves and what had they taken? Too many damn questions for Grant to relax. For now, he let them follow, for the sake of his grandmother if not his cousin.

"It's hard to tell with papers just spilled around. The only reason I know there was a break-in is the shoe. Ladies' size ten. My mom's like an eight."

"So a tall woman broke in, and left her shoe behind. That's important, right, Grant?" Caroline said. "All part of the mystery."

"Absolutely. I have to go."

"But you'll tell us⁠—"

"I'll tell you, trust me." He hung up as he entered the sovereign territory of the Zuni nation.

He expected the address to bring him to the pueblo or one of the houses in town. Instead, he pulled up near a long building made of local sandstone, with a front wall of slats to control the amount of sun that beamed inside. The Zuni Eagle Sanctuary. Well, then.

When he placed the phone calls, he'd also taken a pause for some fresh clothes and a handgun. No concealed carry license, not here, so open it was—just like a bunch of other folks. Didn't expect the locals to worry over it, though his family might when they met up again. For this visit, it waited in the car. Walking in armed wasn't the best opening.

Hands draped over the wheel, Grant sat for a long moment without opening the door, the scene slightly blurring in the distance. His dreams last night comprised a mash-up of old nightmares and new: the car teetering at the top of the cliff, but he couldn't open the door; belaying his mother up from the ravine as the rope slipped through his nerveless grip; his father's voice calling from the wreck, from the ravine, from the burned-out Humvee that claimed four comrades in Afghanistan. Every time, in the dream, the same paralysis. The same god damn helplessness. Hadn't been this tired for a very long time.

He gathered the kachina from the back seat. The silver car drove by on the road outside. Good news about meeting here, a place officially closed and requiring special access: unless they wanted that level of scrutiny, his watchers had to keep their distance. They'd know where he went, but not who he saw or what they said.

As Grant strolled up toward the entrance, he caught a glimpse of dark shadows moving beyond the slatted windows.

A man in his sixties opened the door, tipping a baseball cap to squint at his visitor. "Grant Casey?"

"Thanks for seeing me." Grant extended his hand, and the other man took it after a moment.

"Jimmy Jackson. Come on in." He ushered Grant through the door into a visitor center with images of bald and golden eagles, along with pictures of traditional regalia featuring eagle plumage in every variation.

"How'd you get my number?"

"My mother's records. She contacted someone from the Zuni council a long time back. Her friend tried again after her death. She's the one who wrote down your name, but I don't know any more than that."

"Sorry to hear your mother's walked on."

That was a nice way to put it. For a moment Grant felt her arm in his grasp instead of the bundle, the slick of her blood as he tried to hold on. "I wasn't expecting all of this," Grant told his host. "What is it that you do here?"

Jimmy lifted his chin toward one large image of a pow-wow dancer. "Eagles are messengers to the sky. Native Americans're the only people allowed to own the feathers, but too many eagles get injured by feather-hunters. Some of those fancy bustles take hundreds of feathers. This here's one place to get them, safe and legal." He brought Grant over to a table spread with feathers of all sizes.

"An eagle gets hurt, shot by a hunter maybe, or flies into a power line, they're brought here. Our eagles can't fly free again, but we take care of them, and gather the feathers they shed. Then our cousins can apply to have some for their rituals. There's a few other nations have their own aviaries now, too, after us." He displayed the table, covered in thousands of dollars worth of plumage if it were bought on the illicit market. "Your people are Tohono O'odham, that right?" Jimmy smiled as he sat down and started taking feathers from a basket, placing them alongside similar plumes. "Don't think I've ever shipped to there."

Grant took one of the folding chairs and sat down opposite. "Our high school mascot was the eagle, but we don't dance with that kind of regalia." He said "we," claiming the heritage that still felt a little stiff.

"You got any stories about eagles?"

Letting out a breath of a laugh, Grant said, "Maybe not the kind you have in mind, and I'm not the greatest storyteller."

With a shrug, Jimmy said, "I got time and work to do. Indulge me."

Grant, for the moment, couldn't be sure he had either time or work, a contradiction that chafed, unless this man could light the way. And the story was his price. "Do you know about the Eagleman?"

Jimmy shook his head.

Today especially, the story burned, his Tohono O'odham grandmother's echo inside his heart, the woman who had taken him in after his parents died, the only person who treated him with compassion—at least until cancer devoured her. "The people of a village beneath the cliffs needed a great feast, so the chief decreed a rabbit hunt. Every warrior would bring four arrows. One of the young men arrived, and he had only two arrows, so they sent him back to bring more. On the way, he met a woman who offered him a drink, but the drink was cursed. He transformed into an eagle—but only halfway. His head was still his own." Grant paused, and Jimmy raised his eyebrows without looking up from the feathers.

"So far, so good."

"Eagleman fled the village to go live in the mountains, taking the most beautiful maiden to be his bride. He raided the lands, eating all the animals so his village was starving, but he was so fierce they couldn't get close to stop him. He wouldn't hear their pleas, and when the animals were gone, he started to eat the villagers. They finally asked Elder Brother for help. Elder Brother climbed the cliff, placing stakes to use as his ladder.” Grant could feel the strain of the climb. “He found the maiden inside the cave, with a child sired by Eagleman. Knowing the child would cleave to its father, Elder Brother cast a spell of silence on it as Eagleman came home, then he hid himself under a pile of corpses.

"Eagleman was suspicious, and his wife tried to placate him, distracting him for Elder Brother's attack. He had to kill the child, too, but the maiden was freed to return to her village, and the people were free of Eagleman." Grant ran his thumbs over his fingertips, his hands and arms scraped from yesterday's climb and yesterday's fall. "Not really an eagle story, is it? Sorry."

"Thank you for bringing it." Jimmy examined a long, dark feather with a slight curve to the shaft, then placed it aside, clearing the area in front of Grant. "You have something you want me to see."

Grant placed the blanket on the table and gently unwrapped it.

Jimmy gazed down at the kachina, a feather lightly twirling in his fingers. He pursed his lips, and set the feather aside. "You looking for an appraisal? There's people for that."

"She had it with her when she walked on. I think she meant to return it to your people."

"Powerful stuff." Jimmy lifted the figure with both hands, looking at its face, then turning to see its back, and finally, gently setting it on its feet for the first time in decades, his fingers brushing over the detached arm. "You know who this is?"

"Esteban, sometimes called Estevanico, sometimes the first African American. And if that's true, its very, very old."

With a slow nod, Jimmy placed the feather with a group of similar ones, then took another. "It's not the first time I've heard about this one."

"Would you tell me more?" Grant reached for the basket of feathers, and Jimmy moved it a little closer. Taking a small, white downy feather, Grant placed it with a group of like feathers. Jimmy's eyes softened.

"Your mother's friend called a couple of years back, but she didn't have this, hadn't seen it. Before that, my dad had some visitors, white men, who wanted to know what it meant. They wanted to know about gold, and if we knew anything about that." He offered a wry smile. "My dad said, if we knew about gold, we'd have better schools, don't you think?"

Grant drew out a feather as long as his forearm and tipped with white. "I have some family who want to know about gold, who might believe this would point the way."

"What do you think?"

The next feather, dark brown, bore a pattern of speckles like a sky full of stars. "My mother found a mystery about your people."

"We've got a few of those."

"That's the truth." Soft and slightly dusty, the feathers lay still in their careful rows. "This one has to do with a visitor who came a long time ago. He walked as a medicine man, but not one from your nation. He came here with some friends, Indians who trusted him, but he told your people there'd be more men coming, men with metal armor, with animals you hadn't seen before, weapons you weren't familiar with. He wanted to warn you the world was about to change, so you'd be ready."

"That story, I've heard."

"When those new enemies arrived, your people were ready. As ready as they could be." The men shared a look. No way for the Indigenous nations of the New World to be ready for the guns, germs and tactics of the Conquistadors. The original shock-and-awe campaign. "At the base of Dowa Yollane, the warriors of Zuni defended your nation against an enemy they couldn't beat. The survivors told the Spanish they killed Esteban, that he'd been after their women. That's the story the Spanish tell, and they found a few of his things to convince them it was true. It's a story the Spanish might be inclined to believe. I think this figure might've been part of what they found. Or should I say, what they were given."

From the neighboring room came the scream of an eagle, echoed by another, the call of the wild, Southwestern style. Grant focused on the man before him, and the task they were sharing, sorting the feathers that so many of their cousins held as holy.

"Sounds like you doubt that story." Jimmy studied Grant from lowered eyes.

"Your people were the heart of this land. They grew wealthy with trade, and not by war. My mother didn't believe the Zuni would've killed a stranger, nor did she think Esteban would behave as the Spanish were told he did. But they had to be told something, a story that might send them away."

"Didn't work."

"It sure didn't. My mother thought your people welcomed Esteban. That he stayed here, maybe taking a wife and raising a family. If he survived the war that followed in his footsteps."

"What do you think about that story?"

"I like the idea of a stranger who had been made to serve others winning his freedom. And it honors the peaceful nature of your people."

Jimmy took the last two feathers from the basket. "Some stories are medicine. They heal people. And some are like sickness. They fester under the skin. This story of treasure, it's like that. It's been under the skin of my people for a long time now." The longer feather he placed with its fellows. The other one, small, soft and white, he slipped into his pocket.

Sitting back, Jimmy folded his hands. "If that story gets out, I think maybe the poison spreads. Maybe some things should stay buried."

The words, so mildly spoken, sounded as emphatic as a tombstone. Jimmy knew something, some deeper knowledge passed along from his father, going back generations, but he wouldn't reveal it. Unless Marco came up with some other intel, Grant would have to tell his family he couldn't do as they asked. They'd only just met him, and already he was letting them down.

Given the people with guns, he might already have made it worse, like the warrior who screwed up and became Eagleman. "Thank you for seeing me."

Jimmy pushed back from the table. "You want to meet an eagle before you go?" He indicated a large square window with a view into the adjacent aviary, occupied by a dozen massive birds of prey.

Grant rose. "I'd be honored."

Strolling across the room to an inside door, Jimmy pulled out a keyring, flipping through to one that fit. "Gotta come through here and I close this one, then we go through the next."

An airlock entry to keep the eagles secure. Smart. "I haven’t worked with animals other than horses and dogs. How does it feel to work with an eagle?"

The first door closed and Jimmy walked ahead to the aviary, opening a cabinet. "She's intelligent, you can see that. She's looking inside of you with these golden eyes, and her beak is so long and sharp, she could tear your face open if she wants to. There's early hominid skulls from Africa showing the clasp of an eagle's beak." Making a broad claw of his hand, he gestured as if swooping down to carry someone away. "No sudden movements. Don't look like prey." He cast a mischievous glance, then waved Grant through.

A long room with a high ceiling occupied the center of the aviary. Eagles sat on perches, ruffling their feathers and shaking them back down, preening, or just gazing out the windows toward the craggy mesa as if they longed for the Zuni's sacred mountain. Sunlight slanting through the protective wooden slats burnished bronze feathers of the goldens. The white heads of the bald eagles gleamed. Used to seeing them circling high above, or maybe perched on a tree by a riverbank, Grant caught his breath to find them so close. A few of those heads swiveled to stare back at him. One bobbed its head up and down, giving another piercing cry.

From the far end of the enclosure, an enormous golden swept into motion, diving from a high perch to rush across the space barely a foot above his head, focused as if she would tear his eyes out for gazing on her. The wind of her passing ruffled his hair. He turned as she passed, eyes lifted as he tracked her flight, her spread wings easily broader than he was tall.

Jimmy stood a few feet away, wearing a thick leather gauntlet over his raised fist as the eagle swept back her wings and grabbed hold with her huge talons, dropping easily onto his fist, then turning back to regard Grant, the interloper.

Lowering his arm to a more comfortable angle to support a ten-pound bird, Jimmy propped his arm with his other hand. She sat nearly a yard tall, able to look him in the eye from his braced arm. A pair of straps dangled from her ankles, and Jimmy gathered them into his fist.

Grant hardly knew what to say, if anything should be said—but he caught movement outside the windows, a shadow that slid deliberately beyond the entrance only to vanish again just as quickly.

No sudden movements. Grant slow-walked toward the door.


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Grant slipped from the aviary and popped open the door to the displays. Something clattered on the other side and he lunged through.

Feathers swirled in the air as a man seized the kachina. He spun about at Grant's entrance and a gun appeared in his free hand. Grant dropped fast as a shot cracked over his head. "Jimmy—watch out!"

The man fired again, and Grant kicked the door shut at his back, defending the birds and their keeper. Glass shattered and an eagle screamed. The man pivoted toward the viewing window, pistol extended. No way was an eagle going down on Grant's watch. He leapt for the gunman, gripping his arm and sending the next shot into the ceiling.

Barreling toward him, the gunman flung Grant across the sill of the broken window. Glass sliced into his back, his head knocked downward, but Grant didn't let go of the man's arm, controlling it away. His inverted vision showed the eagle's launch, talons forward.

"Jesus!" The gunman jerked back as the eagle sprang through the window.

Smashing the kachina against Grant's head, the gunman broke away, Grant and the eagle between him and the exit. The eagle flapped, standing tall, and screamed again, a piercing sound reverberating in the small room. Shed feathers burst into the air as Grant knocked over the table, creating a barricade which he rushed behind, corralling the gunman away from the bird.

Lowering his shoulder, the man slammed the table back toward him, knocking the table on top, he pinned Grant to the floor and brought his gun around.

A shrill whistle sounded from the other room, and the eagle darted its beak toward the combatants. Startled, the man yelled and shifted his aim. Grant shoved the table aside, the gunman tangled briefly in the table legs. He closed the distance, landing a few solid punches to the other man's gut. Seizing the man's wrist with a sharp pinch, he shook the gun loose.

The man's teeth set and he drove toward Grant with his shaved head as a battering ram. Grant dropped a knee and flipped him. The man grunted as he fell, immediately scrambling back up again, kicking and stomping.

Grant caught his foot, twisting him aside, and the guy sprawled past the eagle's post. The kachina hit the floor with a crack but the gunman didn't let go. Kicking harder, the guy slammed Grant's arm and broke free.

Stumbling, the kachina in hand, the gunman pushed through the outside door and burst into the sunlight.

The eagle hopped in that direction, its wings partially unfurled.

Grant launched toward the door and pulled it shut, blocking the eagle's exit. He kept his own hands spread, trying to control his breathing as he met the bird's eye. Still, still. No sudden movements. Outside, a car roared to life and sped away. Even if he'd gone right then, Grant would've been courting a bullet not mounting a retrieval.

"Jimmy?" He kept an eye on the eagle.

"Still here."

"You okay?"

A pause, then, "Yes. You?"

Grant gave no reply. His back burned with every movement, every breath. Nothing too deep, nothing dangerous, so far as he could tell. The door from the aviary opened and Jimmy stepped through by careful inches. "Is she all right?"

Grant stared at the golden eyes. "Think so."

With deliberate movements, Jimmy squatted near the eagle and offered his fist, a shred of meat clutched in the leather grip.

The eagle pulled her gaze from Grant, stalking foot to foot, then hopped up to the offered fist, taking her reward and gulping it down as Jimmy lifted her again.

"Sorry about the mess." Grant rose as well, stiffly. A sharp pain marked his lower back, and he found a trickle of blood.

Jimmy looked him over. "How deep is it?"

"You need a hand covering that window? That looks like bad news."

Carrying the eagle toward the aviary, Jimmy encouraged her to leap from his fist to a carpet-wrapped perch just beyond the shattered window. "Yep. Let's put the table over here for now, then we take a look at your back."

Together, they propped the table against the wall mostly blocking the window. "I'll get some boys out to patch it up and get a replacement pane on the way." Fetching a first aid kit from the office, Jimmy motioned for Grant to turn around, sitting backward in a chair as Jimmy brought out wipes and bandages. He pulled on a pair of rubber gloves. "Told you, that's a poisoned story."

"You're not wrong." His adversaries had the kachina now, whoever they were, but he doubted it would get them any further than it had gotten him. "I'm sorry I brought trouble to your sanctuary." He caught his breath as Jimmy swabbed alcohol over a cut.

"Looks like you've already been in a fight," Jimmy observed. "Before you got here."

"Close enough." Battling the past on behalf of his family.

"The greatest warriors of the Zuni people couldn't keep the Spanish from winning. What makes you think you can?"

Eagle feathers drifted around the floor in eddies, disordered after all their trouble in sorting. Somebody would have to pick up the pieces again. Didn't meant it wasn't worth the effort. "Your people were known for their peaceable tendencies, Jimmy. That's not a dance I know."

Jimmy gave breath of laughter. "Talitha looked you in the eye, and you didn't flinch. Then you walked away, real slow, like you had someplace more important to be."

"I didn't mean to hurt your feelings, or hers." He paused. "It was amazing, seeing her fly."

Pressing the final bandage into place, Jimmy stepped around in front of Grant. "When that man was gunning for you, you had no hesitation. When he turned toward the eagles, that's when you got angry." He stripped off his surgical gloves, one inside the other and tossed the ball into the trash. "He broke that kachina. The spirits might not be too happy with him."

Smiling faintly, Grant said, "Suits me just fine. Does the figure have any other mysteries? Any reason to go after it?"

"Any reason to risk your life for it? Again?" Jimmy shrugged. "Could be something more. I don't know that part of the story."

And what he did know, he wasn't telling. Grant rose. "Do you want some help with⁠—"

"You have places to go."

The dismissal stung. Worse than his back. Grant tipped his chin, acknowledging, but Jimmy held up his palm, then reached into his pocket and removed the soft, white feather he'd placed there before the scuffle upended his work.

"The mews here, where the eagles fly. It faces Dowa Yollane where that battle happened when the Spanish came. You go down the road a bit, you'll find the missions they tried to build. Lotta revolts happened around the missions, all up and down New Mexico from the Rio Grande Valley to the Sangre de Cristo. You ever been up there? Said to be one of the seven cities of Cibola."

Jimmy didn't seem like the kind of man to deliver a history lesson. "I haven't been there for a long time," Grant told him. Not since his parents' deaths. "The pueblos were the closest thing to a city the Spanish could find north of the Aztec empire. They conflated the relative prosperity of a settled people with cash money."

"Lotta people came together in the Pecos Pueblo. Families, villages…strangers." Offering the feather, Jimmy's lips curved. "If a man wanted to make a prayer for the spirit of a stranger, whether he lived a while, or whether he died, that man could give his prayer to a feather like this and blow it up to the sky. There's a place between our sacred place, and theirs, a place where that prayer might do the most good." Jimmy held his gaze. "I think it's time that poisonous story moved on."

Grant cradled the feather in his palm, feeling the weight of Jimmy's charge. "I'll do my best."

As Grant walked toward the door, Jimmy called, "Don't let it poison you, too."


Chapter Thirty




"What are we waiting for?" Louisa demanded.

"Car needs to charge," Steve replied, but his gaze tracked the roads nearby. The charging station made for a convenient excuse. They waited for Michael to return, outside of a steakhouse in a strip mall in Albuquerque.

"We're not far from home," Dustin pointed out. "Maybe we can swing by and pick up Louisa's prescriptions?" Anxiety clutched his shoulders like a vulture's claws. He didn't expect Louisa to be any help whatsoever, but Tommy turned out to be useless. Hardly said a word, even when they confiscated his phone, too, and now he didn't even get out of the car.

Dustin wanted to know why he'd freaked out at the first sight of Michael—or maybe the knowledge would only increase his own anxiety level. He wanted to get a message to Casey, and had no idea how. He'd done the research, figuring out who his cousin was now and memorizing some key details in case they helped him later to win points with his dad, if nothing else, but none of that helped.

Steve's thick neck turned a little red, his lips bunching up. Before he could bite Dustin's head off, Louisa said, "I don't want them. I feel better now. I'm so much better!"

"Gram, we need to keep you healthy, you know that."

"No, look. Look at me." She twirled a little circle, nearly falling, and Dustin caught her elbow, steadying her back onto the sidewalk under the veranda. She pulled away. "The sidewalk's uneven. These old places always are."

The new guy chuckled. His smashed nose and bald head made him look like a bad sculpture. He'd come roaring up to meet them here, riding a motorcycle which now parked nearby. From the big saddlebag, he removed a bundle which he passed over to Michael, who proceeded to vanish with it around the corner. "This ain't old, Lady. I know, it's made to look old, like some of that Spanish shit, right? But look there. You a television buff?" He pointed toward along the covered walk. "That's Walter White's gravestone."

She narrowed her eyes at him. "It's not a cemetery. Why would anyone be buried out here?"

He stared at her as if she were crazy. "You don't know who that is? Walter White?"

His grandmother wouldn't recognize—Dustin caught his breath and pushed the whole of fandom into his face and figure. "Oh. My. God! Walter White? From 'Breaking Bad?' Gram! It's only like the most famous series for decades. It totally transformed the television landscape!"

Smashface chuckled and pointed at Dustin. “See, there ya go!"

"I don't know what you're talking about, Dustin."

"Right, Gram, I know! But you know I'm an actor, right? When we're not together, that's what I do. Come on!" He reached for her hand, beckoning, and she accepted, her lips quirking up as if she were, for once, going along with his insanity.

"Hey, don't—"Steve began, but Dustin called back, "We're just going right here. I need to see this!"

Dustin and Louisa dashed down the sidewalk under the overhanging roof, and the new guy shuffled along after them, waving Steve back to his post. "'S okay, I got ‘em." He pointed to his eyes, and to Dustin as they came to a halt in front of the plaque.

Set into the wall, the polished stone read "Beloved husband, father, teacher, entrepreneur." Dustin giggled. "Wow, okay! So Gram." He faced her, intent on sharing his new passion for a show he'd honestly never gotten into. "The way the story goes, Walter White—"he indicated the gravestone—"was a teacher, but things weren't going so well, right? I mean teachers, they never get paid what they should, amIright?"

Her brow furrowed, but she nodded. "That's why my children all went to private school, of course."

He blinked. She remembered. Huh. Here he figured he'd be filling her up with BS, no context from her addled mind. "Sure, that's smart. Me, too! Anyway, he gets diagnosed with cancer, so he knows he's gonna die, and his family will be destitute. So he turns to a life of crime. He's a chemistry teacher? So he starts making meth—methamphetamine—and there's all kinds of problems." Dustin set back on his heels, beaming at her. "It's brilliant, Gram, a really awesome show."

"So it's not a real person who died. He wasn't a husband or a father." For a moment, her breath hitched, then she patted his shoulder. "But it's good to see you get excited about something."

Another flash of the old kindness, like in the car when she let him be still for a little while. It hurt more than her sparks of fury. Dustin revealed none of that, clasping her arms. "Thanks, Gram. Maybe we can watch together some time?"

"I'd like that."

He nodded, then let himself deflate. "You know what I'd really love. If we could get a selfie. If I could post that to my socials? Oh my god, my friends will be so jealous! You, me, and Walter White. How cool would that be?" Straightening up, he faced the newcomer. "I know the phones interfere with the car's Wi-Fi systems, like, that's really important. But maybe if you could use my phone, you could take a picture of us? Please? I'll just put it on Instagram. I follow a bunch of producers and casting directors and stuff, too, this is exactly the kind of thing I need to be on top of."

If the guy had eyebrows, they'd be elevated as Dustin searched his face.

"You're a fan, too, aren't you?" Dustin let his eyes go soft, his lips pressing just a bit, not too much. "It would really make my day if you could take a picture for me. What do you say?"

Their keeper ran a finger over one of his fresh bruises. "I dunno. These guys, they've got the phones. It's important."

With a slow nod, Dustin touched his arm lightly, just for an instant. "Hey, thanks anyway. I don't want you to get in trouble."

Drawing a deep breath, the guy glanced at the sign, then over at Steve near the car. He had a scrape on the side of his face, and a few bruises growing more obvious over the course of the last hour. "Hey, Steve. Gimme the kid's phone. I'm gonna take their picture."

"You're what?"

"He's a fan." The man gestured toward the sign. "You ever seen the show? 'Entrepreneur,'" he read. "That's funny."

Steve glanced around again, but Michael hadn't returned. "Fine, sure. Give it right back." He pulled the phone from one of his hidden pockets, right near his gun, probably, but Dustin was all smiles.

"That's awesome. Thank you so much." He posed himself and Louisa next to the fake gravestone. So. Happy. To be close to an icon from his new favorite TV show.

The guy frowned over the phone, prodding it, then turned it toward Dustin. "You'll have to open it."

Dustin laughed. "Right, sorry." He steadied the phone, sliding his finger to make the code, tapping on an app or two, making sure the camera stood open. "Oh—hang on, let me put a caption, then you can just take the pic. Is that okay? I hope so." Eye contact, pleading and trust.

The phone remained in the other man's grasp as Dustin shared his enthusiasm for Walter White, "Breaking Bad", life in general, and buried a few things in the hashtags for later.

"You're the best. Really appreciate this."

Stepping back to Louisa's side, he gave a thumbs up and prayed his message would be received, loud and clear.


Chapter Thirty-One




Stalking in the shade of a parked trailer that hadn't moved for years, Russell reviewed his messages, from Tommy's cryptic call to "Isabelle" to Dustin's plea for attention. Quite an adventure indeed. This shouldn't be taking so long. Bernius finally strolled in, carrying something in a shopping bag.

"Afternoon, Mr. Casaverde." The man was tall and lean as a scythe, with a sharp grin to match, chewing a piece of gum.

"Is that it?" Russell reached for the bag, but Bernius drew it closer.

"Guess so. I don't think this is the end of it though. Our man's heading into the desert. Gonna be hard to track him out there without making ourselves obvious."

"And up until now, you've been discrete, have you?"

He kept chewing. "Best as we can, sir."

"If you're keeping such a fine eye on things, maybe you can tell me why my mother and son didn't go home last night. I've made some excuses, but I doubt they'll stand up to scrutiny." Dustin wasn't answering his phone—highly unusual, given his fervent hope for Hollywood call-backs.

The chewing slowed. "Your mom's quite a handful, isn't she? We're just trying to help, Mr. Casaverde. The lady wants to see where Joshua—"he made air quotes with his free hand—"is going. So happens that our interests coincide."

"She's a sick woman, Bernius. She doesn't need to be mixed up in this."

"Yeah, your kid has been going on about her drugs." Bernius tipped back his hat and scratched his head. "Maybe you wanna call in a prescription?"

Louisa, off of her prescriptions. For how long? This could be disastrous, but the last thing he wanted was to telegraph that to his companion. "It's time for you to bring them home."

Bernius blew out a breath. "I dunno about that, Mr. Casaverde. She's awfully keen to keep going, y'know? Keeping an eye on him, like his guardian angel or something."

"You're meant to be stopping him, not abducting my family."

"Strong words! No, no, no, nothing like that." Again with the grin. "We're just traveling together. Like I said, our interests⁠—"

"Your interest should be in keeping me happy."

"I don't recall you mentioning a treasure though, Mr. Casaverde."

"You want more money."

"I heard about your dad, by the way. My condolences. Assuming you're actually mourning. Something about a reward if he turns out to be murdered. How’s that for paranoid?" Bernius shrugged expansively. "Anyway, yeah, we got what your boy was carrying." He waggled the grocery bag, and Russell snatched it opening the top to reveal a black kachina doll.

Not just any doll, but the sole item of Native American origin that had ever been in his parents' collection. Everybody else in New Mexico adored the culture of the people they'd expelled, with Kokopelli cut-outs on garages and painted sun masks pretty much everywhere. Not his parents. The clear superiority of the Spanish culture—all of that Amadis and Don Quixote crap—defined their decorating scheme. Except for this piece, which sat for years with the conquistador helmet in their foyer. He didn't recall when it had gone missing (his level of interest in history could hardly be underestimated) but given where it had been found, the date of its disappearance became abundantly clear. The figure's head lolled to one side. "You could've taken better care of it."

"My man had to draw. Shit happened." He looked into the bag as well. "How does it help us?"

"How should I know? The main thing is, they don't have it, and we do." He made as if to shut the bag, but Bernius stuck his hand inside and tried to re-set the head.

"The neck is like paper or something." He pulled his hand back. "Target was showing this to some Indian guy at a bird house."

Nothing he said made any sense. Russell started to speak, then scrolled back to a prior remark. "Your man had to draw—his gun, you mean."

"Yeah, cost of business, all that. Nobody shot. Bit of a scuffle."

Russell thrust up his palm. "Your man drew on Casey. They fought. He got the doll, and Casey—what?"

"Driving north. They're on him." He patted his pocket, and slid a phone part way out. "Seems like your family's getting antsy. I should get moving. You're gonna call me when you figure out the clue, right?" He pointed at the bag, then brought his hand to his head like a telephone, already backing away.

"We're not looking for clues, Bernius⁠—"

"Speak for yourself." His teeth flashed. "Maybe when you call, I'll let you talk to your son."

Russell's vision narrowed to the face of the man before him. "You want me to solve the clue so you can find the treasure I am paying you to conceal."

"See, you're smart. That's why you're the boss." He fired off a finger-pistol. What was it with this man and his absurd gestures?

"You said we needed to approach Casey with caution, and now you're telling me that your man blew it, and didn't even take the chance to shoot him."

Bernius lost his smile, stiff as a cell tower. "Now you look. I think we understand each other. You don't care about the treasure, right? You just want there to be no publicity about it. Either it stays buried, or it gets buried deeper. A couple a million in untraceable gold suits me just fine, especially if we're taking down this Casey guy for you, and maybe cleaning up some other loose ends⁠—"

"Like who?"

"Got your man Tommy who's not getting up to speed real fast. He's freaked the hell out to be driving around with me, which feels pretty damn good, but he's kinda getting on my nerves. Your kid, he catches on quick. Your mom doesn't know her ass from a tea kettle, y'know that."

How had things gotten so out of his control that this man had a gun to the heads of Russell's family? More importantly, how would he master the situation and turn it to his own advantage? "Give him to me. Tommy. I could use him. He already knows who you are, so there's no harm done if we work together."

"You didn't ask for your son." Bernius raised an eyebrow at him.

"Would you release him?"

A grin. "Nope. Besides, he and the old lady have some kinda rapport, don't they? I'd hate for her to get unmanageable."

"So would I. Tommy?"

"Sure thing. Next rendezvous, Mr. Casaverde, you got it. And maybe you'd better bring that stuff for your mom. Meantime, I've got a car to follow." Another insouciant tip of his hat and Bernius strolled away, just another tourist taking in the sights.

"Jeanne, I need a gun shop. Close by, open now," Russell muttered to his AI companion.

"Yes, sir." His watch vibrated as the location hit his GPS.

How was he meant to solve the clue? Russell pulled the figure out of its bag, taking in the plain face with its ring-shaped eyes, the dangling head, one arm missing, a smear across the other side that looked like blood. He expected splintered wood at the top of the narrow neck. Instead, a tightly wrapped scroll of paper stuck out. He wiggled it back and forth, cracking away the old paint, then pulled it free.

It wasn't exactly paper, but something slick and slightly translucent, covered with a dense, handwritten script torn off at two edges. One cleanly cut corner remained, with more writing, but this was wobbly and jagged, as if the person wrote in a hurry or were barely literate to begin with. Possibly both. Medieval script formed the body of the text with a pair of words at the bottom, even smaller. As for the addition…he rotated it, frowning. Could be Arabic? Was the paper even relevant, or just a convenient way to craft the doll? Brutal, requiring the holder to rip the head off the thing in order to find what they needed.

Holding the corner flat between his fingers, Russell started taking photos, using different modes of his phone to capture every detail. He had no idea what might be important. "Jeanne, translate."

Russell stood there, staring at his phone as a series of blue dots appeared and vanished, appeared and vanished again.

"I'm sorry, sir, this text is not in a known language."

"Of course it is, it's—" Practically cursive. Probably Spanish, with an Arabic addition, all of it handwritten. He needed a historian. He was getting Tommy, but he needed Casey.


Chapter Thirty-Two




In the hills outside of Pecos National Historical Park, Grant parked his new ride, an older pick-up, made inconspicuous by the large volume of nearly identical trucks. Every farmer, rancher and Indian had at least one like this. After the altercation at the aviary, his opponents, whoever they were, knew that he knew about them. Since he hadn't started following them himself, they'd expect some effort to shake the tail, and Grant obliged.

He didn't want to cut off Dustin and Louisa, if they really were in danger, but a message from D.A. had changed the dynamic. She monitored all kinds of postings, including anything referencing him or the Bone Guard.

"Dustin Casaverde Actor" posted a couple of hours ago, displaying a location in Albuquerque, along with enough hashtags to supply a whole Waffle House. Most of the tags delivered a giddy sense of excitement about viewing the iconic grave of a fictional villain. A few referred to some of the exploits of the Bone Guard, naming their own fictional operations director, a handle D.A. used to build a social media presence for the firm without revealing any actual members of the team. Did the post amount to a plea for help? Hard to say, given its cryptic nature—but it did give them enough information for D.A. to use the "find my device" feature to track Dustin's location.

When his adversaries got rolling again, Grant would know about it—and they did, about an hour and a half after he'd left Albuquerque behind for the second time.

For now, he walked through the park's entrance. The pistol strapped to his belt would prohibit his entering the museum, but he could visit the grounds and orient himself to the site. Pecos Pueblo, built along a low ridge centuries before, formed the backbone of the park. The ruined village revealed the remains of hundreds of houses and a dozen or so kivas. According to the signage, many smaller pueblos had come together to occupy this metropolis in the 14th century.

Grant followed the well-worn trails between the ancient structures.

At the near end rose the towering walls of the mission church built in 1717 in another attempt to convert the Indians to Catholicism, along with a few other buildings of similar vintage. The same golden-red sandstone built both the church and the pueblo, with tufts of grass and juniper claiming the spaces around them.

Prior to the mission, as Jimmy had implied, this pueblo and many others rose up against their Spanish occupiers. In 1680, the Indigenous peoples of New Mexico expelled their overlords—the only time anyone successfully threw off the yoke of European colonization. Given his own mixed heritage, Grant understood where they were coming from. The Pueblo Revolt didn't last for long, unfortunately, but it remained a high point in the honor of the local nations.

Much later, in 1862, nearby Glorieta Pass saw the westernmost battle of the Civil War, when the Confederate Army hatched a plan to move deeper west, claiming new territory on behalf of the slave-holding states. To do so, they needed to control Fort Union, a critical supply center. Up in the mountains, a Union force repelled them after days of fighting. The Confederates controlled the battlefield, but failed to expel the Union soldiers. Some viewed the battle as the Gettysburg of the West for the impact it had on Confederate plans for expansion.

Grant walked with a purpose across this hallowed ground, the location of those key victories for both the natives and the Union. Jimmy's words implied that Esteban moved here after leaving Zuni territory, and that something of his survived to this day, between the sacred spaces of the Spanish, and those of the Indians. Couldn't be within the main pueblo, which was well-documented through excavation. He already regretted not being able to enter the museum, given the layers of history blanketing these hills and mesas.

Inside the excavated mission church red gravel and tufts of grass softened the old stone, but didn't obscure the traces of Catholicism. The standard cross-shape defined the interior despite the local red-gold stone and construction techniques more similar to those of the pueblo peoples than the style of Europe. Indigenous people built the place on behalf of their new masters.

As he studied the space, another, more personal layer of history overlaid what he could see.

Young Grant reached up toward the vacant window frames, nearly able to grab the crumbling edges. If he stepped up onto the squared stones protruding nearby, he could definitely get hold of the rim and maybe pull himself all the way into the opening.

Her dark braid swaying along her back as she halted, his mother stood a little ways off. "Here's where the altar would be." Her own hands sketched it in the space. "The friars conducted mass with their backs to the congregation."

His father strolled around, a camera strap slung over his neck. "You want pictures, Faith—hey, Grant! Don't climb that."

Young Grant burned with his father's rebuke, his mother's scowl as she faced them, hands on her hips. "You know better. We respect the past."

If she could see him now…how many historic sites had he raced through or climbed over, often with armed men in hot pursuit, bullets gouging into the past. Not his intention, but still. How would they feel, knowing what he did, what he'd become? First a soldier, then an intelligence officer, now he framed himself as a defender of the history she loved. What counted more, his intention to protect and to deliver the benefit of that history to the people most affected by it? Or the lives lost, the blood shed, the damage done in service to that pursuit.

Grant turned away from the vacant altar. The sacred place of the Spanish, clearly. He walked down the center of the church to gaze across the landscape, inhabited for a few thousand years by a very different people. What was he looking for? A kiva, the circular ritual spaces dug into the earth. That made the most sense, but then the Zuni also regarded certain hills and mountains as sacred. What did the local Puebloans believe?

He took a swallow from his water bottle and screwed the cap back on. According to the maps, just beyond the fringe of trees, down the slope, a stream flowed. Seasonally, at least. What was the most valuable thing in the desert? Not the gold the Spanish craved, but the water, the gift of the sky given all too rarely. The more obvious ruins of villages, towers and kivas often distracted from the vital remnants of dams and irrigation systems, all the structures built to hold the sacred gift of water.

Grant took a bearing, aligning the altar and doorway with the apparently untouched wilderness beyond.

Voices echoed from the old walls as a family scuffed their way along the trail, a girl running ahead, a toddler slumped against their father's back in a frame carrier, and older child straggling after, absorbed in a Junior Ranger activity book. Grant and the father exchanged nods and he stepped aside as they entered the church. He waited a few long moments for the family to focus on the signage and the ruins ahead of them, then he slipped off the path into the brush, dodging branches and keeping his tread light, his own father's admonitions still echoing at the back of his head. Made him think of that voice he'd heard from the wreck, and he shook it off. He should be out of sight from the trail pretty soon. Besides, the park closed soon; the handful of visitors would be moving along in their Western odyssey.

Heat pushed at him as he worked his way down, channels through the brush and dirt showing where runoff flowed to the stream bed below. The shape of the little valley showed the movements of the water over time, a meander further in one direction or the other within the boundary of the harder bedrock. Here and there, worked stones protruded from the earth and juniper. If he looked with his mother's eyes, he made out traces of lines too straight intersecting the natural channels, preparing to guide the water to where it was needed most. Reaching the stream, dry at the moment, Grant checked his direction, looking back toward the church. Methodically, he began to search the area in a narrow range between the stream and the mission.

A few jays bounced among the treetops, screeching at him. Intruder alert! Eventually, they lost interest and moved to a further grove.

After a few passes, working slowly up the slope, the shapes of the stones looked familiar, small patches of rock exposed on the banks, larger, rough crags revealed among the trees, nothing big, nothing obvious. Midway up, he paused again, drinking more, wiping the sweat from his brow. A ranger's white truck rumbled along the access road, and Grant squatted down in the shade, waiting until it would be out of sight.

Jimmy told him to make a prayer, with the eagle's feather as his offering. Grant found it in his pocket, taking a moment to smooth out the wispy fronds.

Grant had never been the praying sort, not when he grew up in his unconventional, semi-Christian home, not when he moved to the reservation with his Tohono O'odham grandparents after. Jimmy said to speak the prayer to the feather and blow, thus sending it toward the heavens and the spirits who dwelt there. Prayers amounted to a big ask: asking for help didn't sit well with him. Not since he went for help at the doors of a stranger who'd just as soon shoot him as hear his plea.

For Jimmy's sake, Grant cupped the feather on his palm. Jimmy wanted him to take away the poisoned story that sent armed men to his sanctuary. That was a prayer Grant could get behind. Lifting the feather higher, Grant opened his palm and blew.

The downy, white feather bounced from his hand, wobbling in the current of his breath, then tumbling as a breeze caught it, urging it away down the course of the stream in lazy spirals. Could be that all Jimmy wanted of him was to suggest he re-discover his Native roots, or just to go away and take the other dangerous men with him.

Some of those patches of rock curved in regular arcs. From here, they could be part of something bigger.

Above, more curves, clear in the paths of runoff, obscured in other places by pine needles and gravel. He envisioned the whole, without brush and recent branch fall. It resembled a labyrinth, with a trail pointing away at the bottom. A labyrinth, or a coiled snake, with its tail aimed at the stream, similar to those painted on the kachina figure his mother had stolen.

A few strides up hill, the curves arched back toward him, and another patch of stone, larger this time, suggested the head of the snake. Was he really following a pattern, or was the heat beginning to affect his mind and vision?

A low, rounded stone protruded from the earth where he estimated the head should be. Grant walked around the stone, noting a pair of weathered to either side of the "head." Eyes? Or…

Fitting his hands into the hollows, Grant pulled at the stone, shifting it more easily than he'd imagined. Dirt and plant matter sifted down around the edges. The stone appeared large, but wasn't very thick. It rested atop a box of flat stones set into the ground. Inside lay a bundle of golden-tan deer hide wrapping something bulky, about the size of his head.

Grant lifted the bundle and set it aside as he returned the snake-stone to its place.

To his left and behind, the jays started screaming again. Grant scooped the bundle and dove away from the stones as the first bullets cracked into the earth around him.


Chapter Thirty-Three




Russell watched through binoculars as Casey dove aside and vanished into the scruffy trees. There hardly seemed enough cover to hide a mouse, much less a full-grown man, but he managed it. Swinging the glasses, he searched for the shooter. Or shooters? Sounded like two lines of fire to him.

"Are they trying to kill him?" Tommy hunkered close by.

"Likely, yes. You need to get in there." Russell focused on a dark patch near a clump of junipers that had a good angle on the rocks where Casey had been.

"What? No way." Tommy shuffled back and nearly fell.

"Not directly, Tommy, that would be stupid. Go around the long way, past this hill." Russell swooped his hand in an arc to indicate the proposed route. "I'll deal with the shooters."

Tommy stared at him. "How?"

Russell displayed his own gun. "Satisfied? Then go."

Backing up, Tommy kept his eyes on Russell for a few seconds longer as Russell let the binoculars dangle and aimed his gun toward the distant mound. Abandoning his watch, Tommy finally turned and slithered down the rough slope into the grass below, stumbling toward the road and the protective shield of the low hill.

Holstering his weapon, Russell pulled out his true defense: his phone. With a few taps, he triggered the sound he wanted, a spate of gunfire calibrated to the same decibel level they'd just witnessed.

On the other hilltop, the shadow scrambled. Excellent. No need to waste ammunition when you just needed to scare someone. Besides, he and Bernius simply had creative differences about how to solve the Casey problem. Like the director and producer on a big-budget film, they'd negotiate and come to a settlement regarding when where and how Casey's byline could be struck from the script. He had a few other revisions he planned to introduce to this particular writer's room. Wouldn't Dustin be so proud of his father's adoption of Hollywood talk. His son's name soured the back of his throat. Dustin and Louisa, on a road trip with Michael Bernius.

Return fire, aimed toward him now. Scowling, Russell pulled himself further behind the stones. He hoped Casey had gotten away, at least for now.


Chapter Thirty-Four




With the bundle tucked under his arm, Grant sprinted from one clump of trees or rocks to another, angling up, then down. For a moment, the shots tracked his course, then more gunshots rang out from a different direction, paralleling his own course, but apparently aiming toward his assailant. The attacker paused, and Grant dodged from his latest hiding place down the nearest rapid transit: the dry stream bed.

Leaping the rocky channel, he crouched again and reached the relative safety of the low hills across the stream. His attacker fired again, higher—gunning for Grant's unknown ally. Go to their aid, or draw fire? Given he didn't know who they were or what they wanted, Grant opted for the second course. If he were spotted again, which he hoped he wouldn't be. Might need another eagle feather for that one.

Grant raced downhill in line with the ridge.

He spotted someone stumbling along the verge of the dirt road, hurrying, but unaccustomed to uneven ground. Tommy. What was he doing here? Just as Grant noticed him, someone else did as well and gunshots spit the dirt in front of Tommy's feet. His brother spun around with a yell. His arms pinwheeled as he went down. Dust clouded his fall.

Changing course, Grant opened up to full speed, racing across the scrub, vaulting the brush and hitting the deck at Tommy's side. "Are you hit?"

Convulsing in fear, Tommy rolled away. "Shit!" He cried out and scrambled to his hands and knees, trying to crawl across the road.

Grabbing Tommy around the waist, Grant pulled him up and shoved him across the road. He drew his pistol, left-handed, and fired a few shots behind, even as more gunfire answered from his defender.

Running after Tommy, Grant urged him onward. The other side of the dirt road dropped off to a ditch. Tommy fell over, and Grant jumped down beside him, a culvert leading beneath the road surface to guide the water that carved out the ditch. Tommy sprawled there, wincing.

No sign of blood, at least, not enough to signal he'd been hit. "Come on." He nudged Tommy back to his feet.

"Aren't we safe here?"

"We're either safe or we're sitting ducks. Somebody up there's watching our backs—we need to go." Grant swapped the bundle for the gun, getting his weapon into his dominant hand as he peered back over the road surface.

"Russell. He's got a gun." Tommy coughed. "Sorry. Russell's helping you, trying to. I don't know who's shooting at you. At us." He scrubbed his hands over his face. "Okay, sorry." Getting his feet under him, Tommy got moving again, crouching, but quick. "He sent me."

As an asset, or a liability? What the hell was Russell up to? Meantime, he wasn't allowing Tommy to get shot on his watch.

The ditch, an artifact of the occasional flood, petered out before too long, leaving them in the broken ground between the dirt access road and the highway. His assailants could've come in on Route 63 toward the park entrance. If they'd been on him the whole time, even after he ditched the estate car, then Grant better turn in his cred. More likely, they'd found the car and bribed or threatened their way to a description of the truck he'd claimed instead. If that were the case, they'd have a stakeout at the truck—but then, why not wait to hit until he returned, especially if they wanted whatever he found?

Grant worked toward the west, away from Route 63. When they reached another dense grove of trees, he paused again, listening. Tommy crouched in front of him, grubby and worried.

"How'd you find me?"

Tommy shook his head. Their eyes met, and Tommy said, "No, really, I don't know. I called Russell to pick me up. He was already on the road, y'know? Because of Louisa." Tommy's mouth tightened. A lifelong gambler, he must've been working to eliminate his tells, every way that someone could figure out if he were lying. After their last conversation, Grant trusted him about as far as he could throw him, but Tommy merely confirmed what Grant already knew, that he depended on their uncle for support in more ways than one.

"So you say, but I'm not Louisa and I don't know where she is."

Swiping some of the dust from his face, Tommy said, "Shouldn't we keep moving?"

Grant shifted his position, ready to go, the gun easy in his hand. "Tommy. I ditched you at the hotel for lying to me. Do you want me to do it again?"

"I really wish you wouldn't." Tommy sucked in a breath. "Russell sent me. He's got something he needs you to see. A clue for the treasure, or so he says." Tommy spread his hands in a helpless gesture.

More gunshots. Some of them didn't sound right, lacking the echoes. It made his skin twitch. Grant sped from their cover.

"Hey!" Tommy raced after him.

They struck the old Denver highway, with I-25 beyond, traffic roaring at a steady pace through this less settled corridor. Grant slowed, letting Tommy keep pace. "Will you meet him?"

"Haven't decided. The guys shooting at me. Russell knows them." He cut a glance to his brother. "So do you."

"No—I⁠—"

Grant moved faster. Tommy hustled up next to him. "I don't know all of them, but the guy in charge is Michael Bernius. He was trying to get a gaming ring started out of one of our properties in Vegas and I turned him over to Russell."

"So they're working together."

Lips tightening. "Maybe they were? But Russell's the one up there shooting back."

Noted. Something about honor among thieves. Hated that he had to think of his uncle—or his brother—that way. When somebody shows you who they are, believe them. But so far, all that Tommy had shown was loyalty to Russell, a guy he'd known all his life. Still…"You've gotta give me more than that." They reached the edge of town, a series of looping streets with denser housing.

"He met up with Bernius and got that doll thing, whatever—but Bernius has his own plans now. He's determined to get the treasure, and he wants Russell to help him, but Russell's not really on board."

Russell, so far as Grant knew, wanted the treasure to stay buried. The jog, the hill, the heat made Tommy sweat. Grant slowed his pace as they entered a neighborhood, turning to examine his brother. "Your claim is Bernius wants me dead and Russell wants my help."

Tommy's glance flicked to Grant's face. The bundle intrigued his brother, more so than the gun worried him. Interesting. Grant slid his pistol into its holster. No need to freak the locals, though a rising siren suggested someone had already reported the action over at the park. They stood on an ordinary street, in a neighborhood of ranch houses and trailer homes, the day still too hot for kids to play on those trampolines.

Grant folded his arms, left hand gripping something hard and round within the bundle, open palm—bigger than a softball, smaller than a melon. "Convince me."

Tommy brought out his phone. He glanced around as if they'd be seen, then scooted a little closer, holding out the screen. Part of a document, pale and blotched with age. Looked like vellum inscribed by a hand-written Medieval text, with another scrawl in the margin, cut off by the image. "It was inside the kachina."

So Jimmy had been wrong about the figure. Wrong that it was a dead end, likely right that it wasn't worth dying for—that maybe none of this was worth his life. "Can you zoom out?"

Tommy prodded the image but it didn't change. "I didn't see the whole thing. Russell thinks you can help."

Grant's phone buzzed in his pocket. Second time, but the first had been while he was running for their lives. Or not, depending whose side Russell was really on. The vibration ceased. A moment later, Tommy's phone rang. He startled and fumbled it back out again.

"Caroline! Hi, there." Tommy flashed a smile, then listened, frowning slightly. "Yes, he's right here." Tapping the speaker, he proffered the phone. "Grant, it's Caroline." Great.

Caroline and Marco didn't know Tommy was working with Russell, only that he and Grant had taken off together the night before. "Caroline. Hello. How's Marco?"

"Hey, the whole gang's back together!" Caroline purred.

"You're on speaker," Marco's voice chimed in. "We're enjoying Slurpee’s and waiting for your call."

A deck of cards appeared in Tommy's hands, gliding from one to the other in a series of arches.

"Sorry. There's been a lot going on."

"Can't wait for you to fill us in," Marco said.

"Where do we meet you?" Caroline asked.

"There's been shots fired. I'd feel better if⁠—"

"You promised!"

Tommy's lips quirked into a smile. "He's not kidding, Caro. It's dangerous out here."

"Out where?" She paused. "Grant promised he'd tell us where to meet him."

"He's trying to protect us," Marco pointed out. "I suspect he has a deep-seated need to defend others, based on his national service. It might be rooted in his somewhat ungrounded childhood, or even the events surrounding the accident."

"I don't want you killed, you don't want to die. How about⁠—"

"Jesus! That's some paternalistic bullshit. You're just like him, you know that? You don't just look like him, you lie like him. You charm and mislead, you break your promises."

"Caroline," Marco said softly. "Those statements aren't fair."

"You know what's not fair? How much we need this, you and me both! We have a right. We're grown-ups, Grant. Our lives are up to us, even if that means facing down criminals."

"I'll call you back."

"No!" Caroline's protest drowned out Marco's voice of reason.

"Caroline, listen to me." Grant waited a long moment as she mastered herself. "Start driving east. Marco drives, if his injuries allow, and you can manage the phone. I will tell you where to meet me." Marco drives, so they didn't end up in a ditch.

"How can I trust you?"

After all, he'd already failed them a long time ago. Still stung. "Give me half an hour, if I haven't given you a location, then you call me."

"You didn't pick up."

"You can call me, too," Tommy pointed out as the cards cascaded into his palm and he closed them into his grip.

Let's get the band back together. Oh, boy. But if Grant wanted the clue that Russell had, Tommy was part of the bargain.

"Talk to you soon," Marco said firmly and rang off.

"So…Russell?" Tommy's cards disappeared.

"One condition." Grant got moving again. "Dustin comes, too."

"That means Louisa. Could be a big mess."

Could hardly be a bigger mess than it already was. "Just family, nobody else." Grant held out the phone. "Tell him." He didn't believe for a moment that they'd be truly alone, regardless of where he chose to meet—just meant he had to pick someplace that made it hard to hide. A place he could get to first, with a good view of his surroundings, especially if he only had Tommy to watch his back. Then he knew exactly where to go.


Chapter Thirty-Five




"Easy does it, Gram." Dustin followed a few paces behind. He wanted to free up a hand in case she needed it, but his father had filled his arms with grocery bags. They ascended into deepening twilight, toward a dancing flame.

"It's beautiful, isn't it? Just look at it!" Her arms spread as if to embrace the wilderness around them.

"That's the nuclear glow, Gram. White Sands is like four miles from here."

"You're the actor, Dustin," his father muttered behind him. "You could at least pretend to be enjoying yourself."

Twenty-four hours being hauled around under threat of gunfire, with barely even a bathroom break, and then this? Sure, he could pretend. Trouble was, he had no idea what the script was—every time he got it nailed: it's a family drama! An abduction thriller! A treasure hunt adventure! Somebody changed it up on him. Like he landed on one of those anthology shows, only he had to play in every episode regardless of the content and his suitability for the role. "Sorry," he said. Then, louder, "Sure is, Gram. I'll be we get great views of the stars from up here."

"Well, of course. Why else would they build that?" She pointed ahead.

They followed a broad, clear ridge above forested canyons. Nothing too strenuous, thank God, but not really what he was expecting when Bernius and company turned him over to his dad for "a little barbecue" as they put it. Given the man's pointed grin, Dustin fully expected to be roasted over an open flame—and there was the campfire dead ahead.

The dancing crimson light illuminated a small, round building like a stubby silo, but no barns or farmyards for miles around. Not a silo, then, but an observatory, its metal dome fragmenting to reveal insulation. Graffiti marred the old, white walls, layers of tags indicating the place hadn't been used for decades. Would be a great setting for an indie horror film: It Came From the Stars!

Dustin stumbled, and his grandmother glanced back. "Careful!"

Fawned over by a pair of gangsters, Louisa seemed stronger than she had for months. Even her balance improved, while Dustin found their situation weighed him down. Dad's sudden appearance should be a welcome reprieve, and yet…

As they crested the hill, Tommy came down to meet them, dusting off his pants. “Do you need help with that? What is all this stuff?"

"Dinner," Russell announced. "Someone has to take care of the family, don't they?"

Somehow, when his father said that, Dustin's neck tingled.

"Of course, dear." Louisa strolled past Tommy as he took a box full of beer cans and fancy vodkas from Russell's arms. "Where's—" she hesitated, her head cocked, then said, "Joshua, of course."

Forgetting again—that was familiar—but forgetting Joshua? Weird.

"I've brought your medicines as well, Mother. For you to take with dinner." Dad took Louisa's arm, patting her hand. "Just shish-ka-bobs. Hardly up to your usual standards, but it will sustain us. I hope your driver's been treating you well?"

"He's wonderful, yes, thank you."

Dustin clutched his burdens, listening to Gram's voice, slightly wistful. She'd been asked a question, about someone who hadn't been there for an hour or more. The electric car followed Dad's car, but Louisa hadn't been looking in the mirror, focusing on a stranger. She sounded better, a fact that made Dustin feel all sorts of weird. Getting out was good for her. Maybe all this excitement reignited something in her brain, something they'd all assumed long gone. Dustin didn't say a thing in case, like a fairy-tale, naming the truth transformed it.

"I see you've got the fire going." Dad led the way now, with Gram at his side. "Thanks."

From a position with his back to the observatory, Grant Casey rose to his full height. "You ever cooked on an open fire before?"

Dad laughed broadly. "Nothing but marshmallows! And I'm afraid I always burn those. What a great place. Such a commanding view, and perfect for the time."

"I can handle the cooking." Marco sat close to the fire, prodding it with a longer stick. "You guys have important stuff to talk about."

Dustin lurched the last few feet and deposited the grocery bags next to Marco's position. "Where'd the drinks go?"

"Here." Tommy tossed him a flavored vodka can and Dustin popped it open gratefully. "Wine for you, Louisa? How about you, Grant?"

Joining Tommy, Caroline pawed through the box. "He doesn't drink. Alcohol, anyway. He's basically no fun at all." Since last Dustin saw her, she'd changed into jeans and a flowing shirt that looked like something she'd stolen from Sharon's wardrobe. "You've got to have something else in here."

"I saw some lemonade." Dustin took another swallow from his own drink, then helped Caroline find what she was looking for. "So what's the big mystery? What've we got?"

Dad and Casey regarded each other across the fire as Caroline offered up the bottled lemonade. "Yes. I'm dying to know."

"I'm just glad we can work together on this. As your parents would've wished, I'm sure." Dad tipped his head toward Louisa. "Dustin. Find your grandmother someplace to sit, why don't you?"

"I'm fine." She stood where she had stopped, on the outskirts of the fire. "Don't worry over me, Russell."

Marco, one hand thickly bandaged, struggled to open packages of skewered meat, and Tommy squatted down to help out. He pushed stones around under Marco's direction, propping the meat for cooking, looking like he'd prefer gas station hot dogs over whatever was about to happen.

Dad pressed a pill container into Louisa's hand. "At least you've got to take these. Wine should do."

"I can't take them on an empty stomach." She stared at Casey. Dustin expected her to run to him as she had before, but no, she just watched. Another manifestation of the change.

"There's some chips and vegetables." Dustin grabbed the veggie tray. It dripped moisture on his hands, and he shook off one then the other, transferring the plastic tray in between.

"In a minute." She tucked her hands into the pockets on her skirt.

If Casey felt self-conscious under her steady gaze, he revealed nothing. Instead, he took a sip from the lemonade, and gestured toward his side of the fire. "Good light over here, and a smooth surface."

"Excellent." Dad strolled over, snagging his own beer on the way, and perched on a stone as Casey folded his legs to sit on the ground.

"See to your grandmother's medication, would you, Dustin?"

"Will do." But Dustin knew how hard it was to force her. Give her a little while, and she'd be persuadable. For now, she stood entranced. He wavered between his duty to his grandmother, and his curiosity. He took a seat with Louisa on one side, the men's discussion on the other. Each man wore a holstered pistol at his side, like a couple of gunslingers.

"Cheers." Dad held out his bottle until Casey tapped it with his own and both men took a swallow. "What did you find?"

"Thanks for your help back there." Casey gestured toward the space beside him. "Dustin. I could use some of those veggies. It's been a long day."

Dustin peeled off the seal and set the tray between them. "You can say that again! But hey, I got to visit Walter White's grave, so that was awesome." He dipped a carrot and took a bite, cool and crunchy, a bit of ranch dressing dribbling down his lip.

"The text you found, Russell. Looked like Arabic." Casey helped himself to a broccoli, twirling it into the dip, devouring it and remaining perfectly clean. Some people. Dustin studied his hands and his movements as he took another.

Glowering, Dad finally pulled out the scrap. "I thought the same thing, but character recognition doesn't help much with writing like that." From one of the bags he had carried, he brought out a collapsible camp lantern and popped it open to light up the page as Casey took it in hand. The light revealed a few letters isolated on one corner, in an elaborate antique script like some of the stuff in Shakespearean reprints.

"Exodus twenty," Dustin said, identifying the script on the side facing him. "That's the Ten Commandments."

"How would you know something like that?" his father demanded, while Casey's gaze warmed, and he gave a slight nod.

"I played Reverend Hale in 'The Crucible' last semester of college. Had a big fat Bible to thump and everything."

"You're telling me you memorized the Bible."

"Dad. What do you think actors do? I didn't memorize the whole thing, just the highlights."

"I'll bet that's from the friar's Bible," Marco called over. "One of the other survivors, at least for a while, but he pissed off the natives and they killed him. Esteban's group found his naked body, with the torn up remains of his holy book."

Caroline shuddered, but Marco continued, "We don't really know Esteban's background before he was enslaved. But a lot of the folks in servitude at that time were actually educated, professional people. There'd been a mass famine that pushed a lot of people away from their homes to be sold, or even to sell themselves, hoping for an end to the hunger. In some the Spanish accounts, Esteban himself is referred to as Arabized, not a regular African."

"So this could be Esteban's writing." Casey examined the brief text.

Weird to see these old stories coming to life, real evidence gathered in bits and pieces. Dustin leaned closer. "Can you read it?"

"'I am the shadow,'" Casey murmured, then took another sip of his drink. "The question is, what does it mean?"

"Smart phone, to the rescue!" Dustin slapped his pocket. Still empty. "We could ask Jeanne." His father's jaw twitched in the way that suggested he was about to bite Dustin's head off.

Instead of addressing his own assistant, Dad checked his smartwatch. "I seem to have good connectivity." Then he said to his wrist, "Okay, Google. What is the significance of a shadow to the Ten Commandments for an Arabic speaker?"

Why not use Jeanne? Dad's AI assistant had a lot more specialized capabilities than just a general search engine. But that look told Dustin to stay out of it. That look constricted Dustin's breathing.

After a moment, a mechanized voice replied, "Here is a summary. The text often interpreted as the first or second commandment includes the statement 'thou shalt make no graven images,' which is widely accepted to mean that no depictions of the deity should be created, or that such images should not be a focus of worship. Islamic tradition sometimes holds that this refers to any image of a living thing, however, some scholars have defined a graven image as one that casts a shadow."

" Esteban conflated himself with a graven image." Casey studied the scrap in more detail.

Handing his fire-poker to Tommy, Marco approached. "Most enslaved people at the time were marked in different ways, tattooed to show ownership. I don't think he'd just be philosophical, though. Why write that down? Why hide it when he did—or entrust it to someone else to hide?"

"Coronado's letter said—"Dustin began. His father's face went icy, just for a moment, while the others looked to Dustin.

"'If the goods of these men would be recovered, the body of the Arabe should be retrieved at all cost, or any sign of it,'" Louisa supplied. "Wasn't that it, Dustin?"

Dustin swallowed. "That sounds right." Dad would know, and he didn't want to say. He sure didn't want Dustin to say.

"Louisa." Casey addressed her for the first time. "How did the black kachina come to be in your collection?"

At his voice, she tensed, her hands gripping together. "It's been in the family a very long time."

"Don't worry yourself about that, Mother." Dad aimed his glare at Casey now. He dropped his voice. "She's not a well woman, Casey. Don't try to involve her in this." When Casey inclined his head, Dad looked satisfied. "Tommy, how's that meat coming along? Mother needs a meal to take her medications."

"Almost there!" Tommy answered. The smell of the roasting meat made Dustin's stomach growl, and Caroline prowled near the fire as if she'd devour her portion raw.

"It sounds like Esteban himself wore the clue to the treasure. Why else would Coronado care about what happened to his body?" Marco pulled off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose.

"Guess we're out of luck, then." Casey drained the last of his lemonade. "We still don't know when and where he died."

"Unless somebody preserved his skin, or painted his portrait. Some of the natives regarded him as something like a saint. It's not out of the question he might've been memorialized somehow."

"It would've had to happen before they crossed the desert. If his owner meant for the treasure to be preserved for his heirs, to the point of communicating that to Coronado's expedition, he needed to use markers that wouldn't change or get lost easily on their journey."

"What did you find?" Dad inquired. "Not a grave, apparently, but you did find something out there at the monument, before those men started shooting at you."

Casey's posture had changed. No longer loose and relaxed, his arms looked strained, his body poised, face slightly pinched. Dustin might not have noticed save for that character reference file he was compiling in his mind. To Dustin, at least, Casey appeared troubled or ill. His voice reflected nothing of this, even as his expression suggested the effort that took. "Caroline." He held the empty bottle, blinking a few times, then his head shook as if to dispel something from his mind.

Then his entire body recoiled. "Shit." He lunged to his feet, swaying.

"Grant, what's the matter?" Caroline jumped toward him, arms beseeching.

"What the hell did you give me?" Stumbling, Casey turned from the fire and fled into the night.


Chapter Thirty-Six




Bitterness lingered on Grant's tongue as he raced away, putting some distance between himself and his so-called family. Just the artificial sweeteners, he'd told himself. The bottle had been sealed when she handed it over. Hadn't it? His stomach roiled and his vision blurred. Every instinct told him to run, to hide, to get someplace where his enemies couldn't take advantage of whatever they planned. Poison? Or drugs? Something Caroline believed would help him relax and chill out—or something deadly?

He slithered on the slope and dropped a hand to catch himself from falling. The stars swam overhead. Cactus loomed into his vision and reared back again while junipers thrashed their bushy heads like back-up dancers.

Grant vomited, hoping to purge the substance before its grip tightened even further. No way to be sure how much he'd already absorbed.

Banshees wailed behind him, some of them calling his name. Grant broke into a run, letting the sand and rock take him downward and away. Campfire smoke became cordite in his memory and he jumped back. The shouting became orders, became the chaos of a street in Iraq after an improvised explosive—people injured, people demanding his attention, people demanding that he leave all that behind—that he had more important duties. Firelight on the hills. Something was burning, or someone.

Grant squeezed his temples. None of that was right. He'd been at a campfire. He'd chosen the location to give himself a good vantage, a vantage he'd now abandoned to the enemy.

No, to his family.

How could he tell the difference?

Every foot lower in elevation brought on greater darkness. The voices died behind him, or rose into a wail so high he could no longer hear them. The sound of incoming fire. He spun about, dropping low, his back to a clump of trees and there was a gun in his hand. His sidearm. Must've lost his rifle in the explosion. Grant's jaw clenched. There had been no explosion.

His focus shredded. Shapes of black, purple and blue writhed around him, pulsing with every beat of his own heart. For a moment, his scene shifted, and he sat in a clean, white, antiseptic room.

"Do you ever see things you're not sure are there, Lieutenant Casey?" A doctor stared at him, pencil poised over a clipboard.

"No, sir."

"Do you hear voices, or other sounds?"

"No." He didn't shake his head—that still hurt. He touched his throat, mostly healed. "Where's Nick? How's he doing?"

"I don't have that information, Lieutenant Casey, but I'm sure we can find out. Have you been having trouble sleeping? I have some notes from the night attendant…"

Who didn't? Who had been through what they had, seen what they'd seen—done what they had done—and still slept well at night? Grant didn't want to meet that guy. Did he really want to be him?

He dug his hand into the seat. Not tight upholstery, but gritty soil flecked with pine needles. Wish to God Nick were with him now. His breath came in gasps, as if he were sprinting the last part of a marathon, desperate to get over that finish line as if he knew where it was.

Okay, okay. Grant clung to the handful of soil, his other hand wrapping the grip of his pistol. Different make and model than he would've carried in the service. Different time, different place. New Mexico. The wrong desert. Always seemed to be in the wrong damn desert. Why does it always come down to you and me in the desert? Gooney's voice. Arizona that time. Closer.

"Grant."

He pivoted hard, gun raised. Nobody.

With a will, Grant drew his finger back from the trigger. He found the safety and flicked it on, shoved the gun back into the holster and snapped the keeper. Kept his hand open and empty. Go further.

If they could still find him, they could take advantage of what they'd done to him. He walked away from the firelight. Pulsing figures followed along. They preceded him, rising up like shadows of the kachina, shadows of Esteban who believed himself a shadow. Enemies occupied the night. They always had, even when he didn't know who they were. His family.

Grant gathered himself and ran, the force of his feet against the ground requiring him to stay present, the adrenaline rush of the pace pushing his heart faster, driving the drugs from his system. Please.

Had to be somebody he could trust up there. Someone who'd watch over him the way Gooney had that night in Arizona, the way Nick had a thousand years ago, a few thousand miles away, when they nearly died, but at least they did it together.

And if there were someone on his side, he'd have no way of knowing until that gun was back in his hand. The grip dug into his palm, the strap already removed.

Throw it away. He kept moving. Throw it away and be even more defenseless. Keep it, and be even more dangerous.

"Grant. Help me, Grant!"

He froze, absolutely still. His father's voice, soft and desperate. Dying in a ravine because Grant hadn't stopped them. One of the pulsing shadows took shape, faintly glowing in the darkness, a shadow that wore a familiar face.

"Dad?" His throat ached. From his injury? No that was long ago—or in the future? If this were that ravine, if he were trapped again on that night.

"Don't leave me, Grant." His father reached out, as if Grant could save him.

Grant reached from the back of the car, trying to grab hold of his mother, searching for his father, for his father's body thrown from the car. Grant's hand was too large and he shook it back to normal. A strong, capable adult hand, not the desperate hand of a child. Still wasn't enough.

He stepped through the memory, his father wavering up ahead. He wasn't wearing his dance clothes. Maybe they'd been too badly stained or torn. But his face…

Grant closed his eyes, swaying, or was he? The world swayed around him, whispering and howling with his father's voice. "Where's Mom?"

His eyes snapped open. No better that way, but no worse either. The trees and cactus sprouted extra arms and branches weaving together and letting go. He glimpsed his mother among them, walking in that direction.

"Grant, don't leave me, please."

Spinning about, Grant walked backward, slowly, searching the darkness and finding his father again. Or not. His own face. How could he tell any more. He touched his cheek and his chin as if he looked in a mirror, expecting this reflection to match his gestures. It didn't.

"How could you?" His father's voice faded into the night.

He turned hard. "What?"

"How could you leave me?" The figure materialized in a patch of open ground, spectral and glowing.

"I went—"Grant's voice made no sound, his throat raw and aching. He swallowed hard. "I went for help. What else could I do?"

"Nobody came, Grant. I died alone."

It wasn't real. It couldn't be.

Except his father stood before him. His father's voice murmured in the desert. Grant tried to shake it off, to rally the fragments of his rationality. The gun was back in his hand.

He failed them. His father was right. He hadn’t tried hard enough to stop them. He left them to go for help, but he'd taken too long, been too late. He should've gone up hill instead of down. He should've waited where they went over in case a car came by, or climbed down to the wreck. His father was down there, somewhere. Stuck on the slope, trying to climb back up. His mother bled out in the driver's seat after she forced him to let go. Why had he? He could've held on. He could've balanced the car until help came. If he hadn't let go. If the car didn't fall.

"I'm not surprised you joined the army, Grant. That you became a killer." The words whispered around him through the desert night. "Disappointed. Not surprised. After the way you left us."

The explosions and firefights rang through his skull. The faces of men he'd served with, spattered with blood. The faces of men he'd killed—soldiers in Afghanistan, spies in Iraq—how many since then, long after he had any mandate for killing? To prove he was brave, to prove he was worthy. To prove he wouldn't fail again when somebody needed him.

The tattoos on his throat and arm itched with sudden intensity, as if the winged lion that marked his first near-death now tore free and soared away.

He flew backward again in that museum, Nick pushing him out of the way, Nick losing his leg and almost losing his life—for what? Same reason his mother expelled him from the car. Same reason he hadn't fought her and stayed and found some way for her instead. For Grant to live.

The gun cooled the pulse that raced in Grant's throat.


Chapter Thirty-Seven




"Casey! What are you doing?" Russell was on his feet, fists on his hips.

"Oh my God! Where's he going?" Caroline started toward the slope, but Marco caught her arm.

"What did you do?"

She tried to break free. "What are you talking about?"

"Be serious, Caroline, we all heard him," Tommy said. "The meat's ready, by the way, not that we care."

Caroline shook her head wildly. "I didn't do anything. Why would something I did make him do—"she waved her hand at the darkness—"that. Whatever that was."

Time for Russell to do what he did best. Well. Second-best. He turned back to the campfire and framed a stern gesture. "Everyone needs to calm down. You can't be any use to him if you go to pieces, right? Help me out, here, Marco, you're the psychologist."

"Clinical," Marco said. "Caroline. He said you gave him something."

"Just lemonade." She pulled in her arms, her shoulders slumping.

Dustin started looking around, but he wouldn't find the bottle.

"Whatever she gave him is immaterial right now," Russell insisted, over her protests. "Though it would help to have some hint, so we know how long the effects might last." He raised his eyebrows staring at her.

Marco waved that off. "He's been under a lot of pressure lately, especially with the visit to wreck site, and—before that."

"The cemetery," Tommy offered. "That was Caroline's idea, too."

"Too? Too! I told you, I didn't do anything!" She collapsed to her knees, fingers knotting through her hair. Marco knelt beside her, rubbing a hand over her back as Dustin went to the edge of the firelight, shielding his eyes.

"Grant! Where are you!"

Russell rolled up the parchment scrap and stuck it back in his bag. He scanned the area where Casey had been sitting. He'd been carrying something when they left the monument, something he was way too cagey to share.

Struggling to her feet, Caroline said, "I have to go after him." She smacked away Marco's hands as he tried to restrain her and he winced when she struck his injury.

"No, you do not." Russell stood firm. "Marco could be right. If you didn't slip him something—if he's not on something—then it could be some kind of psychotic break. He used to be a soldier, Caroline. Think about it. You know how many of those people came back damaged. Isn't that so, Marco?"

"PTSD is common among our returning servicemen," Marco said. "But I haven't seen any sign of that kind of issue."

"He's a great actor," Dustin murmured, still scanning the darkness.

Maybe that was explained Casey and Dustin suddenly had some kind of rapport. "A chameleon, isn't he?" Russell remarked. "How would any of you even know what he's really like, or what he's capable of? I know he's your brother—half-brother—but you've only just met again after years. After all he's been through." He shifted his stance, resting his hand on the butt of his weapon, making it look habitual.

"Oh my god. He's got a gun." Dustin pivoted to face Caroline, the color draining from his face. "Don't go out there, Caroline, seriously. Whatever he's going through, if somebody startles him, they could get hurt. Even if he doesn't mean to."

Caroline sagged into Marco's arms, sobbing. "I didn't do anything. I didn't give him anything, I swear to god." Her hair and her arms muffled her voice. As if anyone wanted to hear her drug-addled justifications.

"Dustin's right. It's not safe out there. Whatever Caroline did—whatever's going through his head, we can't confront him without making things worse. What's important is that we keep our heads." Russell should've prepared better for this kind of speech.

"What if he's not safe out there?" Caroline moaned.

"In all honesty, he's the most dangerous thing out there."

"Dad?" Dustin tapped Russell's shoulder.

Russell aimed a stare to make his son back off. Everything was under control. Russell's control, as it should be. "Not right now."

"But Dad." Dustin pulled back his hand, fingers curling toward a fist. His eyes flared, trying to send some kind of message.

Russell got into his son's face. "What?"

"She's gone." Barely a breath. "Louisa."

Oh—Russell bit off a curse he hadn't used in decades and glanced wildly around the campfire. He walked a brisk circle around the observatory and returned, grabbing Dustin by the shirt to pull him behind the structure. "When? How long has she been gone?"

"I don't know. She probably went after him. It was pretty clear he wasn't feeling well. If she noticed⁠—"

He shoved Dustin against the round wall. "She's got dementia, Dustin. How would she pick up on that?" How had Dustin, for that matter?

"She's seemed better." Dustin tried to peel Russell's hand away from his shirt. "The last day or so. She remembers who I am, she remembers all kinds of things."

"Nothing you say can justify the fact that she's out there, roaming around, when you're meant to be watching her. That's the whole reason you get paid to sit around at the manor house. I know it’s not good enough for you, Dustin, but you have a job to do." Russell released his son with a little extra force, as if expelling the touch. With a shake of his head, he blew out a breath. "I'll have to sort this out⁠—"

"Where's Louisa?" Marco suddenly asked. "Hey, Russell⁠—?"

"I know." Russell marched back toward the campfire. "I was so worried about Casey and what's happening to him. She must've slipped away in the confusion. Caroline, Marco. Stay here. Casey trusts you, and Louisa knows you, so you can help if either of them comes back."

Marco nodded briskly. "If she's gone after him, though, and he's armed, especially under the influence, that could be tragic."

"Maybe we should call the police," Caroline said.

"No," said Marco and Russell both, sharing a look. Russell restrained himself from answering as Marco hurried on, "You know how they deal with people who have mental health issues. What will they do if we say there's an armed former serviceman loose in the desert?"

"Oh, shit." Caroline slumped into a helpless lump, her face buried in her hands.

"There's a track that goes partway around, down there." Dustin gestured toward the direction Casey, and presumably Louisa, had gone. "We can take one of the cars and drive in, with the lights on. Do you have one of those amplifier things, Dad? I could convince her to come to us." Then he whispered, “We could use—the voice.”

Russell plastered on a grin and clapped his son on the shoulder. "Good thinking. Let's go. Tommy, come on." He waved Tommy over. "It might help to have a second driver."

"Take my car, if you think it'll help. I could come, too." Caroline struggled to her feet, the keys in her hand.

"Our goal is to keep our family safe. Louisa and Grant both." Squaring off, Russell looked her in the eye. "Do you really think you're up to it?"

She extended her arm and dropped the keys into Russell's hand. "You've made the right choice, Caroline."

Her lips worked toward a smile as he turned away. "Come on." Russell propelled Dustin ahead of him, but it was hardly necessary. His son already moved fast, maybe too fast, given the lack of light.

"Tell me where you want me, Russell. What can I do?" Tommy matched Russell's pace, and Russell stopped just below the crest of the hill, out of sight and hearing of the fire, hopefully.

"Tommy." He wrapped his hand to the back of Tommy's head, pulling him close, their voices very low. "The bundle that Casey found. Do you know where it is? He must've put it around here somewhere, or did he leave it in his car?"

"Truck," said Tommy reflexively. "No, he brought it along, I'm sure. He must've hidden it close by while I was prepping the fire ring, and before Marco and Caroline got here."

"Find it. You saw the place when it was light?" A nod. "Good. Go fetch. Whatever clues he found, I need them."

"Dad?"

"Coming!" Russell released Tommy and took a few brisk steps to join Dustin down below. "Here." He triggered a light function on his watch, and Dustin hissed.

"Warn a guy, Dad. My night vision was just kicking in."

"Let's go. Remember, your grandmother's out there."

Dustin got moving again, following the path downhill as quickly as they safely could. "I really think Louisa's doing better though, Dad. We should review her medications? Her next check-up is on the twentieth, and I feel like I should mention this to the doctor."

"Do you think so?" Russell considered giving him a hard push. "What do your observations really mean, though? I know you've been given a lot of responsibility—too much, maybe—but you don't actually have any medical training." He tinged his voice with apology. "It could be that her behavior's just different because Casey's around. Maybe some of her usual hysteria and confusion is bound up with missing Joshua, and the fact that she thinks he's back keeps her comfortable."

"I'm with her every day, Dad. I really don't think that's it. When she makes those phone calls, thinking she can talk to him? They don't have this same effect. Hey, I should talk to Marco about it. This is his business right? Behavioral changes." He paused as if he wanted to march back up there right now.

"It was his business, but his reputation's tanked since that video came out." Then Russell added, "That's very smart, though, consulting with someone like Marco. I didn't realize you had it in you." Too smart. Talk to Marco. Do whatever he had done to make Casey insist on his presence, observe Louisa's health a little too closely, think of new uses for a trick that was meant to be secret. "I really wish you'd come work for me, Dustin. You and I could do great things together."

“That could be the greatest compliment you’ve ever given me.” Dustin’s voice warmed. "Maybe when I'm older and losing my looks. Oh—there's the cars. Do you want me to drive Caroline's? I could go along the road, then aim the headlights toward the slope. Maybe we can get more light on the area."

A gravel pullout dotted with trash gave space for Russell's car, nose out in case he wanted to leave quickly—but of course he told them that made it easier to unload the groceries. Caroline's Pilot stood further off. No idea where Casey parked his truck. He should've hung onto Tommy long enough to locate their vehicle. Russell's confederates (or rivals, it wasn't really clear at the moment) were nowhere to be seen. Some were doing what he asked of them, as for the rest⁠—

"Where you going?" Michael Bernius emerged from the darkness near Russell's car. He cracked a laugh as Dustin yelled and tripped. "Sorry there, little buddy." Bernius pulled Dustin back to steady. "Heard a lot of commotion up there. What's going on?"

Dustin flinched, finding himself between the two men. "Louisa took off. We have a plan to coax her back."

"Get to the car, Dustin, I'll fill him in." Russell touched Bernius's hand surreptitiously.

"Right." Dustin set off at a jog. Before he'd gotten out of earshot he said, "I don't have the keys."

Russell tossed them past where Dustin stood.

"Learn to throw, Dad, sheesh!" Dustin headed toward the brush where the keys had fallen.

"Sorry!" Russell called. "I’m a little distracted." Then to Bernius, he murmured, "He needs a lesson, a hard one."

Bernius tipped his head toward Dustin. "You think?"

"He's failing me, drawing close to our enemy—I don't even know how." He stifled his frustration. "But he can't know I'm involved."

With a nod, Bernius said, "I'll have reasons. Nothing visible?"

Russell paused and had a better idea.


Chapter Thirty-Eight




Ahand caught Grant's elbow. "Oh, Grant, oh, baby, no."

His arm went rigid, the gun pressed to the leaping pulse at his throat. Grant squeezed his eyes shut. No illusion, the hand on his arm, the fact that his gun rested⁠—

He pulled it away, his arm ratcheting down, trigger finger resting along the barrel now aimed at the ground between him and—her. In the wild, spiraling Van Gogh night sky of his world, she remained solid, clinging to his arm with both hands now. She hadn’t the strength to truly restrain him.

One step to the side, use her own grip to fling her down. She'd be stunned for a moment, the breath knocked out of her.

If he wanted to break free, if he took control of that hand, if he wanted to⁠—

Was she the enemy?

Was he?

The gun in his hand became a phone, tears streaking his face. "Can I please come live with you? Grandma Louisa—I can't—he hates me."

"Is that Casey's boy?" Victor's voice in the background. "Just hang up. We've got nothing for him."

"Don't, Grandma, please. I could work. I could train the dogs or something."

"I'm sorry, Grant." Her voice sounded perfectly smooth. "You're better off where you are."

"No! You don't⁠—"

The line went dead.

Grant jerked his arm free. For a moment, the gun wavered and he thrust it back into the holster, stalking away. If that's what drugs did, replayed every broken moment, every humiliation and failure of your whole life, why the hell did anyone take them?

"Grant?" Her voice, too, wavered.

With each step he passed through lucid moments—the crystalline stars of the New Mexico sky, his shoes crunching on rough sand and brushing past sage to release the smells of the desert—then the next step plunged him back into the carnival of wheeling lights, his stomach churning, vision dancing and ears throbbing with the pulse in his head somehow becoming the pulse of the entire terrible world. When would it end? The gun, too, sang with resolution, an end to this and all other miseries. An end he'd rejected a hundred times before. Grant balled his hand into a fist, refusing to draw.

"Don't leave me, Grant." His father's voice.

"My god. Joshua."

Poised to step again from nightmare to reality, Grant hesitated. "You see him, too."

Shifting, growing, shrinking, suddenly solid again, Louisa materialized at his side. "I guess we're both mad, aren't we?" She let loose a gale of laughter. Then her hand slid again around his arm, as if she, too, needed reassurance of reality. He was hardly the person to cling to, just now.

Grant set his foot down. "Or we're not, neither of us."

The hallucinations came and went: the doctor's office, the museum in Afghanistan, the phone call, even the night of the wreck where he could feel the car sliding, his mother's bloody arm sliding out of his grasp and himself helpless to stop it. Helpless in a way he swore he'd never be again.

Lucid or lost, his father's voice, his father's flickering spirit remained. And he wasn't the only one who could see it. Not that Louisa was a credible witness.

"Point to Joshua. Where do you see him?"

Louisa's arm extended, her finger spectral in the starlight, warping through Grant's altered vision. The gun still called. The gun could solve everything.

He stared at the image. It pleaded with him not to leave, it berated him for leaving. How could it be a hallucination for two? But if it weren't, how did it know where he was?

"Stay here," Grant whispered. The woman, transfixed, showed no sign of moving.

Grant burst forward, sprinting across the desert, leaping a Persian statue that rose up near a cactus, dodging a terrorist. He lunged through his father's apparition.

"Grant, you can't hurt me more than you already have," the voice said, sounding wounded indeed.

Grant spun about.

"Do you miss me, Mother?" The shade stood between them now, faintly glowing. Beyond, Louisa stood alone, tears running down her face.

Responsive, glowing, speaking. Had to be a ghost. How was that better than hallucinating? Sinking low, Grant retreated from the figure. He tore his eyes from it, scanning the pulsating darkness. Shadows rose and fell, lived and died. Louisa stood alone, a fixed point in a changing landscape. Off to his left, aligned with the ghost, Grant spotted another, a silhouette merging with a juniper bush, or maybe a bush with a human shoulder, one that moved in merely human ways.

The gun sang, and Grant responded in perfect harmony.


Chapter Thirty-Nine




On his knees, Dustin ruffled through the tufts of grass near the edge of the parking area. Stones and coffee cups, and other, less savory things, intruded. "Dad—give me a light, at least!"

"I gotcha." A cellphone light illuminated Bernius’s feet and the gravel that crunched beneath them as he approached. "Your dad's got work to do."

"They need my help—and I need those keys." Then he could stop kicking himself for taking his eyes off of Louisa, even to look for Grant. Dad was right, she wasn't really capable, no matter how much better she seemed. And neither was he.

The sound of a car starting echoed around them, then the taillights departed. Bernius smelled of cigarettes and sweat, still wearing his jacket in spite of the weather. Dustin's fingers braced against the ground. The man loomed over him, light picking up Bernius's cheeks and eyebrows from below like a poster for a Halloween special.

"Over there. I think." Dustin indicated the area where he'd seen the keychain fall. "Thanks." He wrestled a smile onto his face. Dad was right: he should give up on acting. These last few days he really wasn’t up to the task.

Bernius aimed the light, and Dustin caught the gleam of something. Yes! Get the keys, get in the car. Find Louisa and Grant before somebody got⁠—

Movement swished and the light flickered, then a foot slammed into his face.

Pain exploded through his cheek and blood spurted into his mouth. Dustin tumbled to his back, gagging. His hand flew to guard his injury. Movement again, and he rolled away, trying to scramble out of range, the keys gripped in his hand.

The light winked out. Gravel crunched. The next kick landed against his hip, knocking him off balance, then a follow-up, fast and fierce as a soccer player, rammed his gut.

Coughing on blood, Dustin rolled. "What the hell?"

He got to all fours, knocked against the Honda, and pushed himself up just in time for Bernius to rap a fist into his face.

Three courses in stage combat didn't mean shit. Dustin got his hands up, tucked his chin, mustering some kind of defense.

"Too bad Daddy's not around, huh, little buddy?" Bernius danced from side to side, light on his feet like a real boxer. "Gonna have to scrape you off the road like a possum. Only you won't just be playing dead." He threw a punch, Dustin dodged, and the uppercut that followed rocked his head into the window with dizzying force.

Playing dead. Dustin let his knees buckle. Three courses in stage combat. At the very least, he knew how to fall. Bernius threw a punch that didn't connect. Dustin dropped to the side and rolled himself away, rising to one knee. The foot came up at him, but he managed a twist. The kick landed on his shoulder. He bounced off the tire, propelled back to his feet.

"Who cares if they're lost? Let 'em be." Bernius marched after him.

Dustin put on speed. A light bounced down the trail ahead of him. Dustin waved his arms. "Help!" He spat out blood.

"Dustin?" Tommy lifted a tiny flashlight. "What happened⁠—"

"Not your business, businessman." Bernius snatched Dustin from behind and flung him to the ground. Dustin curled defensively.

"Now wait just a minute," Tommy began.

A flurry of kicks rolled Dustin like a soccer ball, a steel-toed shoe seeking anything soft, anything painful.

"Shut up, Tommy."

A hand grabbed Dustin's head, pulling it back. He got the keys up, gouging into the man's wrist, carving deep. Bernius snarled. He smashed his foot down on Dustin's throat, pinning him, then grappled with his flailing hand until both of Bernius's powerful hands wrapped Dustin's. They squeezed, the keys carving into Dustin's fingers and palm with crushing strength.

He gasped a mouthful of blood, the foot firm enough to hold, not yet hard enough to kill.

Tommy's face eclipsed part of the sky. "Bernius, you can't just—jeez. Let him breathe."

Bernius wrenched Dustin's arm. Agony swept through him. Every muscle went rigid, his back arched, his scream trapped in his wounded throat. His eyes met Tommy's as Bernius stripped the keychain from his grasp and flung it aside. Tommy frowned down at him, as if he couldn't figure out what was happening, or who needed his help.

Clasping Dustin's damaged hand, Bernius gave it a shake. "Thanks for playing, kiddo. You're a thousand miles out of your league."

His foot lifted. Before Dustin could do anything about it, the foot slammed into his face. Something cracked, a sound that reverberated through Dustin's skull. The sky flickered and Tommy's face rippled in his sight.

"What are you doing? Bernius! Cut it out."

Cut it out? Dustin sobbed, gulping for breath through his blood and pain. What the fuck came after "cut it out?" you boys knock it off? I'm gonna give you a time out? Don't make me call your father? For fuck's sake, call his father!

"Wait there. Keep an eye on him."

Tommy made a noncommittal noise as Bernius crunched away. Leaving Dustin's blood on his footprints across the gravel.

Bernius…leaving.

Shaking, gritting his teeth, Dustin lurched onto his side. He blinked, trying to focus both eyes at once. The right side of his face swelled, his right eye narrowing.

Tommy cleared his throat. "Hey, now, Dustin."

The keys. Caroline's car. Dustin got his hands under him, stifling a scream as his right hand hit the ground.

"You gotta be still, man, you're in no shape to go anywhere."

Fuck. That. Dustin scrambled through the gravel, he snatched the keys, cradling them in his broken hand, lurching on three limbs like a demented audition for the next "Planet of the Apes".

"I don't think you should…" Tommy matched Dustin's feeble progress. "He told me to watch you, Dustin. If you try to go, I just don't think—do you want him to be mad at me, too?"

As if he fucking cared what happened to Tommy right now. Rearing to his knees, Dustin whirled, his teeth bared. Headlights. But whose?

His head throbbed as the light cut his skewed vision. Dustin got one foot under him and shoved himself toward the Honda. Left hand slapped the door and fumbled as he started to collapse. He got hold of the handle and yanked with what little strength remained.

Headlights pinned him where he knelt. A car door opened. Not the one he clung to.

Dustin shoved the key against the lock. Wrong angle, his hand unable to grip. Come on, come on. The key scraped across the paint. Caroline would kill him. Giddy laughter choked him. Key in the lock.

"Thought I told you to watch him."

"I am watching. He's really hurt, Bernius. Look at him. He won't get anywhere."

Bernius crunched closer. Dustin strangled the keys. An alarm blared out from the car, lights flashing.

Digging his fingers under Dustin's Bernius peeled them away from the keys, dragging him back by his broken hand. "Turn that thing off, Tommy."

Shuffling. His cousin edging around him toward the car. Dustin snatched his pantleg with his left hand, tugging. Bernius dragged him away, dropping him near the other car, the engine running. "Gimme a hand when you're done there."

The alarm cut off, but bells still rang in Dustin's skull.

"I'm not really—” Pause. “What am I supposed to do?"

Help me, Dustin couldn’t say.

"Get his feet."

Dustin tried to pull them up away. His heels scraped and thumped, his abs strained. All those workouts for what. Pain is weakness leaving the body, or so the poster said. Guess he'd be getting super powers soon—no fucking weakness left. So much goddamn pain. Shouldn't he lose consciousness? That's how it worked in the movies: when you couldn't handle the pain, you just blacked out. Lousy fucking time for the movies to fail him.

"I have to hang onto this. I can't just— Hey!"

Bernius snatched something from Tommy, then paused. "This what he found in the park? Casey? This the thing."

"I'm supposed to deliver it." Tommy's hand reaching back. The parcel about the size of a skull rattled. Solidarity, man, Dustin's head rattled, too. "Be careful! It's already broken."

Dustin had that, too.

"The hell is it? Some kinda squash? My wife puts those things out for Halloween."

Something fell onto Dustin's chest. He fumbled toward it with his left hand. The size of his palm, jagged on one side, smooth on the other. Really smooth. His thumb stroked over it, then one of the others took it away.

With a beep, Bernius triggered something. "Do it, Tommy. Get with the program."

"Uh, right. Sorry."

Dustin kicked and struggled for all he was worth. Not much, apparently. The two men peeled him off the ground and tossed him into the trunk, slamming him into the stifling darkness. Dustin surrendered to the pain at last. At least the movies were right about this in the end.


Chapter Forty




Russell yanked his earpiece as the shot echoed through the microphone. He rubbed his ear, scowling. Bad enough that Mother was out there, forcing him to play into their different insanities. The moment he realized they were together, he should've cut the projection. What was Casey thinking, firing his gun like that? Someone could get hurt.

Steve's text claimed Casey turned the gun on himself earlier. That would've been convenient. If he shot Louisa, then he could, quite literally, kill two birds with one stone. Maybe his service could get it reduced to manslaughter from murder, but given he was operating under the influence, Russell doubted it.

The phone on the seat buzzed at the same time his wrist tingled. Fingers poised for the next command, Russell saw the scrolling message.

Bernius: Tommy brought me a present. Wanna see?

Damnitall! That was supposed to be for him.

"Jeanne, reply: on my way." Russell slapped the laptop shut. If Casey were mad enough to start shooting at ghosts, how much more could he⁠—

Steve: Hit. Bleeding.

Russell glared at the desert before him. He could see the flicker of the projection. He rolled up with the engine off just in case they could hear him. Assuming Casey were in a state of mind to even care about cars. He'd probably think it was a hippopotamus or a dragon or whatever form his madness took.

"Jeanne, reply: get to safety."

Russell fired up his engine and swung the car about, racing back toward Bernius and the clue. What would a man like that do if he really could track the treasure for himself? Did he have the brain power to manage the clues? But if Russell prevented him getting the treasure, then what? He'd be stuck with the man forever, and he doubted his usual methods could discredit, dissuade or dislodge an actual criminal. Doctored video? So what. Spiked drink? Shrug it off. He'd have to actually kill the man. With a sigh, he pulled into the parking area near Bernius's car.

For a moment, his headlights illuminated the Honda Pilot, parked where Caroline had left it. Blood smeared the driver's side door. They'd have to clean that up, if they didn't want Clan Joshua catching wise. How much did he want Tommy to know? But if he'd been there during the interval, he'd already know Dustin's star had fallen. Tommy would now be feverishly working out his odds of avoiding the same fate.

With a poke of a button, Russell lowered his window. "Tommy. Did you find it?"

"Um." Tommy glanced at the trunk, then at Bernius, who wrapped a few items into a piece of leather.

"Nice work, Tommy. Excellent." Russell beamed at him.

"Yeah. I figured, since you guys are," he swallowed and wet his lips. Probably wet himself, the poor thing. "Since we're working together on the clues that Bernius could get first look."

"Smart thinking. That's why you're such a valued member of the team."

"Was that a gunshot?" Bernius walked briskly. "Trouble on your end?"

"A little bit, yes. I should really go check on that."

"My guy, isn't it? Damn it, Casaverde!"

"I thought you should know, that's why I came over. Now look⁠—"

Bernius climbed in the front seat next to him. "Let's go."

"Wait a minute. Where's Dustin? He was supposed to take Caroline's car."

"The kid freaked out. Isn't that right?" Bernius swiveled his head to stare at Tommy.

Tommy got that deer-in-the-headlights look, his eyes practically bulging as he looked from Bernius to Russell. "Yes," he said, his voice hoarse.

"Drive my car." Bernius slapped the door. "I gotta keep an eye on this one." He adjusted the seat all the way back. "Punch it, Casaverde." His elbow propped on the door frame, fingers tapping on the roof.

"I really don't think this is wise." Russell threw the car into reverse and backed around Bernius's car as Tommy's head swiveled, watching them. As Russell popped the car forward again, Tommy realized what was about to happen. He wiped his hands on his pants, cast another glance to the trunk, then scrambled into the driver's seat of the unfamiliar car.

"Good boy," Bernius rumbled, watching in the side mirror. "What's going on out there?"

"Casey's going nuts, my mother is going sane." He slowed a little making sure Tommy could follow. He didn't want Dustin to be permanently damaged. Well, maybe a little. If Bernius had done as required, his son would be fine with a delay in medical treatment. Mostly, anyhow. And he'd be a little more pliant when Russell staged his daring rescue, defying the gangster to free his son, taking pity on him to place him within the company. The sort of job where nobody needed to see his ruined face.


Chapter Forty-One




"What've you done?" Louisa moved like a ghost.

Sight, sound, balance. Nothing worked the way it should. Grant kept his gun extended stalking toward the tree he'd shot. The tree that cursed. It flared suddenly to life with brilliant light, and Grant dropped his gaze. "Get down. Louisa!" Instinct overwhelmed confusion and he dove to her, both of them falling to the desert floor as gunshots answered his own.

The temporary blindness of that light wiped away the ghosts and shadows.

"Get off me. Where's Joshua?" Louisa slapped at him, and he pulled back his arm, turning sharply. The ground stirred, bits of sand: movement, close.

Grant darted the other direction, jumping over his grandmother and thrashing through low brush as another shot zinged by. The world pitched around him, the desert turning to an ocean, or at least his ears and stomach told him so.

"He's trying to kill you."

Yep. Little behind the eight-ball, Gram.

"Stay down, Gramma," a gruff voice ordered. "Take your meds."

"I know you."

Grant kept low, creeping, praying the brush between him and the shooter were real and not just another figment of his addled mind.

"Steven, isn't it?"

"Shut up."

"You're bleeding."

"I know that. He f—he shot me."

Grant ducked behind a chair. Maybe a table. Shit. Shaking his head only smeared one illusion into another. A wave of nausea struck him and he propped himself with one hand, hoping it would pass. His fingers brushed something smooth and rigid. Round on the top, flat on the bottom, divots here and there. This was the damn desert—cactus, yes, creosote, maybe, juniper, yes, broken brush and trees and rocks—not whatever the hell this was. But it had to be real. He could still trust his hands. Couldn't he?

"No, Steven, I told you no. You work for me, don't you? You came to help me. Well, I'm telling you to stop. I don't know what you're trying to do—yes, yes, all right, he shot you first, I can see that, but he's not well, he really isn't." Her tone grew shrill.

"Ah! Shit, woman, that hurt."

To his left, through the screen of brush, a downed tree, two figures more solid than the rest, one of them trying to cling to the other as he sought to brush her off without actually hitting her. Clear shot. Both hands on the weapon. Grant didn't breath. Couldn't take it, not with his mind and body in rebellion. Picking up the plastic thing, Grant hurled it like a discus just as the man broke free.

Steven turned and the thing struck him. He fired in the direction it came from, three, four shots.

Grant had already gone, diving behind the trees where he'd first uncovered the stranger. Firelight danced on a hillside. It raced toward him, growing and swelling. No, that was behind him. Engines growled. Bombers flying low, what was their time on target? Grant had to get out of the drop zone.

Steven yelled. The tall shadow fell, the smaller one landing on top with a cry of triumph. "Go, Grant! Run run run!"

Headlights. A car bouncing off of the road. A map flashed through Grant's memory. A domed building on the ridge, the road to the east, canyonland ahead of him. Run. The crazy old woman bought him time. The headlights brought him a slice of sanity, illuminating a path from the road to the ridge. Do what they didn't expect. After all, he was crazy too, this time.

Grant raced alongside the headlights, just out of their view, straight toward the car—the cars. Another one behind, not following the first off-road. Jeeps or Humvees. The desert always felt like home. A hostile home. Hadn't they always been.

"Steve? Where are ya!"

A voice from the lead vehicle. Grant dropped behind a rock. Confirmed by the fact it scraped his hand as he did so. The car ground to a halt just on the other side. Definitely rock. How big? Who knew. Grant pressed his back to the stone, keeping his gun ready. How many shots had he fired? How could he be losing such basic information?

"Is that you, Mr. Bernius?"

"Yes, ma'am, right here." The man called Bernius opened his door and got out. Someone muttered at him, very low. Someone who didn't want to be known.

Grant waited.

"Steven's hurt," Louisa explained. "He's been shot⁠—"

"It ain't bad, Michael. Wouldn't be, if this—"he cleared his throat. "If she'd stop trying to jump me."

"Maybe she likes you." Bernius walked forward. "Let me help you. Both of you. Anybody else out here I gotta know about?"

"Some crazy man started shooting at me. All I'm trying to do is get Louisa here to safety."

The car accelerated in reverse, bouncing. Grant stepped around his stone. A Humvee, fitted with armor, growling down at him. Couldn't be. No way. He aimed low and fired.

In the car, the driver changed gears, a subtle shift in the car's engine. Grant tracked its movement. He fired again and glass shattered. The bullet called attention to the car and Grant's position. Bad idea.

"Get back here you son-of-a-bitch!" Bernius shouted. He reversed course almost as quickly as the car had moments earlier. "Steve! Come on!"

Followed by waves of purplish light, two men bounded along the beam of the headlights as the driver, apparently, tried to leave them behind. They converged on the car's location, and one of them turned. The purple ripples swirled and coalesced into masked figures bristling with guns. Bullets cracked out of the shadows. Car doors slammed open.

The guns, at least, were real. Grant dove behind his boulders, took a knee and fired again. The car, fully loaded now, picked up speed, roaring in an arc and bouncing madly. Cactus and brush reared up, trying to capture it. It launched into the air, becoming a rocket and whirling away, a dizzying sight that twisted his stomach. A rift opened in the world, filled with wheeling stars and whistling comets. Grant jerked his gun back, gasping for breath.

The car contained real enemies with real weapons, who really wanted to kill him, of that, he felt certain. Hallucinations didn't fire back, or if they did, their bullets didn't send shards of rock in all directions. He pushed to his feet and pursued the fleeing vehicle. There! Still on the earth, but the hills moved like a herd of buffalo, packed in dark mounds, snorting. He fired again. Hit something, but the car picked up speed, accelerating on the ground this time. A second car pulled in not far from where the first took off. At least, he thought so. Fifty-seven per cent probability.

"Grant?"

He spun about, gun extended. A woman's voice.

"Have you left me?" Old and frightened.

His grandmother, no illusion. Grant steadied his breathing and tried to get his heartbeat under control. "Still here. Do you see a car?"

She shuffled toward him, her shape detaching from the other moving shadows. "I think It's Bernius's car." As she drew close, she asked, "Is Joshua gone? I can't see him any more."

As if he were ever there. Gun in hand, Grant faced the car. Second car, apparently real. It jerked into motion, as if trying to reverse, the wheels hung up on the uneven ground, one of them spinning.

"We used to call him, just to hear his voice." She sounded mournful, and a chorus of coyotes struck up around her, reaching notes impossible for canine throats.

"You called Joshua," Grant echoed. He stalked forward, both hands on his weapon. Friend or foe? How would he tell the difference? He needed Louisa's eyes, which somehow saw more clearly than his own. Grant slowed his approach, keeping her close.

"I know he's…he's dead. You're his son, I remember. Are you…are you all right?"

Didn't plan to answer that, not out loud. "You said 'we called him.' Who's we?"

"Dustin, of course. Dustin's always been very helpful."

"I thought Sharon was the one who spoke to the dead." Grant spoke without thinking, cursing himself and whatever toxin he'd been given. "What did you talk to Joshua about?"

"How he was, if he could come to dinner. Dustin would suggest we call, and we did."

Encouraging a sick woman to call the voicemail of her dead son, over and over. Except it wasn't just voice mail, was it? Grant's ears rang, too. His head ached and his stomach still threatened mutiny. The night moved around him, and it wasn't with the comfort of a breeze or the familiar howl of coyotes.

Dustin the actor. Wonder if he had access to any special effects equipment. Something that could insert a ghost among the illusions. The headache pulsed, his vision blurry, then clear.

Twenty yards to the car. No movement since the driver had stopped trying to free the vehicle. Not going anywhere now, were they? Grant leveled his weapon. Thought about taking out the tire, but he might need the ride. When he could be trusted to drive.

The driver flung himself out, hands up. "Don't shoot!"

"Is there anyone else in the car!" Grant stalked toward the back, not letting the driver keep the door between them.

The driver stared at Grant. "It's Tommy. Are you okay? You seemed—you left pretty quickly back there." He started to lower his hands, then noticed the gun remained fixed on him.

Tommy, here. Dustin might've been the getaway driver for the others—did that fit? Shouldn't be trying to work things out before he got his mind back under control.

The rising moon lent a silver glow to the landscape, making Louisa's hair gleam as she came up alongside. "Hello, Tommy."

"Is there anyone else in the car?" Grant asked again.

Tommy's face went smooth. Tommy the gambler. His gaze twitched toward the back.

"Louisa, check the seats for me, okay?"

"If I must." Louisa peered past Tommy into the front seat, then into the back, shaking her head as she removed herself again from the line of fire.

"There's nobody inside." Tommy cleared his throat. His hands sank downward again.

"Where's Dustin?" Grant kept the pistol ready.

"Surely you can put that thing down, Grant," Louisa insisted. "Tommy's your own blood."

"He was coming after you." Tommy looked away down the road as if longing to race after the other car. He cupped his elbows with opposite hands, then stuck his hands in his pockets. One came out with a deck of cards. "Dustin, I mean. He was worried about you, so he came down here. To look for you guys."

"Is he in the other car, with the gunmen?"

Tommy's lips parted. His glance slid to the trunk, lifted, he blinked a few times. His hands shuffled furiously. "Grant. Could you put the gun down? You're making me nervous."

Not the first time he'd looked at, or avoided looking at, the trunk. Grant stepped back where he could cover the driver and the trunk at the same time. "Tommy, open the trunk."

Tommy's chuckle echoed, conjuring hyenas. "It's not my car, Grant, I'm not sure—that might be a bad idea."

Drawing a bead on his own brother, Grant said, "Open the trunk, Tommy, or it's the last bet you'll ever lose."


Chapter Forty-Two




Agunshot streaked past Russell's head and shattered the windshield. Too damn close! He should've gotten out while he still could.

Second shot struck the bar behind his head. And that was Casey impaired. Two men loomed out of the darkness, shouting at Russell. Nothing he could do about them now: he couldn't get the momentum to run them both down. He was about to be stuck with them. Might as well make it good! Russell lurched to a stop, the vehicle pointing toward the road.

Jerking open the door, Bernius leapt inside. Steve fired off another barrage then vaulted inside. "Drive, go!"

The passenger door slammed as Russell rocketed his car out of the gravel, racing down the road. Headlights bounced around in the desert behind them. Must be Tommy trying, and failing, to master Bernius's car.

"You really planning to leave us out there?" Bernius demanded.

He had the clue, he had the car, why would he stay? Russell scoffed. "Of course not, just trying to turn the car around so we could get out of there before we got shot. It worked didn't it? Steve, you said you'd been shot. How are you?"

Steve grunted from the back seat. "Flesh wound. Gonna be some blood back here, though."

"Some for me, too." Bernius displayed his hand where blood caked a series of gouges. He screwed his head around to watch the side mirror. "What about Tommy?"

"We'll send him an apology," Russell said. "That's his brother. Casey doesn't want him dead."

Bernius levered his seat back. "Yet. Can't think he's gonna be pleased if he opens the trunk and finds out the goods got damaged in transit."

For a moment, Russell tried to parse that sentence. "Dustin, you mean."

"I figured it'd be a few miles down the road, nice and smooth. There's not much space in there for him to rattle around, then we make good on your plan, no problem."

"He's not supposed to die."

From the passenger seat, his elbow propped up as before, Bernius pulled out a cigarette case and flicked one free. "You want one?"

"No. And don't smoke in my car."

Bernius shrugged. "Mine's about to be a crime scene." He stuck the cigarette in his mouth. "I get the feeling you're more cut out for white-collar crime."

"Like you should've seen the shit he pulled out there with the ghost, Bernie!" Steven reported from the back seat. Dang, our man was totally buying it until Grandma showed up. He's got mad skills."

Perhaps a demonstration of those skills was in order. Something that would shake Casey even more, at least for a little while. "Your car, Bernius. How's it registered? Your name, Las Vegas?"

"Michael Smith, of course. What d'you take me for?" Bernius toyed with the cigarette.

"Jeanne. Transfer auto registration Las Vegas Nevada—license plate?" He glanced at Bernius expectantly. After a moment, the man rattled off a few numbers and letters—"Jeanne. Transfer the specified auto registration to Grant Casey."

"Registration confirmed, Mr. Casaverde," Jeanne's voice purred.

"You can't just do that. You hacked the DMV?"

Russell nearly purred himself. "No need. They're part of a western consortium that happens to use one of my top of the line security protocols. One to which I have administrative access. I can't place his fingerprints in the vehicle, of course, but it will make any story he tells the police seem suspect."

"Very nice. I'm enjoying this little escapade."

Russell was beginning to as well, the combination of their talents made for an intriguing challenge. "I have another idea to really put the pressure on. A little something that could isolate him from his siblings entirely."

"Told you. Mad skills!" Steve pushed himself to sitting with a groan. "Got any bandages in this tub?"

"I'll ring the boys. Maybe they can pick up supplies before we rendezvous." The cigarette flapped on his lip as Bernius spoke, and Russell figured he'd watched as many movies as Dustin did, but from a very narrow field of interest centered on gangsters, thugs and film noir. Not that he'd know what "noir" meant. Russell generally processed information quickly, but the fact of his son's possible or imminent death lingered at the corner of his vision like a notification he couldn't respond to at the moment.

Bernius continued, "Unless you want 'em to stay on the sibs."

Sibs, as in siblings. Cute. Russell moved on from what he hadn't absorbed. "They won't have any idea where to go—you've brought the clue. So, what did Tommy find?"

"Animal, vegetable and mineral." Bernius pulled a leather bundle from the area near his feet. "The big part's busted, but some shit came out of it." He opened it on his lap, turning on the map light to study the contents of the bundle. "Got some bells, ribbons, a shell, a squash that's old, dried and broke, and a bunch of seeds from the said squash." He shrugged. "Juju magic stash, I figure. Didn't somebody say he was a medicine man?"

"'I cast the shadow,'" Russell mused. "That's what he wrote on the scrap we found."

"This stuff is like a little kid's treasure horde. Worthless." He tossed the shard of broken, dried gourd back onto the heap, and it bounced, revealing cut marks probably left over from a bad job of skinning the animal whose hide they now possessed.

"Take a look at the hide. Is that a pattern or just random?"

Dumping the items onto the floor, Bernius spread out the hide over his knees. A long curve, a bunch of smaller marks. They lacked the regularity of the cuts for removing a hide. Russell engaged self-driving mode and took the hide.

"Is that really safe?" Bernius watched the darkness for a moment.

"Computers are much more dependable than people. Doesn't yours do this?" Absorbed by the markings, Russell methodically turned the hide ninety degrees. "Jeanne, image search, maps, coastline. Cross-reference with folder contents, Delmonico office."

"Yes, Mr. Casaverde." Her voice emerged from the speakers and Bernius flinched.

"Sure as hell doesn't do that. Isn't that the other brother, Marco Delmonico?"

"And his mother." The handy thing about computer files is, they might be stolen a thousand times and never missed.

"Partial match," Jeanne announced. "Gulf of Mexico, Texas, barrier islands. The location known as⁠—"

"Jeanne, navigate."

"Easy as that?" Bernius watched information flit across the console screen.

Russell tapped a button to partially recline his seat, in spite of he grumble from the back seat. "Jeanne. Choose hotel, usual parameters, sixty to ninety minutes from here." He opened an eye to look at Bernius. "They've literally got no clue at this point, bring the chase car along. If they somehow catch up with us, we'll have the lead, and the firepower."

Bernius grinned around his soggy cigarette. "I like the sound of that. We get ahold of that treasure, we can set ourselves up pretty well in some tropical paradise, right Steven"

"Sounds good to me."

"Jeanne, display hotel destination when ready. Silent mode." He shut his eyes again. "I'm gathering inspiration, please don't disturb me."

"Right. Except maybe your genie could add a stop at a pharmacy for Steven, too? Looks like we're staying in El Paso."

Sigh. If only he had silent mode for his companions. "Jeanne. Nearest medical supplies along our route." His watch vibrated the affirmative. "Add destination."

In his tech cocoon, Russell considered the possibility his only son were dead.

If he were, Russell couldn't do anything about it now. If not? He ran some calculations, and reached the same conclusion. Unless he ceased his activities and turned around, revealing himself and his plans to whoever he might find there, he couldn’t play the hero as intended. Ironic, when Dustin had always intended to play a hero himself. Instead, he needed one, and the hero might arrive too late. What did that make Russell?

Practical. Deliberate (ordinarily). The bastion of his family's business and the guardian of its fortunes. He had daughters, after all, as did Sharon. The world hardly came to an end if his personal frame story got edited.

He settled his shoulders more comfortably. Too many decisions had been made too quickly today, a fact that irritated him no end. But after all, tomorrow was another day.


Chapter Forty-Three




Dustin curled into the stifling black. He'd awoken a moment ago, at least, he thought so. Only one eye opened, and everything hurt. His left eye, his good eye, saw nothing. Alive, for how long? In what state? Would he ever work again? Unconscious was better. Sure as hell better than that bone-shaking ride. Breathing hurt. Thinking hurt. He willed himself to let go.

With a mechanical click and pop, the sky opened over his head, the canopy of darkness revealing a jagged mark of pale light, and a breath of air still humid, but not the coffin-close despair that suffocated him.

The lid pushed up higher, or so he guessed. His head remained still beneath the feeble shelter of his arm. No way was he exposing himself again. Assuming he could even move that arm. A smaller, brighter point of light aimed somewhere in the middle. Trunk light. Dustin didn't remember that from his interment.

"Dustin! My god." Louisa's voice, terrified.

"Oh. Oh wow, that's awful." Tommy's voice echoed. "Is he⁠—?"

Did the bastard sound hopeful? Energy on stage didn't always mean a huge movement. Dustin pushed his energy into his right leg, pulling up his knee, just a little. Tightening his fetal position as he delivered proof of life.

"If you can hear me, Dustin, it's Grant. I'll get you help." A low voice, closer to him. A careful hand touched his throat, fingers to Dustin's pulse, simultaneously firm and gentle. "Louisa, call 911. We need a helicopter evacuation."

That sounded really bad.

"I don't have my phone."

"There's one in my right side pocket, zipper. Under the holster." The hand didn't leave Dustin's throat, a calming presence in spite of Dustin's erratic heart. "I'm going to touch you, as carefully as I can. I'm looking for injuries, assessing whether it's safe to move you."

"I don't think it's a good idea to move him anyway," Tommy reported, "in case you make it worse. Shouldn't you leave him in there?"

"Like hell I'm taking your advice." Casey shot back, his voice tight, so different that Dustin would have to add another line to the folio in his head. "You ever been locked in a box, waiting to die? No? Then you can shut up." As he spoke his hands moved briskly along Dustin's arm and leg, pausing as Dustin gasped or whimpered. One hand traced carefully down Dustin's spine while the other held him still at his ribs, avoiding his ruined shoulder.

His voice shifted modes to the low, clear, professional tone. "I'm not finding a spinal injury, Dustin." The hand lowered to rest lightly on his knee. "Your right shoulder's dislocated, and your hand is broken, possibly your arm as well. It may cause further injury to get you out of there, but it’s unlikely to be significant. Whether you stay in there or not, everything will hurt." A short, ironic breath. "You don't need me to tell you that. If it were me, I know what I'd want. If you want me to lift you out of there, move your knee again."

Dustin twitched his leg.

"Copy that, Dustin. Gimme a minute." Then away, he said, "Do we have a blanket, a coat, anything like that to keep him a little warmer? Also water, preferably with a squeeze top."

"I don't—it's not my car. I have no idea what's in there."

The hands lifted away, and Tommy said, "I'll look, I'll look! I'm just telling you."

"Wait. Before you do, give me your belt."

"What? Why?"

"Tommy, that was an order. As far as I'm concerned, you've already been caught with your pants down."

"I don't know what you're talking about! This is Bernius's car. He's done this, Grant. Michael Bernius? He's a gangster, a bad guy—that's why I was scared when he showed up at the crash site, Grant. When you were investigating? You don't know what⁠—"

"Give. Me. Your. Belt."

In the silence that followed, Dustin caught bits of another voice, Louisa, somewhere close, but trying to get beyond the tension between the two men. "Yes, a helicopter." Another moment. "Grant? They want to know why, why a helicopter. Are the injuries life-threatening?"

Casey's hand returned, resting between Dustin's shoulder blades. "This is a helluva nightmare, Dustin. You must be terrified, but you let me worry about it, okay? That's my job now." His hand rose warm and steady with each of Dustin's ragged, shallow breaths.

An aside, "That's better, Tommy. Don't go too far." Something clanked. Belt buckle? "Louisa? Hand me the phone." Pause. "Hello, operator. My cousin's been badly beaten. He's got severe facial injuries—he needs a reconstructive surgeon, ASAP, as well as probable head trauma. Dislocation and fractures of the right arm and hand. Partial strangulation. Possible internal injuries." Pause. "In Afghanistan. My name's Grant Casey, and his treatment is covered, whatever the cost. Now can we get this bird in the air?" Pause. "Thank you. East of Las Cruces, there's a disused observatory midway between White Sands and the border." Pause. "Yes. I'm stabilizing him as best I can, and if I can give you back to Louisa that would make my life—and his—a lot easier. Much obliged."

"Water?" Tommy's voice sounded much less confident than before. Bastard.

"Put it down." As if he were talking to a child, or a subordinate, then the Florence Nightingale voice returned. "Dustin, here's how this'll go. The belt will act as a sling, keeping your arm close to your chest. I'll slide it underneath your chest. Then I lift you out, onto the ground."

Casey created four distinct characters. The guy was like a one-man-show, playing the part of drill sergeant to Tommy, voice of authority to the emergency operator, field medic to Dustin. Voice of trust with Louisa.

Casey's patient work continued, lifting Dustin's head and shoulders against his own arm. Easing him back again, silent now.

Something about the voices…Like he was putting on a play. Maybe on purpose, maybe just to distract Dustin and give him something to focus on besides the pain. Louisa knew who he was. Casey. Not Joshua. He trusted her, rather than Tommy—shit, that hurt! Dustin sobbed because he couldn't scream as the belt tightened across his arm, strapping it to his ribcage.

"Last moves, Dustin, stay with me. On three. One."

Drawing Dustin's head close, Casey lifted him, his other arm sliding under Dustin's knees. Casey stumbled slightly, then sank down a little fast. Pain surged through Dustin's head and arm, radiated outward from his stomach, then he was still, head and shoulders cradled against Casey's body, his good eye open to the sky above. He couldn't make out Casey's face.

A little way off, Tommy stood, holding his elbows again. Was Dustin meant to be dead now, letting Tommy off the hook? Fuck that.

Louisa paced with the phone pressed to her ear. Agitated, but not an outburst.

"Gram," Dustin's voice was a bare whisper. No way he was projecting to the back of the house tonight.

Casey braced Dustin's head against his own body. "Don't nod, don't shake your head. Two blinks for yes. You want Louisa over here?"

Blink blink. Wink wink, really, like something out of a Monty Python sketch. Close enough.

"Louisa? He's asking for you. Do we have any kind of cloth or bandanna, something I can use to clean his injuries."

"I've always got a kerchief in my pocket. Don't worry, it's clean." Louisa offered a faint laugh. "Dustin knows that, he would."

"Tommy, get the hazard lights on."

"It isn't my car, Grant, I don't know⁠—"

"You're not an idiot, Tommy, push every button until you get the job done."

Something rattled. How often had he heard that sound? Dustin focused on his grandmother, kneeling by him now, the phone in one hand, held close to her ear, the other hand fumbling through her pocket. More trustworthy than Tommy. Not just because Tommy was a coward and a traitor. Louisa— "Pills," Dustin managed.

"Did you say pills?" she echoed. "Such a very good boy. Even now, he wants me to take my medicine."

No! No no no! He gathered every ounce of strength, pushed through his aching core. "No." His left hand caught her wrist. He fumbled his grip over hers, closing her fingers around the case. "No."

His hand trembled as it slipped its grasp. Casey gathered his arm in again. He revealed another character as the sound of a helicopter's rotor grew steadily louder. "I get the feeling he doesn't want you taking those."

"But I need them. I do. They regulate all sorts of things. I can't just…can I?"

"You'll need to talk to your doctor about that, Louisa." A damp cloth stroked the crusted blood from around Dustin's good eye, cool comfort. "But if that's the only word he speaks tonight, given what he's been through, I’d take it. Until you talk to your doctor, listen to your squire."

He had to say something else, something Casey needed to know, but the effort exhausted him. Let Casey worry, so he was told. Tonight’s role: fallen comrade. Dustin allowed the strength in that tattooed arm to support him.

The pill case rattled away, and Louisa took his left hand in both of hers. "Dustin's more than a squire to me," she replied firmly. "He is the best knight in the world."


Chapter Forty-Four




After the EMT's took over, after they inspected Dustin, affirmed Grant's observations, braced and bundled him until only his battered face could be seen, Grant's arms felt empty. His head swam, the adrenaline pump finally slowing as the helicopter took off, whisking Dustin away to finest surgeons the South had to offer.

The night carnival continued around him, revitalized by the sudden removal of his purpose. So long as Dustin needed him, Grant remained anchored in the desert, in reality. Without that, the world set in motion again. Kinda wish he could've been carried away, too. At least his veteran status maybe gave him some cover for anything strange he'd said or done while the EMT's worked. From beyond the near hill, a car roared down the road, brakes slamming on even as it rushed past them. Should've made Tommy shut the lights off again.

Wearily, Grant drew his pistol and pushed to his feet.

Sit rep? Physically ill, mentally unprepared, plagued by self-doubt, emotionally torn about the fact of Dustin's beating. Bernius? That part he believed, but why? And why so clearly focused on Dustin's face, the way he earned a living when he wasn't required to be Louisa's caregiver. Which, Grant had to admit, looked increasingly unnecessary. What had been done to Dustin was intimately, brutally personal.

"Do you need that?" Louisa tipped her head toward the gun.

"I'd rather have it and not need it."

"Fair enough." She hid behind his elbow, reaching sometimes, as if she wanted to hold onto him, but didn't dare. He pictured her by the swimming pool, taking Dustin's arm. The one now shattered in a couple of places. Because of Grant, somehow. Because of the treasure, and the fact that Grant required his presence to make sure Dustin was okay. He hoped to defuse the hostage situation and send Dustin and Louisa home. Instead, he'd gotten his cousin beaten half to death, his future precarious.

Maybe Grant's mind still wandered the drug-infested halls of Xanadu, but that didn't mean he was wrong or that the nightmare palace he built of suppositions had no foundation. What happened wasn't just about money. If it was at all.

Reversing hard and turning back, the vehicle skidded on the shoulder, nearly hitting the parked car.

"Yikes!" Tommy jumped back as gravel scattered, then he noticed Grant's position. "Please don't start shooting."

"If I do, you'll be the first to know."

"I told you, this is Bernius's car. I'm not responsible for what happened."

Honda Pilot. Marco in the driver's seat. Caroline leaping out. Allies. Probably. "Grant! Oh my God, Grant, are you okay? I swear I had no idea there was anything in that bottle." Seeing the gun, she gestured frantically toward Marco, her hand magnified by swirling sparks.

Grant shifted his focus, holding onto the truth before everything got more complicated. He hallucinated large, frightening and bizarre things, while little things like Tommy's tells pierced the fog of phantasm, details cataloged at the back of Grant's mind. "You knew Dustin was in the trunk of that car."

Caroline froze, tossing her hair back from her face.

"I'm sorry, Grant, what did you just say?" Marco followed more carefully from the driver's seat.

Tommy spread his hands. "Thank God you're here, both of you. He's still under the influence. There must be some way we can⁠—"

Before he could finish his thought, Grant had Tommy by the throat, pinned to the car, the pistol held to his forehead. "You have blood on your pant leg, Tommy, did you notice? There's a stain in the shape of a hand."

Should make him drop his pants and get them entered into evidence. Were the police coming? No idea. He moved without thinking. He could fire between heartbeats. Blood burst like fireworks, spraying around him in a glorious, terrible celebration of the power in his hand.

"Grant!" Marco pounced to his side. "Grant. You need to calm down, okay? It's clear that a lot has happened. We need to sort through all of it, but Tommy's not wrong."

Whatever Marco saw in Grant's face pushed him back another step. "About the drugs, Grant, that's all I meant. That stuff is still circulating through you. Dustin's in the helicopter now, right?" He pointed up, his words slow and careful. "He's on the way to safety."

"Yes," Louisa said. She knotted her hands into her skirt to either side. "Grant had me call them, and they came. Now he's—as you see. I thought he was getting better, but he has been seeing things."

She whispered the last part as if he couldn't hear her over the soft rumble of the Honda's engine, still running.

"Hearing them, too," she added.

Tommy's heart raced under Grant's imprisoning arm. Hands flung up to either side as he let others argue his case. Other faces overlaid Tommy's. Other enemies, other friends. In the dark and shifting shadows, could Grant really be sure what he'd seen? Tommy's face resembled their father's, the ghost in the desert.

"I think it was maybe peyote. In the lemonade," Caroline said. "That stuff's really strong, especially if you're not used to it. Might've tasted a little bitter? We should get you some electrolytes, and something else to drink, like, a lot of it. We need to get that flushed out of your system. You might get flashbacks for a while."

Peyote. Hallucinations, stomach cramps, headaches. The drug of choice for the Native American church. Was that a tribute to his heritage? Flashbacks. The word cracked into him like a bullet.

Beneath his arm, alongside his gun, Tommy looked justly terrified. His half-brother, his own flesh and blood.

"I brought the shishkabobs," Marco offered. "It could help to eat something. I ate one while we were up there, so they aren't tainted, but I can eat another if that helps you feel at ease."

Talking to him as if he were one of Marco's subjects, or one of Caroline's fellow addicts. Because right now, he sure looked and acted like both. Grant wrapped his instincts, binding the urge to kill.

Taking a deep breath, he withdrew the gun, lifted his arm from Tommy's chest and stepped back. Each finger of his right hand relaxed, one by one until his trigger finger inched away to rest along the guard, an effort that cost him more than any marathon.

Watching him cede ground, Tommy got his feet under him. He slowly retreated from Grant, brushing himself off, until he'd slipped between Marco and Caroline, letting the two be a wall between himself and Grant. Human shields. Grant hated that he needed them. Hated even more that he wasn't sure that would stop him.

"Thanks, guys. Thanks. You're a couple of life-savers." Tommy half-smiled, nodding his relief.

Grant scanned him, searching for signs or evidence. He couldn't tell anymore what was shadow, what might be blood, and anything he did see could be blamed on Tommy's coming close to the trunk or brushing Dustin when he delivered the belt or water bottle. Or Dustin's blood on Grant's own hands.

How could Grant be certain of Tommy's betrayal if he couldn't be certain of his own eyes? His gut told him Tommy knew more—but his gut had been churning ever since he drank the lemonade.

Grant's suspicion billowed around his half-brother like a mushroom cloud from White Sands.

Turning on his heel, Tommy raced to the Honda and jumped into the driver's seat. Cards scattered from his pocket as he ran, like a bit from Alice in Wonderland. He threw the car into gear, the parking brake squealing for a moment.

"My car!" Caroline spun. "Tommy!"

The Honda peeled out and roared up the road until Grant couldn't hear it any longer.

He heard the crash, a drawn-out grinding of metal and the breaking of glass, the scream, the smashing of trees as the car plunged over a cliff, taking his mother with it, hurling his father away like so much garbage.

Keeping very still, Grant observed the others, searching for any evidence to reinforce his own perceptions.

Caroline ran a few steps, cards scattered around her feet. Somebody wasn't playing with a full deck. "My car. He'd better give it back."

Marco focused on Grant. Louisa wavered between them. Nobody reacted as if someone had died, or as if any crash had happened at all. Not tonight. Grant's relentless comprehension of maps informed him the sounds didn't match the topography. Tommy hadn't crashed, he simply leapt into Caroline's car and drove away. The crash had been all inside of his head.

The truth curdled in Grant's unsettled core. It wasn't only that he didn't know who to trust. He knew with a chill that he could no longer trust himself.

He rotated the pistol, handle first, and offered it to Marco. "I need to surrender my weapon, Marco. I've been compromised."

"But you'll help us, when you've recovered?"

"How long will that be? You don't know and neither do I. I can't be sure of your safety."

"Wait just a minute." Caroline pounded toward him. "We can't do it without you. Find the treasure? Fend off those guys? They beat the crap out of Dustin, didn't they? For what?"

"I don't know. As for the rest, I strongly advise you to stop. Give up on the treasure and go home." He held the gun expectantly.

"That's a valid assessment." Marco relieved him of the weapon, folding his arms, the weapon tucked away. "What about you?"

"You're not letting him do this?" Caroline's hands flew wild, ripples soaring away like bats, beautiful and terrifying for what the vision implied.

"He's right, Caroline. We saw what we saw. He's a trained soldier and you said yourself he could have flashbacks from the drug."

"But Tommy's an ass. He's up to something, right, Grant? Isn't that why you pinned him?"

"It could've been you." Grant pulled the holster from his belt, along with the spare mag and box of ammo from his cargo pocket. "Either of you."

"I don't want you to go." Louisa touched his arm and Grant flinched. She claimed she saw what he had, back in the desert. Was it the truth, or just an attempt to hold onto him, to make him her sworn knight?

"You'll make sure she gets home?"

"Absolutely."

"This is nuts!" Caroline flung up her hands. "We need that money, Marco. I need it—so do you! Do it for Dustin, for what happened⁠—"

Marco grabbed her shoulder. "No emotional blackmail. If we ever trusted him, we gotta trust his judgment on this, okay?"

That "if" weighed on Grant's heart, but it wasn't misplaced. He tugged out the key to his truck and offered that, too. "Parked about a half mile east, behind an old billboard. I'll ride in the back."

"That's surely not necessary," Louisa snapped.

He smiled faintly. "It is. The truck's a three-seater at best." Besides, he still had two knives and his bare hands, and a heart that hungered for danger.


Chapter Forty-Five




El Paso, Texas

"Sorry for calling so late, Nick."

"Doesn't matter, Chief, we're family, you know that."

Grant nearly laughed. The idea of "family" didn't mean the same thing it had when he'd flown out of Boston. He sat on a stone on the concrete promenade leading to the El Paso airport, a modest stream of traffic approaching the building for a handful of red-eye flights, including the one he'd already booked. "Thanks, Nick. You got the flight info?"

"Hang on…yes. How'd El Paso get into it? Never mind. Tell me all about it when I pick you up."

"I'd appreciate that." Given he didn't know how he would react to flying, he needed a dependable driver at the other end. He hadn't had any more hallucinations since they dropped him off half an hour ago, but Caroline's analysis suggested he wouldn't be over it yet. If anything happened, he'd sit on his hands and meditate until wheels down. He'd been through worse.

Different, anyway.

He'd returned from Italy with a broken leg and broken hand, not unlike Dustin's. The helicopter transporting his cousin had come this same direction when it set out. Made sense: El Paso was the biggest city for a hundred miles around.

"You okay, Chief?"

A car at the curb disgorged a family, the kids in pajamas for their flight. "Hard to say."

"It's all over, though. You met your siblings."

"Sure did." One of them discredited by the appearance of a mysterious video. One of them, maybe choosing sobriety. One of them in league with a devil, if Grant's intel could be trusted. And Grant was leaving them all behind, bowing out of the treasure hunt because he couldn't handle it. The compassion in Marco's eyes as they said goodbye haunted him. "Let's just say it wasn't how I expected."

"You don't sound right," Nick said. "Guess it's a good thing you're coming home."

Home. Talk about a word that didn't mean what he thought it had. "Looking forward to it."

"What happened to you?"

Streetlights, headlights nearly obscured the night sky and the steady sound of traffic rolled around him. Marco promised to take care of Louisa, to see her home and shepherd her medical exam. Bernius's car they abandoned in the desert, stuck, waiting for the police to examine it. As for Bernius himself, and his henchmen, they'd taken Esteban's medicine gourd and gotten out of there on the trail of the treasure. He had a few pictures of the bundle on his phone, but he doubted they would reveal much, given the poor lighting. Even if he wanted to, how would he follow?

He hadn't come out here for any treasure, for anything to do with the Conquistador's bloodline or his gold. The trip failed on so many levels, leaving one of his relatives in the hospital, another injured. Grant left behind a mess he had no idea how to fix, except to stop trying before he caused more damage.

What, really, had happened to him? Hadn't figured it all out yet, but he knew the crux. "The accident that killed my parents, Nick. I was in the car when it happened."

Words he'd never spoken since leaving New Mexico the first time, decades ago. Even to the psych eval at Walter Reed. Even to the one that got him into the army.

Nick gave a low whistle. "Okay, Chief, I'm listening."

The words came slow and awkward. Some of the stones and landscaping plants around him pulsed and rose up taller, arching over him as he spoke. He caught a glimpse of his father waiting for a ride, waiting for help that never came.

Rising, he started walking toward the entrance. Get the drug moving around and hopefully filtering out faster. He took a swig from the sports drink Caroline had urged him to buy. She refused to touch it herself, eying the bottle as if someone else might've tampered with it while it waited for him at the convenience store.

Blue and red lights flickered, growing behind him, then dwindling. Grant stood at a break in the walkway, the drive at the front of the airport set off by low fences. The multi-colored lights reflected in the windows of cars across the way. Maybe real, then. "Hang on, Nick."

A police car pulled up to the curb near the walkway. Must've been there for a little while already, assuming the lights had always been real.

He felt a chill in spite of the warm night around him, every sense suddenly alert. "I should go."

"You sure about that? You haven't finished yet."

"Absolutely. I've got company. The official kind."

"Oh, shit. Check in later." Nick rang off.

An officer stepped from the car. "Evening. You planning on flying out?" He tipped his head toward the airport.

"Yes, sir. Just wanted to call home before I check in for my flight." Grant held up his phone. Tempting to put it in his pocket. No sudden moves, no reaching for anything. Glad he'd given up everything to do with the gun. He'd have to shed the knives before boarding, but he hadn't yet. As if weapons made him safer instead of more dangerous.

"No suitcase, no carry-on. Seems like you're traveling light?"

"Yeah, and I have to finish my drink before boarding." Speaking of lights, more of them. Yellow, this time, approaching the walkway from behind. Airport security. Had he been reported for loitering? At an airport people tended to.

Grant managed a smile, wondering if peyote dilated the eyes, if it were detectable in blood. If he were about to go furious like he had with Tommy. Tommy deserved it. Hadn't he? Tension knotted his shoulders. Time for the truth, at least some of it. "My sister felt like we needed a road trip and we didn't stop to pack." He let his hands dangle. "She likes to be spontaneous."

The officer nodded, his glance shifted and a door opened behind Grant. Back-up. The officer returned his smile. "Can I see some ID?"

"Oh, sure. Gotta reach in my pocket, though." Grant slid the sports drink into a cargo pocket, reaching for his wallet in another. "Can I ask what this is about?" An aurora spread across the sky, and a few more police cars showed up, some of them riding the waves in the sky. Oh, hell. Grant focused on the officer in front of him. The real one.

"Just following up on a tip, you know how it is." The officer propped his hand on his weapon. "That ID?"

Grant's phone rang, and he chuckled as he slid it back out again, glancing at the screen. It rang again, then went silent. D.A. After a pause, the phone rang again. Bone Guard code for serious comms. "That's my girlfriend. Do you mind?" He was already answering, rolling his eyes like he and the cop were on the same page about girlfriends. "Hey, honey. Yes, I'm at the airport."

"There's an APB out for you, armed and dangerous, under the influence," D.A. said, fast and furious. "Assault with a deadly weapon."

He hadn't assaulted anyone lately. Unless they were talking about Tommy.

"No, I didn't have time for any shopping. Look, sweetie," he broke off as if she interrupted, then gestured toward the phone again.

Facts: he had assaulted someone with a deadly weapon. For the first time in his life, he was under the influence. And his best witnesses to why were a guy who'd taken a life flight copter and a woman with dementia who thought she'd seen the same ghost. Marco and Caroline had witnessed his attack on Tommy, at least the climax of the scene. Wasn't a soul in the world right now who'd stand up for him. Take the rap or take some time until he could rally—and at least get the drug out of his system. His legs itched to just run, and keep on running.

An airport had to be the world's worst place ever to make a break for it. Plenty of avenues for escape, half of them opening him up for charges even worse than the original.

Phone pressed to his ear, Grant spun about, his free hand in the air, exasperated with whatever he pretended he was hearing. Airport security on the other side. Two officers out of their vehicle, looking nervous. Grant propped that hand on his hip, drawing attention to his empty belt. Unarmed. Nothing up his short sleeves, but the ink didn't do him any favors in the respectability department.

"Look—"

"You want me to argue with you?" D.A. asked.

"Absolutely. I am coming home, I swear⁠—"

"You'd better, or Nick's gonna have my hide, and yours, too."

"Mr. Casey," said the officer behind him.

Grant put up a finger, asking for patience. They already knew his name. Following up on a tip: Bullshit. Sirens wailed inside his brain. D.A. yelled, "You're not even listening to me, are you? I can tell!"

Holding the phone away from his ear, Grant cringed. He mimed his dismay to the officer, then walked a few feet away, plugging his other ear as if to hear her better. "I am, honey, I’m right here. I told you I'm on the way." He hunched his shoulders, looking for privacy. "I need to talk to some people, then I'll check in for the flight. I'm halfway home already."

"You'd better be, buster, or you'll be in so much trouble⁠—"

The officers snickered a little at poor, hen-pecked Casey.

Then he burst into motion, bolting past the empty security vehicle and racing down the entry lane across the ticket booths. A car honked and swerved to his right. Grant dodged left, then vaulted the low fence toward the airport's driveway. The whole place was one-way, and he was running the right direction. The responders would have to wrap the whole short-term parking to get close.

The officer shouted behind him, then engines revved and a siren wailed. Nothing cast traffic into chaos like sirens and lights. Half the cars approaching stopped abruptly, trying to source the sound, while others pulled over to one side or another, apparently at random, and some sped up, hoping to flee the area before their own problems escalated.

Phone back in his pocket, Grant cut alongside the cars as they rearranged themselves for a police car trapped inside both the entry arc and the fence. For a little while, Grant matched speed with the cars, keeping low, the lights providing ample distraction. An officer blew a whistle, directing traffic even as he craned his neck to figure out what was going on.

Jogging behind the traffic officer, Grant slid behind a hotel shuttle waiting at the curb and ducked through the doors along with a couple of travelers startled by the noise and confusion. Giant ads for the hotel wrapped the whole minibus, obscuring the windows to anyone looking in.

The people who boarded at the same time frowned at Grant. He sighed heavily. "The damn airline lost my luggage, and now this." He jabbed a thumb at the chaos unfolding around them. "Can you believe it?"

"That's why I always travel carry-on." The woman heaved a sturdy wheeled suitcase toward the rack.

"Let me help you with that." Grant caught the suitcase with her and placed it securely in the rack.

"Probably immigrant troubles." An older man remarked as he took a seat. "Always seems to be some of that around here, so close to the border.

The driver checked her mirrors, and cranked the handle to shut the doors.

"As long as the hotel didn't lose my reservation on top of it." Grant sipped from his bottle. Too sweet, too blue. The liquid nearly vibrated.

The driver pulled smoothly away as the police car whipped around the final barriers and raced the loop toward the front of the airport. Other lights responded, swelling and bouncing around, throbbing with the beat that hadn't quite left his head. The hotel shuttle picked up speed as it reached the road proper where a few more police cars descended to join the hunt, including one that raced past them for the exit. Grant's options narrowed by the moment.

In this brief reprieve, he sent a message telling Nick that he wasn't coming home.


Chapter Forty-Six




As the minibus slowed for the police cordon forming ahead, Grant stood up, holding one of the loops hanging from the bars overhead, peering toward the front as if he wanted to know what was going on.

"Good grief," the older man grumbled. "Don't they have better things to do?"

"Sorry," Grant said. He yanked the handle on the emergency window release, peeling the seal and tossing it aside as the first officer emerged from their vehicle.

"Oh, my god!" The woman recoiled, hands up.

"Really, really sorry." He grabbed her hard-sided suitcase off the rack and swung in a circle, hurling it toward the officer's center-of-mass. The case burst open, spewing clothes into the startled officer as it bowled him over.

Leaping through the window, Grant hit the ground running.

Jumping to the sidewalk, he ignored the shouts behind him. Back in Afghanistan, his ambiguous skin tone was a handy way to blend with the locals. Around here, it lent credence to the traveler's complaints about immigrants. He was one bad hombre, and they didn't know the half of it. He sprinted along a line of trees, then crossed another street as the sirens increased.

Slide into the shadows as the car raced by, then turn and run the way it had come. Along the back of a hotel, dropping down behind a transformer unit. They'd have officers on foot around here any minute. Run hard, run fast.

He burst past the front of the hotel and crossed the street, stopping to let a big rig roll by, then another burst of speed. Any horns honked would mark his passage, and that was the last thing he wanted.

What he needed, really, was a place he wouldn't be noticed. He ran another block, then two, changing direction more or less at random, but maintaining his heading away. Three and a half miles from the border. Unusual for someone to escape into Mexico, instead of through it. Not his plan, but it did give him an idea.

Grant started scanning for neon. Passed up the first bar he spotted as a police car wailed down the road. He walked now. Not suspicious, just a guy out for a drink.

A woman slouched on the corner, surrounded by shopping bags, one hand knotted into her hair. Grant squatted down. "Hey. I'll give you fifty bucks for your jacket. Twenty more if you've got a hat."

At his voice, she shook alert. "Seventy bucks? For my clothes?"

"Think fast, or I'll talk to some⁠—"

"You got it, buddy." She wriggled her arms free of the jacket. Army surplus, if Grant didn't miss his guess. After searching through two of the bags, she emerged with a baseball cap branded for a farm supplier.

Handing over a wad of cash, Grant pulled on his new persona. "Gracias."

He strolled away from her, both of them better for the deal. Down a side street, he found what he wanted: a low building with a line of older cars and beater bicycles. A few flickering beer signs cast a dubious glow over the doorway as he pushed inside. Cluster of men at the bar, a few more playing pool.

Grant moved into range. "Hola. Dos equis."

The bar tender tipped her chin up to acknowledge, and Grant shared a glance with one of the other guys. A television over the bar showed a soccer match, Paraguay versus Argentina. Most of the occupants watched idly. Grant pulled out a bill. "Diez, Paraguay."

The man nearest snorted, saying in Spanish. "They're already down, and the game's half over."

Grant accepted his beer from the bar tender and raised it to the man. "I have faith," he answered in the same language.

With another snort, the guy pulled out a bill to match Grant's and said, "You're on."

Argentina made a break for the goal, a flurry of passes that raised the noise level of the bar to a fever pitch, but Paraguay blocked, and Grant toasted his team with a beer he wasn't planning to drink. Just one of the crowd, another day laborer longing for home.


Chapter Forty-Seven




Russell had finally dismissed his companions as their second vehicle arrived at the hotel Jeanne selected for them. In the momentary peace of his own room, he lay out the components of the bundle Casey had uncovered at the monument. A broken, dried-out gourd, extra dry, given how long it had presumably been buried. Ribbons and bells still decorated its neck. A shell and a pile of seeds could be some kind of ritual offering, a meal provided for the dead man in something like a grave. The clue from the kachina suggested they needed to find the man's actual body for some reason, but he had no reason to think it would be found now, or ever. What if he brought these dangerous men to a dead end? He imagined Bernius making a quip about that. Ha ha.

So he called in an expert. Someone who, if he couldn't trust her, at least he could control her. His watch vibrated just before a knock sounded in the room.

"Mr. Casaverde. Got a woman here to see you."

Sharon stood outside, a small valise in her hand. "Why do you have bodyguards, Russell?"

"I'm afraid our nephew's behavior has been a little…erratic lately."

"Marco, you mean? He's not dangerous, and I don't believe that video anyhow." She breezed past him, her clothes fluttering. "Where's Mother?"

He really should be more concerned about that. "She and Dustin are having a little getaway, visiting some of the sights."

"Oh, right. I saw the photo he posted, that Walter White thing. Are you sure that's a good idea, for them to be traveling around? She's been so unsettled lately, and this business with Joshua's son showing up. The living are almost as agitated as the dead." Her gaze turned toward the heavens, or the ether, or whatever it was she thought she saw.

"It's because of the dead it seemed wise for them to get away." Russell shot a glance to the goon at the door, who tipped his hat and closed the door genteelly behind him. At least they were well-trained. "You know she went to the wreck site?"

She literally gasped, hands to her mouth, the little bag falling to her feet. "I didn't think she remembered."

"She doesn't, not really. She forgets that he's dead all the time. That's one of the symptoms of her illness." He offered a warm smile. "I wonder if she might be eased if she could see the world that you do."

Sharon's hands hesitated, mid-gesture. "Given how things are going, I don't think so? But that's not what I meant. When she saw Grant, she thought he was Joshua, of course." A nervous rise and fall of her shoulders. "No, she's been visiting the wreck site for years. Before she got sick, I mean. I'm surprised she remembered how to get there, given…" she fluttered a hand near her brow. "It might be the start of healing."

Mother had been visiting the wreck site for years, and he was meant to be comforted by her returning there? Sharon was more deluded than he thought. And his mother less in thrall to her age.

Beaming, she reached for his hand, taking it in both of hers. He steeled himself not to pull away. "And you, too. You've never been interested in the spiritual realms before. It's as if Father's passing has drawn some of the veil from your sight." So warm, so enveloping, so nauseating.

"It's in that spirit, if you will, that I asked you here." He used her clutch to draw her over toward the table. "I feel…inspired by his passing to take up the quest that he always wanted, to locate the Spanish gold. It's rather invigorating, given all that's happened."

"That's wonderful, Russell. I'm so glad to hear you finding—"again, that little movement—"well, something beyond technology and commerce. Something to spark your soul." After another sweaty squeeze of his hand, she let him go and turned her attention to the items spread before her, the parts of the kachina to one side, the gourd and its contents to the other. "Spiritual readings can be difficult on items so old and fragmented, of course, but I'll do my best."

He blinked, marshaling an understanding expression. "Of course. But you could begin with your real-world knowledge about the cultural significance of these things. I know you're more aware than I am."

"Good idea, yes." She spread her hands over the table, then starting carefully picking up and examining each item. "Did the information about peyote help?"

"Not especially, but I do appreciate it."

"It's funny, you calling about that. I had just heard from Stryker, that detective?" She unfurled the scrap of parchment to study the words. "Dad had some kind of flower petal in his mouth. Like, maybe it was a garnish on something he'd eaten, or one of those fancy drinks he likes over at the country club." Sharon smiled faintly. "I like the idea of him dining on blossoms. The closest thing to eating a rainbow, which is one of the pathways to the afterlife."

"And one of the dietary recommendations from the board of health, as I recall." He could well imagine his father sipping a flower with his drink, if he'd gotten distracted by some pretty thing in the dining room. "So, what do you make of these things?"

She told him more about Zuni kachinas than he cared to know, and Russell managed to nod along, telling her about the translations of the old text. She turned to the gourd. "All the stories have him carrying a medicine bundle like this, a gourd rattle. This other stuff suggests he got that further south and east, by the coast."

That coincided with the crude map carved into the deer hide, and Russell's excitement grew. "The island where they washed up."

"That's about right." She reverently brought the top of the gourd to her heart, eyes closed as she hummed.

A fist banged on the door, then it slammed open and Bernius stood there, a half-smoked cigarette in his mouth. "They spotted Casey at the airport, but he pulled a runner."

El Paso made sense as a destination, but Russell had been very much hoping they'd left the man behind to unspool in the messy aftermath of the desert encounter.

"Casey?" Sharon’s eyes opened.

"We gotta go. He'll be gunning for me. Literally." Bernius grinned around his cigarette. "Cops are on full alert, but he could be anywhere."

Casey had no reason to know they were in town. If they got out fast, he never would. Russell plucked the gourd from Sharon's hand, sweeping it into the hide along with the rest. "Come along, Sharon. Galveston's lovely this time of year."


Chapter Forty-Eight




Dustin's eyes opened. Eyes, plural, and that almost made him weep. He'd been awake on and off through the last few hours. He thought, hours, anyway. Not days. Anesthesia made it so hard to tell. The television over his bed showed a cartoon he didn't recognize, but then he preferred live-action. Of which, he'd had more than enough recently. His bandaged face and arm ached. Time for more meds? Maybe not quite. Had Louisa taken hers? Left-handed by default for a while, he reached for a cellphone he didn't have. Damnit. The nurse call button came to hand instead.

The nurse bustled in promptly. "Good morning, Mr. Casaverde. Pleased to see you looking so alert. Do you want these blinds open?" A dangling badge identified the nurse as Farouk.

"Good morning, Farouk. Yes, the blinds open would be great." He sounded a little raspy, and his throat ached as well. "Can I get some juice? And maybe a new channel?"

"Certainly." Farouk checked some of the devices attached to Dustin, then found a remote and flicked the channel to local news. "Better?"

"Thanks." Dustin leaned back on his pillows. He emerged from that terrible night into a peaceful dawn with the startling conviction that he would be okay. He recalled some reassurances from the doctors after surgery and between naps, and the very fact of his voice and his vision gave him hope.

"I'll get that juice." Farouk departed, leaving him with a television update about a local manhunt. Still on the loose! Declared a red box at the bottom of the screen.

Trying to reach the remote caused a wave of pain across his middle, and Dustin sank back, wincing, as Farouk returned with a juice box, and a trio of people, including Detective Stryker.

"Don't you be sitting up yet." Farouk prodded him back and pushed the drink box into his hand.

"That's my cousin. What did he do?" Dustin aimed the straw at the grainy image on the screen. Tape across his hand held the IV needle in place and itched like the name of a show that he couldn't quite recall.

"You don't remember?" Stryker stepped inside, spurring the woman in the group to cut him off, moving briskly to block Dustin's view and hold out a badge.

"We're from the El Paso Police Department, Mr. Casaverde. Your doctor cleared you to talk with us for a few minutes, if you're feeling up to it. I know you've been through a lot, so we'll keep it brief. I'm Detective Ramirez, this is Sergeant Donovan." She introduced herself and her partner.

"You're not suggesting Grant did this to me." Dustin coughed, with a spasm of pain, and eagerly sucked at the juice box.

Ramirez and Donovan shared a glance, Donovan taking out a notebook. Ramirez said, almost gently, "Your blood was found in the trunk of his car. How much do you remember?"

For a minute, Dustin wasn't sure he'd woken up. "Not his car. Michael Bernius. He's the one who hit me."

"Michael Bernius."

Stryker angled to Dustin's left, almost out of sight if he focused on the local officers. Squirrelly as hell. "My father and I were coming down to look for my grandmother. She'd wandered off from a family picnic. Near this old observatory?"

Ramirez nodded encouragingly.

"We were going to split up. Take two cars to use the headlights." His voice rasped deeper, and Dustin sucked dry the little juice box, dropping it into the trash can at his side.

A rolling table pushed up on his left and Stryker poured him a plastic cup of water, sticking in a straw. What was he even doing here? Dustin accepted the drink. "Dad's…I don't know. Not really his friend. His associate, Bernius, he showed up, and Dad told him to help me, then he went for his car."

"That's your father now?" Ramirez interrupted.

"Russell Casaverde." Slurp the water. If he would tell the whole story, he was gonna need it. On the screen behind her, a sheriff at a microphone clearly spelled out a plan to capture the dangerous fugitive. Dustin had seen this movie a number of times. Law enforcement cordon, shut down the airports, bus stations, border crossings. Plaster Grant's face all over town until he was captured, or somebody shot him. Don't mess with Texas.

"Once Dad left, Bernius attacked me. Punching and kicking." Dustin blinked a few times. The memory triggered his aches. His chest tightened, his throat constricting. The man moved so fast, so methodically.

"Do you know why? Did he say anything?"

He started to shake his head, and remembered Grant's arm, somehow both strong and gentle, pinning his head, preventing him from making things worse. "No. Then my cousin came."

"Casey?" Stryker's voice, sharp with interest.

"Tommy. Came down the trail with a flashlight."

"You're sure about the identity? Sounds like it was dark and you were already injured."

"Detective Stryker, you're here at our say-so," Ramirez put in.

Clearing his throat, Farouk moved through the door, his uniform nudging police out of the way. "The patient's heartrate and breathing have increased. That's not good."

"Farouk?" Dustin's cup rattled as he tried to get the nurse's attention.

"More water?" The man's dark hand slipped away the cup to refill it.

"I need a phone. Please."

"Gonna die without your insta?" Farouk smiled, pressing the cup back into his hand. "I'll get these people out of here."

"I almost died last night.”

"Just a few more questions," Ramirez promised with a glare at Stryker. "So your cousin arrived, then what?"

"Tommy," Dustin clarified.

"They look pretty alike, even by daylight," Stryker remarked. "Even if you haven't taken a boot to the head."

Dustin shook his head, and discovered instantly why Grant had prevented that. "He—he didn't—" Dustin gasped for breath. The cup sloshed water over his arm. Tommy just stood there, with some lame-ass remarks like he was on the wrong side of the screen watching a horror movie where he didn't even care enough to yell a warning.

"That's enough. All of you, out of here." Farouk swept his arms out, gesturing for the cops to depart.

No, no. "He hit me again, kicked my face." Dustin struggled to sitting as the officers inched toward the door. "They put me in the trunk."

"Blue vehicle?" Ramirez called from the door.

"Bernius's car. It's his. Grant found me. He called for the helicopter."

"How'd he know where to look?" Stryker inquired.

"I don't know." Dropping the cup on the table, Dustin pressed a hand to his chest, trying to regain control. "Listen to the call. 911."

"Don't you worry, Mr. Casaverde, we'll look at all the evidence." Ramirez flicked her head toward the exit as Farouk tried to herd them onward.

"What was Casey using? Report says he's tripping." Stryker strolled for the door. Malicious compliance, doing what they wanted but way too slow.

"He's not a user."

"But he was on something last night, wasn't he."

"Shoo! Go on, before I call security." Farouk stalked into the doorway as the police finally moved on. Over his shoulder, he said, "Get some rest, Mr. Casaverde. Don't you worry about any of this right now."

Dustin collapsed to his bed, sobbing with the effort and the renewed pain. Don't worry? How could he not—surely he'd just made Grant's life ten times harder.


Chapter Forty-Nine




The vibration of his watch alerted Russell and he reluctantly elevated his chair. Russell's car slid down the highway as he snoozed in the back seat, with Sharon beside him. Up in front, the screen darkened to display the name, "Detective Stryker," above a telephone icon.

"That doesn't sound good," Bernius grumbled.

"Stryker?" Sharon scooted forward. "I'll bet he has information for us—why else would he call so early?"

"Jeanne. Send it to my earpiece." He deployed the tech as the call rang through. No need for everyone to hear the other end of the conversation. "Detective Stryker, I didn't expect to hear from you."

"Heard you've been doing some traveling, Mr. Casaverde."

Another fishing expedition. The man needed to get a new hobby. "What do you want?"

"Just following up on something Dustin told me."

His heart quickened, bounding promptly from the idea that Dustin was alive and alert enough to speak, to the idea that he'd spoken to Stryker of all people. "You've heard from Dustin?"

"He's in lousy shape, Mr. Casaverde, as I expect you know."

Not according to the current narrative. Well, Dustin wasn't the only one who could perform when he had to. "What are you talking about? He and Louisa joined us for a picnic just last night."

Sharon watched him, concern gathering in her brow and pinching her lips. Russell reached for her hand, and she eagerly responded with her sweaty "supportive" grasp.

"He was beaten badly. Life flight to El Paso. You never heard about this?"

"God, no. That's terrible. But you said you spoke to him? So he must be recovering." To Sharon he mouthed, "Dustin."

"I dropped in on him a little while ago with a couple of El Paso's finest." His drawl suggested what he thought about their abilities. "They'll get around to you pretty soon. So happens I had your number already. Care to make a statement?"

"I hope he continues to recover well. Of course I'll reach out if I learn anything—as will you, yes, Mr. Stryker?"

"Ab-so-lutely. Don't suppose you've seen Caroline? Caroline Astor?"

"She was there last night, as well." Then Russell's sleepy filters caught up with the moment. "She was acting strangely. No, I shouldn't say anything. I don't really know much about her, and I don't know where she went later, I'm sorry."

"Think she might've been on something? I do know about her record, Russell, it's not like you're spilling any beans here."

Russell sighed. "I hate to say it, but yes, it's likely. She'd been trying to get the others to relax. She seemed quite relaxed already."

"You're saying she wanted her brothers to take whatever she was on."

"Of course not, Stryker. Nothing of the kind. Now if you're done insulting my family⁠—"

"Deepest apologies, Mr. Casaverde. Sorry to bother you." Stryker paused, then added, "You will let me know what you think of, though."

Russell hung up. To the front seat, he said, "Dustin's in the hospital, but apparently he's awake and talking."

Bernius eyed him in the rearview. "What do you think we should do, Mr. Casaverde?"

Dustin, talking. About what? How much did he know—how much could he guess? He knew about the phone calls, the avatar of Joshua. Harmless, wasn't it. He might not think so any more. Russell should've made sure his boy knew who was behind the attack, to make the warning stick. "Tell the other car to go back and take care of him. Whoever hurt him might still be out there. I don't want to take any chances."

"Smart." Bernius tapped his forehead.

"What about Mom? Where is she?" Sharon gripped him. "We've got to go back, Russ."

"Sharon." Russell turned in his seat to face her, drinking in her worried gaze. Stryker wanted to pin some things on Casey, probably to claim Victor’s reward for solving his murder—if any. Russell could certainly do his part to assist. "Casey's got it in for us, myself and Michael both. As long as he's on the loose, we're not safe. Given what's happened to Dustin⁠—"

"No!" She gaped at him.

"I'm afraid so. What happened when he was a child, Sharon, I'm not sure anyone could walk away from that and still be quite normal. Put a military career on top of that, and he’s a veritable powder keg. Dustin's in good hands at the hospital, and our men will see to it he stays that way. Assuming they arrive in time, of course." His glance rose to Bernius, who displayed his phone.

"Sending the message, Mr. Casaverde. I got some backup coming for us as well. You want us to give Dustin VIP treatment?"

Russell felt certain he knew what Bernius was asking. "Roll out the red carpet. We can't afford to get this wrong."

"I can guarantee you Casey won't get his hands on your son."


Chapter Fifty




After the police had gone, Dustin slurped down another juice box, thinking furiously. He'd taken another hit of the pain medication, but just enough to dull the edge and keep his mind clear. The television moved on to cooking shows, with some celebrity chef strolling along a dock, talking with fishermen about their catch. Hard to get all the details without the sound up, but still, watching without dialog allowed Dustin to—Shit!

Frantically, he grabbed the call button.

Farouk took an age to return and Dustin clung to the call button like a talisman. "What's so urgent, Mr. Casaverde?"

"All joking aside, Farouk, it's very important for me to be online. I'll be missed. Can I please use a phone? Even just for a little while." It might be the most important message he'd ever send.

The nurse eyed him, checking the level of fluid in the drip bag. "I really don't appreciate the call button being abused, Mr. Casaverde."

Contrition, Dustin mastered years ago. Harder with the bandages, or maybe easier, given he already looked pathetic. "I know, and I'm sorry. I need to let some people know I’m okay. Can I do that? Please?"

"Did you come in with a phone?" Farouk pulled a laundry bag from a cabinet and peered inside. Dustin's clothes, presumably covered with his blood. No thanks.

"The men who did this took it from me."

Farouk strangled the bag and stuffed it away, head bowed, clearly wavering.

"I'll leave the hospital a great review. Tell everyone the surgeon was fantastic, and the nurses are super professional." Each sentence required careful effort to modulate his voice and hit something like the right tone. "Please."

The nurse's lips curved. "Social media's not good for your health, you know this."

No nod, just a smile, partial and painful. "My whole life is on there, my professional network, most of my friends. I need to reach my family."

Farouk slipped a phone from his scrubs pocket, and slid his finger over the screen. "You've got five minutes while I check your neighbor, okay? And no surfing pornography—this is my private device."

"Five minutes. Tops. No porn."

Dustin cradled the precious device as Farouk hustled away again. He tapped in a number from memory. Text, no voice. Save that for the next part. ::It's Dustin. There was an oyster shell in the gourd. Stryker in town. Watch out!

He should be calling his dad, but his thumb hesitated over the screen. Louisa was with Grant last he knew, but she couldn't be on the run with him, not with the police scouring El Paso. Hunting an innocent man.

Bringing up his favorite social, Dustin switched the phone's camera to selfie mode. He looked like Hell, but it was what it was. Taking another sip of water, he composed himself as best he could.

"Good morning, from El Paso. I'd give you a thumbs up, friends, but life's a little crazy right now. What do you think of my new look?" He paused, panning the camera a little to give his audience a good idea of what he meant, then returning to a three-quarter view, mostly the left side of his face. Always show your best side. Already, a few of his fans on-line were tuning in, sending reactions that floated by, little faces of dismay, little hugs, and tears and terrors.

"I was attacked last night, by a man who intended for me to never act again." Deeper breath. "He won't win. Not just because I won't let him stop me, but because of another man, my cousin, Grant Casey." Swallow. Dustin channeled every last-ditch rousing speech he'd ever memorized. He had to go slow, ignoring the pain, pausing for sips of water or for the latest throb from his stitches to pass.

"Grant's a veteran, a former soldier who almost died serving his nation." This earned a bunch of drifting "applause" symbols from an increasing number of followers and a few waving flags in the comments. "He lost his own parents in an accident years ago, and somehow he's still standing, still fighting for what's right.

"Last night, in spite of his own circumstances, Grant's the man who found me. He stood up to the cowards—"that still hurt, Tommy's weak words, the moment when Grant's own pain resonated and he refused to let Dustin be trapped even a moment longer than necessary.

"Grant is the one who got help for me. He took care of me and he wouldn't back down until I got safe. El Paso is looking for him. They're trying to arrest him, saying he's dangerous. Well, he is dangerous—if you're on the wrong side of justice." Too much emphasis. It hurt, and his eyes blurred with tears. Dustin blinked them away. Determination, courage. Not letting the bastards get him down, or stuff him in a trunk.

"I'm not the first person whose life he saved. God willing, I won't be the last, but you know, and I know, how quickly a manhunt can go wrong. Call it off, El Paso. He's not the man who hurt me. Grant Casey is an American hero. Tell the police to leave him alone." He wiped his face with the back of his hand, letting the tears spill over. Hundreds of emojis: flags waved, prayer hands, offers to send money to his recovery fund, or to a defense fund for Grant.

A man in scrubs stepped though the door. Had it been five minutes already? "Hey, Farouk, just let me—oh, sorry!"

An orderly he hadn't seen before, dressed in the requisite scrubs though the sleeves bound over his bulging muscles, walked in and shut the door behind him.


Chapter Fifty-One




After closing up the bar with his new friends, and winning almost a hundred bucks in Paraguay's upset victory, Grant drifted from one shadowy life to another as dawn rose. He should figure out how to leave town, but they'd expect him to go. They would set up road blocks for a while, after all, his list of charges grew longer with his flight from the airport. Ha. Law enforcement couldn't keep road blocks up forever without pissing off the people who paid their salary. His name would be flagged by hotels and transportation services, and he hadn't planned for an alternative ID. Stealing a car, even if he later left it in good condition, wouldn't be a great look for him right now.

He slouched in a makeshift encampment in a park between the airport and the border. Folks eyed him warily and someone let off a string of obscenities. Grant pretended he didn't understand until the guy gave up and wandered off. Dozing for a little while, Grant woke to a woman's hands groping around his waist, looking for his pockets. He captured her wrist and gave her a glare, then released her to scurry back to her own space. Nearby someone snored in a tent made of cardboard boxes and tarps.

A young person raced into the camp, barefoot. "Cops! Cops cops cops." They kept moving, dodging tent stakes and sleeping residents.

Grant rose little faster than anyone else who might wish to avoid trouble as a bullhorn recommended they get their hands up. A few people shouted back, some of them throwing litter, and the police pressed forward, rousting the encampment, probably for the excuse of it—because their search so far turned up empty, and here was a population they could get pissed at with few consequences.

Enough people stumbled, ran or shuffled away, some of them carrying bundles or pushing carts, that the scene bought him precious moments to merge with the stream of traffic. Steps ahead of the approaching officers, Grant glided from the park, down an alley, and away. Another refuge gone, but he hadn't needed it as much as some of those other people.

What next? Grant wandered alone. Sometimes, the light around him pulsed with sudden intensity. His father watched him from a reflection and he thought it might be his own, except the reflection just stood there, watching. The psychiatrist's office at Walter Reed opened off of a payday loan building and Grant kept moving, trying to leave that all behind. Even if stealing a car might save him, he wouldn't trust himself to drive.

Besides, he couldn't leave.

His mind grew clearer by the moment, the remnants of his drug exposure fraying. And with every moment, he grew more convinced the attack on Dustin had been personal. It was Tommy, not Dustin, who had a history with Bernius. If Bernius wanted to make a statement, he had a thousand other ways to do so. If he meant to control or intimidate Dustin, then a threat to his face, his livelihood, made a lot more sense than just doing what he'd done, with no apparent provocation or escalation.

Which meant Grant couldn't be sure they'd be done with his cousin.

His phone vibrated. He expected D.A. or Nick checking up on him, as they had periodically throughout the night, asking for his plan to get out of there.

Unfamiliar number, with a note from Dustin, of all people. For a moment, Grant's head no longer ached, his steps lighter. His cousin had gotten to safety. Must've gotten the help he needed. The critical part had gone right. Too bad Grant's involvement had gotten him in trouble to begin with.

Along a row of store fronts the only thing open at that time was the coffee shop at the end, where the aromas made his stomach growl. What were the odds the barista hadn't seen the news? Slim to none.

Oyster shell, Dustin said. Like those heaped into the middens down on the Gulf islands where Indians had been living for centuries, harvesting from the sea in one season, and moving inland, away from the storms. Indians like the people who found the shipwrecked Spanish. Dustin had a clue for him, and a warning. Not that he understood what either meant. The Albuquerque detective struck him as equally enigmatic.

::thx he sent back.

Down the street, he could see the University Medical Center where Dustin had been taken. Half a mile, maybe. Just like his theory in not skipping town right away, circulating around the area meant he stayed where they didn't expect to find him. Still, he'd better keep moving and off the street as much as possible.

His phone chimed again, actually D.A. this time. ::This'll either cheer you up, or piss you off. New PR person? And a link to a livestream.

Slipping into an alleyway, Grant found a patch of darkness between the back door of a closed shop and the fence surrounding their dumpster. On the livestream, Dustin sat propped in a hospital bed, half of his face swathed with bandages, the rest bruised and scraped. The swelling had gone down significantly. God willing, and the surgeons performed well, he'd bounce back from this. Grant inched up the volume, hearing the rasp and hesitation in Dustin's voice as he delivered an ode to Grant's heroics. At least he had one relative who thought well of him, in spite of the drugs and the beating.

To another man, the stream gave permission to go. To let go, and leave Dustin in other people's care, confirming that Grant's guardianship passed on.

Dustin startled on the screen acknowledging someone who entered, then turning his phone around. "Everyone, say thanks to the great staff here at University Medical! They're taking awesome care of me, and I can't say how much I appreciate it."

The orderly by the door waved this away, ducking his head, then moving briskly to one side off screen. The glimpse was more than enough for Grant. Last time he saw that guy, they'd been fighting over the kachina, and the thug would've taken out the eagles and their keeper alike.

Grant burst into motion, hitting his stride in a few paces, phone to his ear, tapping the call button and praying Dustin would answer before the line went permanently dead.


Chapter Fifty-Two




"Better put that away," the orderly said as he strolled along the side of Dustin's bed.

With a nod and a quick smile in his direction, Dustin said, "Thank you to everyone watching. Thank you to everyone who's sharing this video, and helping to spread the word. Grant Casey is no criminal. Hashtag free Grant, hashtag, my hero." He finished with the biggest smile he could muster under the circumstances.

The phone buzzed with an incoming call. Oh, jeez. Farouk would be wanting his phone back, and now he'd missed a call! Dustin dismissed the call, and finished his video.

As Dustin tapped emojis in response to people's comments and pledges of help, the orderly sidled up and hefted the IV bag in one hand. He pulled out a syringe with the other. "Just a little something to ease the pain."

"Thanks." Setting the phone on the rolling table, Dustin took a long drink from his cup. He'd been too busy, and too emotional, with the livestream given his current condition. Maybe the way he got worked up would help, though? Who knew, but his fans had been super engaged, in spite of the hour, which was great to see. The European fans, most likely. Maybe he could get picked up by something on the BBC now that⁠—

The phone vibrated again, with a text on the thread he'd begun. ::NO ORDERLY. THAT'S AN ENEMY! GET HELP!

As nonchalantly as he could, Dustin drew his gaze back to the man. The orderly whistled softly to himself as he plucked the syringe from the bag attached to Dustin's hand. Oh, shit, indeed. What the hell was the guy pumping into him?

Dustin snatched the call button dangling from the bed rail and jammed it with his thumb. He brought his hand up to his mouth, biting the tube and yanking it free. The needle burned as it jerked out. With a yelp, he dropped the tube, rolling his hand to press it hard against his chest, trying to stop the blood from the puncture.

"You idiot.” The orderly wrenched the call button from Dustin's hand as someone tried the door behind them. The orderly brought the needle up between them, making a jab for Dustin's eye. Dustin jerked his head to the side, agony streaking across his face and neck.

"Did you need some help?" a woman asked.

The orderly bent over Dustin, holding the needle to his throat with one hand, with the other, controlling Dustin's left, applying pressure of his own. Dark eyes dead as a shark's stared into Dustin's.

"Nope, sorry," the orderly said. "I was trying to make him comfortable, and hit the button by mistake.”

"Oh, yeah, that'll happen. It looks like your heart rate's a little elevated, Mr. Casaverde. I'll have the doctor check in with you a little sooner, okay?"

"Please," Dustin tried to answer.

The nurse started to go, then said, "Has his IV come loose? That's the monitor isn't it?" She started toward them.

"Helluva day." The orderly offered a sharp grin. "Looks like I do need help."

She approached. "Just let me⁠—"

In a quick movement, the orderly transferred his grip to the back of her neck and slammed her head against the wall near the window with a sickening crack. She slumped and he moved as if to do it again.

Dustin hit the portable table, shoving it into the man's gut. The needle scraped his throat as he moved, but the fake orderly recoiled, forced away from him. The nurse tumbled to the ground with a moan.

The effort placed Dustin on his side, his left arm under him, his bound right arm on top. Wrapping a big hand over Dustin's mouth, the orderly pulled the cord of the call button around Dustin's throat. Dustin clawed at him and bucked against the bed, trying to free his good hand.

His throat constricted, the cord digging in, binding his breath.

Glass shattered overhead and the orderly pulled back, dragging Dustin along with him as he maintained the ligature. The man's face registered shock as a flowerpot slammed into it, breaking into shards and spilling dirt all over them both.

Freeing his hand, the man grabbed the IV pole, wielding it like a lance to fend off the assailant on the window sill.

An alarm rang, Dustin was pretty sure, somewhere outside of his head. He got his hand up to grapple with the cord at his throat.

The IV pole thrashed, then rammed backward, and the orderly let go, dodging its path. Blood streamed down the man’s face from a broken nose and gash across his cheek. He dragged Dustin from his bed and hurled him through the window.

Glass splintered. Fresh pain sliced Dustin's side and leg, the world spun around him like he'd been plunged into the opening sequence from 'Doctor Who.' If he'd eaten anything all day, he would've lost the meal.

"Shit!" Grant's voice, close and sharp.

Dustin hit Grant full force, both of them falling to the ground. Dustin tumbled, and Grant caught him, half crouched, preventing his head from striking the ground.

A shadow swelled, and Grant dropped his elbow, arching his body over Dustin's as the orderly smashed into them.

Absorbing the impact, Grant dug in, holding fast to avoid crushing Dustin beneath their combined weight. A flurry of fists came at him.

Grant got his feet under him and heaved the orderly away, following after and leaving the sky blessedly clear. Dustin's face and body throbbed, his hand still bled. If it hadn't been for the clouds, he wouldn't know which way was up. His thigh burned. Gasping for breath, he urged the world to start making sense again.

Sirens, alarms and shouting, then his grandmother's voice channeling a Terminator movie: "Come with me if you want to live."


Chapter Fifty-Three




Grant slammed a fist into the other man's stomach. The thug grunted, balling his own fists, then as the sounds of mayhem increased around them, the man aimed a roundhouse kick. Grant evaded, and the man kept moving, running hard away.

Wheels squealed, and Grant spun about. Security men emerged from the door at the far end and sirens wailed. A familiar truck bounced over the curb and screeched to a halt near by. Louisa called from the driver's seat.

Dustin lay on the ground nearby, thunderstruck.

"Are you all right?" Grant closed the distance. He caught Dustin's hand between his. Needed better pressure, and ideally, a sterile dressing to stop the bleeding.

“We gotta stop meeting like this,” Dustin said. “But thanks.”

"Get up get up!" Caroline waved at Grant across Louisa's arms. "Get in the back. The police are coming."

Grant scanned his cousin. Dustin lay partly on his side, his bandaged face up as he struggled to breath. "You gotta go." He gulped, chest heaving. He struggled to free his hand, his hospital gown twisted around his torso and hips, the hem soaked in blood. More of it.

"Come on." Caroline’s gesture rounded, beckoning.

The moment Grant released Dustin's hand, Dustin sagged away, giving a feeble thumbs-up that collapsed almost as quickly. Grant slipped his hands rapidly along Dustin's side, each time eliciting a wince from the other man. As the assailant threw him out the window—whether in frustration, or another assassination attempt—Dustin's body cracked and dragged across the broken glass. Now blood spread fast. Too fast.

"Go without me." Grant found the gash toward Dustin's inner thigh. Shit. He wrapped the wound with one hand then pinned Dustin's leg in his grip. Pressure to the wound. No way his cousin died outside a goddamn hospital.

"Hands up! Get your hands where we can see them." The first police car rocked to a halt maybe twenty yards away, one officer shouting at him through the loudspeaker, the other already aiming his weapon.

Two more squad cars blared onto the scene, and the hospital security force raced closer, two men on foot, two more in a golf cart, halting behind their better armed counterparts.

Grant focused on the first officer, his strength invested in his cousin's life. "He has a thigh wound. If I let go, he’ll die."

"Is that a threat?" said the man with the gun.

"Hands up! Hands up now!" the loudspeaker brayed.

"It's not a threat, it's the truth." Grant kept his voice level and clear. The officer's gun rose, the black glint of the barrel catching the morning light. “He needs emergency medical treatment. Right here, right now.”

"That's my patient!" Someone called from the sidelines.

"He needs a doctor." Grant glanced at the newcomer, a slender, darker skinned man in scrubs. "Immediately."

The man's head bobbed as a pair of officers closed in on him, pushing him back.

"Farouk?" Dustin murmured.

"Farouk!" Grant projected his voice through the mess. The nurse paused, caught between duty and fear. "Get help." Breaking the gaze, Farouk ran, the officers shifting their efforts toward securing the perimeter.

Already, more voices, more faces clustered around the edges of the stand-off, cameras and phones, worried families and hospital workers, not to mention university students. Oh, boy.

"Grant?" Caroline drew out his name.

"Get back, ma'am! Move this vehicle."

Two more guns stared him down. Two more in his easy range of vision, which meant plenty of others just out of sight. Last night, a gun kept him company through a terrible madness. Maybe they always had.

A fresh siren's wail rose to one side, then flashing lights whirling closer. Grant tensed, bracing for illusion, but the grass trembled. Real lights, a real ambulance rocking to a halt, backwards, cutting off the line of fire from at least one of those guns. The rear door flew open and a pair of EMT's jumped down.

"Easy, man, easy." One of them spread his gloved hands. "We just want to take care of him, okay?"

Same. "He's bleeding heavily from a thigh wound. I don't know how deep. I'm applying pressure."

"Keep it up." The EMT dropped a case on the ground next to him then took a knee.

"You can't be there," the loudspeaker insisted. "This man's armed and dangerous."

As if Grant could kill them while he was trying to save someone's life. As if he wanted to. "I am unarmed," Grant announced. No point denying he might be dangerous.

"Those are my grandsons," Louisa's voice threaded the background, "Of course I'm not leaving."

Dustin's eyes flickered open and slid shut. "Her knights.”

"Best in the world," Grant told him.

The second EMT prepped oxygen, pulling the mask over Dustin's face while the first tore open a package. "Ready?" She met Grant's eye.

He gave a nod.

"On my count, you pull your hands. I apply the dressing. You move back, behind my partner. You get in the truck. Got all that?"

A moment of stillness in the mounting chaos as Grant absorbed what she was saying. His voice fell very low. "You're letting me go."

"I saw his livestream." Her gaze dropped, and she leaned in closer, preparing to take over. No way someone could target him now, not without hitting one of the first responders. "On three. Two. One."

He shifted his hands. Hers moved into place, the hemostatic dressing pressed close, ready to stop the bleeding. "We've got this. Trust me."

Grant rose slightly, hands up, moving back as she straightened, then he pivoted on his knee and launched past the ambulance.

"Hey! Hey!" Loudspeaker shouted, as Grant dove into the back of the truck. He rolled hard against the sidewall as his grandmother punched the vehicle into motion. It bounced a curb. He braced as best he could, finding a few tie-downs to cling to as the truck swung one way, then another. A glancing impact shook the vehicle and tufts of leaves flew overhead, some of them scattering over Grant, then the truck raced away accompanied by the women's wild laughter.


Chapter Fifty-Four




Galveston Island, Texas

3:22 pm

Sharon stood up to her ankles in the water, arms raised in some sort of welcome, tempting Russell to knock her face down into the surf, a moment of pure "older brother" impulse of the kind he hadn't indulged for decades. At least, not in such a direct fashion.

So much for having some time to himself to consider the evidence and confer with his people. Sand and bits of shells crunched under his feet, while the whole place smelled of salt and sea gulls.

"Hello, Russell," she called out, and he wondered for a moment if she really did have some kind of psychic power. "Join me in the water?"

"No, thank you."

Lowering her hands, she turned and strolled toward him, drawing her feet slowly through the water until she reached dry land. "Do you even have any beach clothes? You got us a plane and this nice hotel, I'm sure you could afford a pair of shorts."

Russell brushed a hand over his khaki pants, wondering why someone would pay good money for half of a garment. "Since you've settled in already, have you had a chance to examine the other items?"

"Oh, sure. Grave goods. Say, have you heard any more about Dustin? About the attack?" Her face colored in an instant. "Oh, my gosh, Russell!" Her hand fell to his shoulder. "I didn't mean to do that, to talk about graves, then your son. You must think I'm such an idiot."

He did, of course, because she was. As for the thing about the grave, he wouldn't have noticed if she hadn't mentioned it. He'd be happy to pitch a few scripts and a bottle of Cognac into Dustin's grave. He'd even chip in a fake Oscar: except that his son managed to survive, thanks to the timely intervention of his inconvenient cousin. I'd like to thank the Academy for sending Casey-ex-machina…

Russell didn't really wish his son dead. If Dustin could just be somebody else, someone more like Tommy, perhaps—pliant and weak, just smart enough to follow orders—Russell would be perfectly content. Instead, his son appeared so agreeable, like water, filling the space allotted. Only to then stream away in a completely different direction. For Sharon, he mustered up a suitable expression. "I'm still worried about him, of course, with Casey on the loose."

"You really think he's that dangerous."

"You haven't seen the broadcast Dustin made about him." Russell shuddered theatrically. Dustin would be so proud. “He's got my son so brainwashed. What do they call it now? Gaslighting. He's convinced Dustin that he's a hero, that Dustin needs saving to begin with, but Casey's the one making the trouble. The next step for Casey will be convincing Dustin that I'm the real villain." He threw up his hands as he laid the groundwork in case his nephew figured it out, and found anyone willing to listen. "With Casey lurking around, anything could happen. And I can't imagine what he could do with the power our treasure could provide. He could wheedle his influence into all kinds of circles."

"But he isn't going to find it. Because we'll find it first. Your men seem very determined."

Right. His men: Bernius and one of his interchangeable minions followed along, the smoke from their cigarettes shading the morning breeze.

Russell acknowledged their presence. "Determined? Absolutely." And also well aware that they'd failed him yesterday in spite of their promises. Extra incentive to get the next phase right.

"You asked about the items with the rattle. That bone? It's a crane's leg flute. They've been found in a few special graves around here." She waved a hand toward the rest of Galveston Island, a labyrinth of resort hotels, beach houses and Victorian-era survivors of decades of hurricanes, hideous refugees from architectural oblivion.

"If the treasure had been buried here, it was dug up a long time ago."

His bodyguards moved in closer. "You think?" Bernius tossed his cigarette.

Sharon stared at the smoldering butt until the other guy cleared his throat and tipped his chin toward the piece of litter. Bernius then stared at him until he picked it up and shrugged an apology.

"You've got my computer?" Russell asked, and the man turned, displaying the case slung over his shoulder.

Triggering his watch, Russell said, "Jeanne. Correlate Native American grave goods with the current location, including adjacent islands to a distance of two miles inland. Delimit to finds dated prior to 1600."

"Preferred output?" Jeanne's voice replied.

"Map and spreadsheet. Notify when ready."

"Yes, sir."

"Can't get over that," Bernius muttered.

Russell led the way to the patio of their suite, where coffee awaited. Jeanne's map showed the locations of various graves found on the island, nearly all of them now overlaid with hotels, parking lots and restaurants. With reverent hands, Sharon spread out the deer hide with its incised markings. "Looks like the most likely area⁠—"

"This nature preserve, under the Dollar General." Strange, to be standing side by side with his sister after all these years. "Ironic. But the treasure can't have been here. We're talking about a handful of people shipwrecked on a raft."

"So where the hell is it, then?" Bernius propped his fists on the table. "You telling me we gotta go to Florida or something? That's where they launched from, right?"

Pouring himself a fresh coffee, Russell indicated the deer hide map. "We've been brought here for a reason, the question is, what reason, and is the reason still valid. Our ancestors didn't want the treasure available to just anyone. They wanted their kindred to have it. So no, I don't think the treasure is here, but I do believe they left something here as a marker for their heirs in the event that the survivors didn't return either to Spain or to New Spain. The clues we've gathered so far suggest that Esteban, who was himself one of their valued possessions, was part of the map intended to guide the heirs to their legacy." He took a swallow. "He might've feigned his own death in order to break the trail, causing the other clues to be buried where Casey found them."

"Russell! That's not very charitable. He might've fallen in love, maybe with a person, maybe just with the culture and landscape of the First Nations."

Like Joshua, who was meant to find out more about the treasure by seducing its researchers, only to end up married, fathering the child who became such a headache. Russell shrugged. "I'm trying to enter the mindset of history, to better track down the clues."

"At the very least, he'd want his freedom." Sharon pressed her hands together in an odd pose. "The books usually present him as if he were just pretending to be a Medicine Man, but my intuition suggests that he had a true revelatory experience. Maybe even right here, after surviving when so many had died, after uniting with the indigenous people who taught him their ways."

"Mmm." Russell nodded slowly, as if he were taking this all in.

"So. Florida." Bernius chugged a coffee, then slammed his cup on the table as if they were doing shots at a bar.

"Or Puerto Rico. It was the Spanish base from which they expanded into the Gulf." Sharon cast longing looks toward the ocean where the sun caught gentle waves.

"None of which gets us closer." Bernius scrubbed his neck. "If Casey dodges the law in El Paso, he's gonna be coming here, isn't he? We gotta get a move on."


Chapter Fifty-Five




In the back seat of the sedan, Caroline cried out and shuddered, curling into herself. Grant caught glimpses in the rearview, hearing Marco's soft assurances.

"I don't think she's well." Louisa plucked at her skirt in the seat beside Grant.

That was an understatement. "She'll be better."

The first twenty-four hours of detox were notoriously awful, but Caroline refused to go to a treatment center, and Marco did his best. Meantime, Grant drove them a little too far north, leaving the El Paso authorities behind, then dropped steadily south and east.

At a dusty used car lot near Carlsbad, he'd let Marco negotiate the trade-in on the truck for a car of similar vintage and near invisibility. The Bernius band would be halfway to Galveston already: unless they had the kind of financial backing he suspected, in which case, they were already there, ready to snatch the treasure out from under Caroline and Marco and get away with what they'd done to Dustin. Hated leaving his cousin exposed, but Grant's own presence distracted the cops from the man who really needed them. Hopefully, they'd be waiting outside Dustin's room twenty-four/seven to get the details on the latest assault. Grant had become a lightning rod. Perfect time for a beach escape. Besides, if his suspicions were correct…

"Have you had enough sleep?" Louisa shifted uncomfortably.

When was the last time he had? Irrelevant. "Have you? We could get someone to come for you."

She shook her head, darting him the slightest glance. "I don't want to—go home." She blinked fiercely. "Without Dustin. Without—" Her breath hitched, and she went back to looking out the window. "I want to call him. Is that foolish? I know it's not him. I know you're not…him."

"You miss my dad." The word hung up in his throat. How long had it been since he'd spoken of his parents? "Dustin used to help you make the calls. Do you know why? Anything about how the messages worked?"

A big cattle-hauler grew on the horizon, and Grant slid their vehicle around it on one of the long, near-empty stretches. There'd been a motorcycle behind them for a long time, but then, there weren't many places to turn off that weren't farm roads. Tempting to ask one of his family members to keep an eye out. Which relative? His memory-patient grandmother—who hadn't been very reliable prior to that? His sister going through de-tox, or maybe the brother who was trying to help her.

The bike put on a burst of speed, turning on one of the minor highways to the west. Didn't mean they hadn't been followed, but whoever it was had been clever enough to swap out vehicles and cover more than one exit from El Paso, not to mention playing the long game rather than try to spring a trap early. Unless Grant's paranoia got the best of him, under the influence. He had been compromised. He still was, as Caroline's distress gave him reason to remember.

Louisa touched her forehead, then the gesture shifted to pushing back her hair. "I'm not sure I wanted to."

"You did see him, in the desert, when we were together." Confirming for her sake, or for his own? Didn't matter any more. Could be that neither of them was crazy.

"Grant…" Marco's voice in a warning tone. He held one of Caroline's wrists, monitoring her pulse as she lay curled onto the seat beside him.

Don't push the old lady. Except that she grew steadily more lucid, and Dustin had prevented her from taking her pills, a combination that suggested something more sinister than just an attempt to keep a dementia patient's care all in the family.

"I did see him. Joshua. And I knew it could not be." She beat her fist gently against her leg with each of those last three words, then her voice dropped to a whisper. "No matter how much I wanted it to."

Not a hallucination, and someone already had his father's voice synthesized well enough to answer questions and ask them. Dustin helped, but he didn't think his cousin had been the instigator. "I get that."

"You would." Her smile grieved.

"Do you remember the last time we spoke, after the wreck?" Grant tried to reconcile this quiet, contemplative person, gentle and almost tentative, with the woman who'd hung up on him in spite of his tears. A lonely, broken kid trying to convince his grandmother to let him come home.

"It's been a long time." She gripped her skirt, then smoothed her hands.

"If there's one thing I've learned in my work, it's that history doesn't stay buried just because we want it to."

"Probably not the best time, Grant," Marco said. "You want anything to drink? There's a gas station coming up." He pointed toward a place that looked as if it had closed before they were born. A Mexican restaurant occupied the opposite side of the street, one arm of its cactus sign dangling.

"Do you remember," Grant pressed.

Caroline moaned from the back, and Louisa cringed. She wouldn't answer, even if she did remember. And what did he even want her to say?

"Grant."

He surrendered. No point in pushing an old woman, even if she weren't a memory care patient. Grant was letting his own needs, that slimy feeling of uncertainty, affect him. "Sorry, Marco. You're right."

"No." Louisa raised her head, then shifted to face him. "There's something you need to know. Several things."

"I'm listening."

He kept his eyes on the road, slowing as he approached the old station and the restaurant. Couple of cars parked, and a rising hill, or what passed for a hill around here. Not much of an intersection, and they were nearly back to Route 10.

"Right." She drew a deep breath, then a siren wailed.

Two police cars lunged into the road, one from either side. Grant slammed on the brakes, putting out a hand to keep his grandmother from rocking into the windshield. Dust swirled around them as another pair of vehicles cut off any retreat. Busted, big time. And just when things were getting good.


Chapter Fifty-Six




"Get out with your hands up!" a voice commanded.

Grant kept one hand in view as he unbuckled his seat belt. Thank God they'd stopped long enough for him to change his clothes and wash off the blood of Dustin's rescue.

"Hands, hands!" the voice insisted.

Louisa fumbled her own belt, tears spilling over her cheeks.

"It's okay," Grant said evenly. "They may be worried about you, but you're not in danger."

Marco had already popped his door sliding out with his hands raised high. "My sister's in the back seat. She's going through withdrawal symptoms and may behave erratically."

Emerging from his own door, Grant took in the seven officers arrayed around them. Three plainclothes, one El Paso official car and two State Highway. Detective Stryker stepped from the El Paso patrol car, his lips crumpled into a little smirk of triumph.

"Hands on the roof of the car," ordered the sergeant in charge. "Spread 'em wide."

Grant turned to comply.

From the far side, Marco said, "Can I help our grandmother? She's having some trouble."

Hands braced on the roof, legs spread, Grant considered his options as an officer performed the pat-down. "There's a handgun in the trunk, along with spare ammo. Purchased in New Mexico." Knife in his left shoe, another concealed under his belt, horizontally. Either they would find the blades, or they wouldn't.

In the back of the car, Caroline pushed her feet out along the seat and looked up at him. His whole family shredded. People he mostly hadn't even known were alive a few of days ago, and one he had yet to forgive.

The gray roof of the car sank beneath his palms, the whole frame twisting and expanding.

His pulse leapt. Been an hour or more since the world last warped around him, and this was a lousy time for a recurrence. Stress brought it back.

"Thought you weren't armed, Mr. Casey." Stryker watched the proceedings as the officer pulled Grant's wrists behind him and snapped on cuffs.

Last time they tried to nab him, a sympathetic EMT let him slip the cordon. He wouldn't be so lucky this time. "I had been, prior to entering Texas. My brother Marco took charge of the weapon at that time." Clear, direct. All the information they needed, and not a bit more.

The officer pulled him away from the car, finally nodding for Marco to coax Louisa out of her seat. A female officer moved with them, herding them toward the shade at the far side of the ring of cars. Good. Get them further from the danger zone.

"On your knees," the sergeant commanded, kicking at Grant's ankle.

"What are the charges, officer?" Grant moved deliberately, hoping the ground would stop moving before he got there. Still landed too hard, now forced to look up to the officers, any attempt to run complicated by his position and theirs. Didn't stop his instincts from urging flight even as he knew that was a very bad idea.

Stryker's glance slid along Grant's leg and his eyes narrowed, but if he spotted the knife, he said nothing.

"No!" The back door flew open, smashing into the officer. He staggered, and three others immediately converged, guns up.

"He's only here because of me." Caroline scrambled, half-falling from the car. She ended on her knees as the sergeant recovered, adding his weapon to those trained on her. "Stop it, stop persecuting him, my god!" She clutched her head, gulping for air.

"Hey. Caroline. Look at me." Grant shifted carefully to face her. No sudden moves, no excuses for these guys to get twitchy. "Deep breaths, Caroline. Focus on my face. We're just talking. Stay cool, okay?"

Her hair lashed around her and her red-rimmed eyes caught his. Wasn't the first time he had to talk down one of his comrades when they were surrounded by the enemy. The police were not the enemy, despite their adversarial approach. They should be on the same side with him and his people. His family.

The world stilled suddenly, a freeze-frame in reality. Caroline's distraught face framed by her long hair, made wild by the last few hours of her pain. Beyond her, Marco spoke with an officer, staying close to their grandmother. Back in El Paso, Dustin recovered from the latest attack. Dustin who named him a hero.

Family.

He tried to walk away last night, and now he knew he never could.


Chapter Fifty-Seven




Bernius and his men spilled from the cars, Sharon improbably in the lead as they broke out metal detectors and she directed the search based on the image from Jeanne's research. Excellent. Russell stepped forth more slowly as Jeanne buzzed an alert to his wrist. "Sorry, I've got a call coming in, something I have to take." He waved and Sharon waved back, somehow in her element.

Ducking back into the car, Russell brought up the call. Well, monitor, really, a little app he'd slid into a certain device on a voice message of his own. People were idiots. Even police.

He tucked in his ear piece and heard Stryker's voice, slightly muffled. He tapped an order to enhance. "—bringing him here, Ms. Astor. What did you mean by that?"

Caroline, being interrogated by Stryker. Juicy.

"I'm the one who got Victor to say his name. He was at the club after his game, and I swapped with the other girl so I could serve him. He's always going on—was always going on about the treasure, at least lately. Like, maybe it was just a reason to brag and make himself bigger in front of his foursome, I don't know." She gulped and sniffled. Pathetic. "I thought, if he went after the treasure, he'd have to share it, wouldn't he? We're still his grand children. I could get a lawyer to sue him with that kind of promise. Especially if Grant got involved, all of Dad's children. Then I found out you're like an expert, and this is what you do. I'm so sorry." She hiccupped, her voice broken.

Casey's voice, low and careful. "You couldn't know what would happen, Caroline."

"Go on, Ms. Astor," Stryker drawled.

"This should wait until we get to an interrogation room, Detective," said a woman's stern voice. "We need to do this by the book." The other female must be El Paso law enforcement.

"This isn't even your case. Yours is all about assault and resisting arrest. This is about murder, and it's all mine."

"I thought it was a heart attack," Caroline interrupted.

Stryker must know he was skating awfully thin ice, being in Texas, intruding on their own work. Russell hoped he wasn't making it harder for them to just put Casey away. Though it would be awfully nice if Casey flew off the handle and gave them a reason to shoot. He carried himself a little too cool for that, even after the peyote. Note to self: double the dose. Or just go straight to poison.

Now, now. Russell wasn't a killer. He preferred to work by misdirection and subterfuge until his targets wrapped themselves up, shattered by their own attempts to break free.

"Stryker, you need to stop right there."

"I was in Boston when my grandfather died, Detectives. I haven't seen anyone from this side of the family since I was a child. And I believe that Detective Stryker can attest to my reaction to the news."

"Seemed like a heap-load of bad blood there," Stryker remarked. "And I don't put it past a man like you to work through agents to get the job done. Question is, what does your poor cousin have to do with it? Why'd you have to go and⁠—"

"He saved Dustin's life!"

"After the kid was stuffed into his trunk."

"Stryker!"

"What are you talking about?" Caroline.

"I knew neither the car, nor it's owner."

"According to the registration⁠—"

"Check for fingerprints." A pause, then Casey again. "I see you already have."

"Besides, your cousin's not the only one who's been assaulted. We've got a credible accusation that can lock you up for life, especially given everything you've been up to since."

Tommy. Russell nodded to himself, appreciating how the pieces fell into place. With enough circumstantial evidence, his brother's son could lose his freedom forever. Unless Dustin's own testimony undermined all of it, giving him plenty of cause for holding a gun to his brother. Russell's mouth soured.

"I'm telling you, he's only here because I made that happen. I'm the one who told Victor what he does. I figured Victor might hire him or something, that's all. That's the only reason Victor was even thinking about him to make that stupid note." Caroline's whining grated on Russell's nerves.

A long silence, then the other woman's voice. "Stryker. Can I get a consult?"

Footsteps, then the woman spoke again. "You do realize that everything he's done could be the actions of an innocent man, one who wants to protect his family from forces we've not yet identified."

"Now that's bullshit. He hadn't even met them until he got out here."

"So what's his motive for planning the murder of someone he hasn't spoken to for years, by everyone's account. He inherits nothing. Why would he blow his career and reputation for someone he has no investment in?"

"You think he'd forget the whole family, just forgive and move on?"

"There's no evidence that's not exactly what happened."

"You're buying into this? You know what he was before: special forces. Not just Green Beret shit, intelligence work. His whole life's been about spying things out, planning operations to take down an enemy so they never see it coming. He could get into bank records, alter things, make a mess of the whole investigation."

"His fingerprints aren't anywhere inside a car that he's meant to own, Stryker. His story and his cousin's connect in a way that none of the rest of your narrative does. Even Casaverde's claim that Casey had a gun to his head. Given what Dustin told us, what the hell else would the guy do?"

"After all, he's a trained killer."

"You're over the line, Stryker. Right now, these folks have an excellent wrongful detention case."

"Do they even want to be with him? Why would they get into any car he's driving? And why would he run like he did from El Paso? That's not the act of an innocent man."

True. Russell rooted for Stryker's logic to overcome his fellow officer's.

"I agree with you this far: something dirty's going down, but there's no reason to believe Casey's part of it."

"And I'm telling you his whole life's been about covering up shit like this."

A long beat, then the woman said, "I'm not sure he's the one covering something up."

"So you keep saying." Stryker's voice sank low. "Fine, then, what's your narrative?"

"All I have so far is a bunch of evidence that doesn't point the direction you're claiming. If you have any hint of a motive that hasn't shown up yet, now's the time, Stryker. Tell me what you know. Maybe something you've learned in your long association with the Casaverde family?"

Russell eased his grip on the steering wheel. He wasn't even going anywhere, just leaning in as if the car would burst into motion fueled by tension alone.

"The hell're you trying to say, Ramirez?"

"I checked your credentials when you showed up in my case. Seems like you know these people awfully well. Going back to when you were a rookie."

"They're big in Albuquerque. Everybody knows the family. Okay, look, you want a better interrogation of this guy, let's bring him over. Come on." Footsteps crunching.

The woman's voice trailed after, "Stryker⁠—"

"Detective Ramirez has a few questions."

"Where are you taking him?" Caroline demanded.

"Ma'am, just be patient. We should have you out of here in a few minutes," said an officer.

"It's okay, Caroline." Casey still sounded unflappable. In fact, Russell hadn't been sure what the word meant until he heard the cool focus of Casey's tone. Not merely that he wasn't upset by all of this, but that he could project his calm to others. Handy if it worked that way. "Maybe you should sit with Marco. I’ll be back soon."

"Let's go, Casey."

Stryker leading the prisoner away. Let's go, indeed.


Chapter Fifty-Eight




Stryker slipped a hand around Grant's arm, and Grant rose fluidly. The other detective reappeared around the corner of the old garage, her hooded gaze tracking them as Stryker brought him over. So much for interagency cooperation. Stryker pushed too hard, dug too deep. His stake in Grant's family felt more than professional.

A side door to the old station hung off its hinges, and Stryker tugged Grant inside. "How's this for privacy, Ramirez?"

"It's not technically breaking and entering." She followed after.

Windows across the big roll-up door at the front let in streaks of light where the newspapers covering them began to fray. A grimy automotive lift stuck up from the floor not far inside. A few boxes and old car parts remained, tires flat against the ground, hoses sticking from a forgotten trash can.

"Have a seat." Ramirez righted a folding chair and offered it to Grant as if he were a guest.

Stryker planted a hand on his shoulder to push him down, guiding Grant's arms over the back, then he squatted. "What do we have here?" He groped at Grant's ankle and pulled out the short knife concealed in his shoe. "Your boys could use a refresher on how to search a perp."

She'd been talking with Marco and Louisa while Stryker watched the procedure on Grant's side of the car. Grant weighed the possibility he was about to have his throat cut with his own knife.

"Hang on, I've got an evidence bag." Ramirez poked around in a pocket as she moved.

A chrome hubcap leaning against the lift showed Ramirez pausing just behind him, and Stryker taking a step toward her, closing the gap, but holding the hilt of the knife instead of the blade. He touched her arm, or caught her sleeve, his right hand coming up swiftly between them.

Grant shoved his chair backwards, crashing into them. All three tumbled to the floor, Grant's bound hands trapped beneath him.

"Shit." Stryker's voice, muffled.

Ramirez gave a short cry as she rolled away, one hand clutched to her throat. Blood seeped by her fingers and she scrambled back.

The little knife still in his grip, Stryker leapt over Grant, dropping on top of the other detective, his hand clamping her mouth.

Grant slammed both feet into the man's back and flailed free of the chair. "Help! Officer down!"

The blow jolted Stryker past his target.

He spun about drawing his gun. Grant rocked to his feet and rammed his shoulder into the other man's gut. They smashed into the wall.

Stryker absorbed the impact with clenched teeth. Grant expected the blade to slash for his face and he rolled aside, pinning Stryker's gun hand behind him.

"Detective Ramirez!" Someone shouted.

Glass shattered as a red canister thrust through the papered garage doors, then a pair of hands directed a sputter of fire-retardant into the bay. Another window, higher up, broke to a shoulder's blow. The spray strengthened, swaying toward them.

"Get in here." Ramirez gasped and coughed, blood spattering around her. One hand clamped to her throat, she pulled her weapon.

Grant ducked aside as the fire extinguisher blasted Stryker. The man growled, and his knife-hand lashed out, abandoning whatever plan he'd had. Grabbing Stryker with both hands, Grant pulled hard and dropped a knee.

Stryker stumbled over and sprawled to the floor.

The door they'd come through slammed open, breaking off its hinges. Lurching to his feet, Stryker raced out. "He's gone mad! Watch out!" Covering his head in a defensive posture, Stryker dashed past the responding officers.

Two officers outside, weapons drawn as they crowded the door. "Get down! On your face now, Casey!"

Heart pounding, Grant flicked a glance toward Ramirez. "You okay?"

"Get Stryker!" She coughed violently, sagging to her knees. Her eyes closed. "Casey's not the villain."

The lead officer rushed inside. He kicked Grant to the floor and planted a foot on his back, the gun aimed at his head, no doubt. "Stay still."

A motorcycle roared to life outside, behind the building, and Grant flashed to the one he'd thought was following them. Damn it.

"Not a muscle, you son of a bitch." The officer ground him down as the culprit escaped.


Chapter Fifty-Nine




"Didn't you hear a word she said?" Caroline called from the overhead doors.

Marco smashed a few more windows with his fire extinguisher, and his voice changed register toward the soothing psychologist. "Everything's under control, right, officers? No need to act quickly. For everyone's sake, let's figure out what happened."

The smell of grease and old fuel spills made Grant's eyes water, no matter how he turned his head. Across the floor, Ramirez sat, legs out, as another officer examined her wound.

"That's my brother! Get off of him." Caroline rattled the door. "I told you, I got him into this! Me!" She broke into sobbing.

"Caroline," Marco began, then Louisa said, "Come with me, dear. Let Marco handle this."

The shadows left the overhead doors as the weeping retreated.

Another plain-clothes officer strode in with a hard case and set it down near Ramirez. "Ramirez, what happened?"

Righting the only chair, the newcomer hooked a hand under her elbow and helped her sit more comfortably as he began to examine her injuries.

"He tried to kill me, Donovan." Even as the monkey on Grant's back shoved harder, she snapped, "Stryker! Stryker's the one who went nuts. For god's sake, let Casey up. Get those cuffs off." She coughed and spat blood, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and gestured for her partner to hurry up with the gauze pads.

"Stryker tried to kill you?" Donovan, presumably.

She gave a thumbs up. Shifting her left hand from her throat, she revealed a gash at the corner of her jaw, quickly wrapped by the man with the kit.

Marco appeared at the door, moving carefully as he stepped in to one side, no attempt to intervene before the tension retreated.

"Stryker said some things earlier that didn't add up." She winced, then went on, "I told him we needed a better interrogation. So we came in here. He found a knife in Casey's shoe. I thought he meant to hand it over to me. He stabbed me instead. If Casey hadn't tipped his chair, I'd be dead." She pointed a finger smeared with her own blood at the officer on Grant's back. "Ease up."

"Hardly negates his crimes," the officer murmured.

"Charges instigated by an out-of-towner, and an absentee witness. Resisting arrest, sure. From a guy with some kind of vendetta. Then he saved my life. Let him up."

The foot retreated, and Grant drew a deeper breath, his ribs aching. It took a moment before the gun was holstered and the keys produced. In slo-mo, very much aware he wasn't out of the proverbial woods, Grant rolled to a sitting position, bending a little forward to offer his hands. Finally, he heard the click and felt the release of the cuffs.

His hands throbbed, the right one more so, still recovering from his work in Italy. Noting the scrapes on his forearms and hands, Grant rubbed his wrists and wiped a hand over his face, flicking away what he could of the grime.

"Thank you, Detective. Officers." He felt hoarse and high-strung. The world pulsed, but just a little. Couldn't be sure if it were a flashback or just the fade-out of the last encounter. "That was Stryker's motorcycle taking off? Let me guess: he's the one who set up the ambush."

The officer by the door straightened self-consciously.

Marco produced a half-full water bottle from his pocket, and held it out toward Grant. "Thanks. And thanks for your help earlier." The water went down easy. Been a long day.

"Why would he go after you, Ramirez?" Donovan held out a packet of wipes and Ramirez took one, cleaning the blood from her face and hands, then gesturing for him to give them to Grant.

"I asked him about the Casaverde clan, trying to work out his angle. That's when he suggested this place."

"To separate you from your team." Grant took another swallow, then set the bottle down to take an alcohol wipe. Marco sat just beside him, his own bandaged hand cradled. "I suspect his plan was to take you down with my knife, shoot me in the act—"he made air quotes with one hand—"then pull the cuffs as your officers respond and he claims I'm your killer. Two problems out of his life."

Her eyes narrowed. "Why should I be a problem?"

"I wish I knew. He's been pushing since before we left New Mexico. Digging for something. Whatever he's trying to find or conceal must put him in a pretty bad light if he's willing to attack a fellow officer. And now he's getting away."

"Your radio," Ramirez ordered the man still guarding Grant. "Michaels, Chee, go after Stryker." She listened, then said, "Just do it. We need an APB on this guy, assault with a deadly weapon, attempted murder." She returned the radio as a car started up outside and peeled away. "On the other hand, if he really wants us out of the picture, he's not going far. Besides—"Ramirez nearly smiled—"You just literally beat him with both hands tied behind your back."

"I had help."

"Still, I don't know a lot of guys willing to let that go."

Donovan cocked his head, studying the bandage he'd placed. "We should get you to urgent care."

"The people responsible for Dustin's injuries are getting away, too." Grant pointed out.

"Do you intend to press charges against Grant?" Marco asked. "Because we might have a few charges of our own."

She studied them for a long moment. "What's your plan?"

"Find Bernius and make sure he doesn't leave the country before Dustin can testify against him." He drained the bottle, but it wasn't enough. "I'm on your side, Detective."

Her lips pursed. "I'll take that under advisement." She sighed. "Go."

Grant and Marco rose, the officer stepping back, looking unconvinced.

"If you get Stryker, let us know. And we'll do the same. I don't know how he fits in, but he's a desperate man." And he knew more about Grant's family than seemed strictly professional.

"Agreed." She stood up more slowly, her hand rising to her throat. "You'll be pleased to know at least Dustin's safe. We got word he's transferring to a private facility."

"Good news," Marco said. "Thanks, Detective. Much appreciated."

Grant led the way out the door, arrested by the sight of Caroline crumpled into Louisa's arms as she gently rocked her grand-daughter. What else had any of them ever wanted?

Louisa's gaze lowered as he approached. "What did she say about Dustin?"

"He'll be okay, Louisa," Marco offered. He crouched to stroke Caroline's shoulders. "Going someplace safe."

"Ah, well, that's good." Her gaze caught Grant for a moment, and flicked away as Marco guided Caroline from their grandmother's embrace. "That's good," she repeated softly, and Grant wasn't at all sure she was right.


Chapter Sixty




"You're lucky I had some time off coming." Farouk climbed into the ambulance alongside the hospital bed, pausing to adjust the IV location and check a few latches.

Feeling light-headed after the recent blood-loss, Dustin reclined against the elevated head of the bed. "Big time. I don't want to go anywhere without you."

Late afternoon light flooded the end of the ambulance, and he mustered the strength to wave to the hospital staff. A couple of people waved back. A pair of women holding a "Get well, Sexy Intern!" banner jumped up and down, waving wildly and blowing kisses. He blew a kiss back to them, wishing he could give them proper selfies, but they hadn't been allowed to get close, and he wasn't sure he wanted this look to go viral any more than it already had.

Farouk chuckled. "I don't really think you should be going anywhere, but at least the transport is adequate. You'll be sleeping through the transition, and that should help."

"I feel a little guilty, taking you from your other patients. You got coverage, right? Everybody's taken care of." Not just him, in his private ride, more aware of his privilege than maybe ever before as he hired away his favorite nurse, at least for a few days.

"Everyone is taken care of while I devote myself to your needs." Farouk gave a little snort. "Like a proper movie star. I did not know this about you when I loaned you my phone."

"Hardly a star." Though the fact that some fans turned up after his video certainly gave him a boost. Or maybe that was the heady pharmaceuticals from his recent sutures. No running, no jumping, no dancing for a while. Hope his new room had a big-screen tv.

A window opened between the cab and the back, and the driver asked, "All set back there?"

"All set." Farouk gave a thumbs-up to the orderly outside.

"See you on the other side." The orderly leaned in to shut the doors, sealing out the daylight. A moment later, a cab door opened and the ambulance rocked a little as the orderly climbed in with the driver.

"Are you ready? I'd like to start the drip, in case of any bumps on the road." Farouk reached for the IV tube. Dustin's throat felt dry as he flashed back to the false orderly planning to do the same thing. Farouk agreed to wait until they were alone in the ambulance so Dustin could be sure that nobody could doctor his meds. The idea of what almost happened made him more than slightly ill.

"It's all right, Mr. Casaverde. I will be right here with you, all the way." Farouk's dark eyes met his, the nurse's serious expression showing he knew exactly why Dustin hadn't answered. Why Dustin pleaded for his temporary leave to come along.

"Thanks." Dustin swallowed and resolved to managed his fear. "Go ahead." Then, to distract himself, he looked away from the needle. "Was it Dad? Or my grandmother?"

"Sorry?" Farouk buckled into a jump seat near Dustin's head. The ambulance pulled out smoothly, no siren.

"Who paid for all of this and ordered the transfer. It wasn't an official thing, was it? The police. Witness protection or something."

"Not a bad idea, given how that man came after you."

"I'm glad the other nurse is okay. She didn't deserve that."

With an absent nod, Farouk examined the interior—which he'd already inspected to his own satisfaction before allowing Dustin to be loaded inside.

"You're worried, too, aren't you.” Already, his eyes felt heavy, but he forced himself to stay alert if only for the next few minutes.

Farouk spread his hands. "You are a target, Mr. Casaverde."

"You've got a right to be nervous, for sure." Dustin's face ached slightly beneath the bandages, a sign that the medication wore off, and that he'd been talking too much. At least he didn't have to recite Amadis of Gaul all the time now. Besides, the new med seeped into his system. Before long, he knew, he'd be out of it, blissfully unaware of every stop, jolt or turn. "Thanks for coming."

Farouk touched Dustin's shoulder, letting his dark hand linger a moment. "I don't think you should go alone."

Tears burned the back of his eyes, but he refused them in favor of a hearty grin. He was just a little loopy from all the excitement, not to mention the various pharmaceuticals. "You don't think I should go at all. But here we are! Having an adventure." He managed to hit the right notes, and the nurse chuckled as they drove away from the hospital, pausing for the gates, then accelerating.

"Indeed. Besides, if things go terribly wrong, you'll make another video and your cousin will appear from nowhere, like Spiderman." He tossed a hand toward the air in anticipation of the hero's return.

Dustin gave a thumbs-up. "Better text him our destination." His voice slurred a little and his eyelids drooped.

Farouk pulled out his phone. "I'd hate for us to have to rescue ourselves."

Dustin wanted to laugh. Or did he? Fake it 'til you make it! He smiled to himself as he let his eyes close.

Hadn't been long before the ambulance stopped. But Dustin couldn't swear to that. A door opened, and the driver started to speak, then something popped a couple of times. Dustin's eyes flew open.

Gunshots. Never quite as dramatic as they were in the movies, when Foley artists could add whatever effects they felt would convey the cold, terrible truth.

His stomach clenched and his throat burned with bile. He floundered his hand free to grab Farouk's arm.

"What is it? The dose should be⁠—"

Dustin pulled back his hand to tap his lips, then his ear. The nurse's lips compressed, but at least he was silent. "Danger, don't," he dragged a deeper breath, the strength seeping away. He made a finger gun, pulling the trigger, but his muscles barely obeyed.

The ambulance rocked again, just a little, this side, then that, as someone moved in the cab. Or got the bodies out.

A nurse and a trauma case, destination: unknown! Stay tuned for the next terrifying twist. Could've been a great promo, if their lives didn't hang on the outcome.

He had to say more, to shout or throw open the door, but his eyes fluttered closed. His arm flopped onto the blanket. His urgency fled on the exhale. He prayed this last thought wouldn't be his last one ever, then oblivion.


Chapter Sixty-One




Bernius waved a metal detector as if it were a golf club, and he were ready to throw it into the nearest water trap. "Nothing but tin cans and fish hooks. How long we gotta keep looking?"

Even Sharon sagged under the waning sun, the pendulum limp in her hand. "I think he's right, Russell. This place has been disturbed too many times. Whatever was here, it's gone now. Even the spirits have lost their union with the goods interred at their sides."

"Mmm." Russell paced along the low rise overlooking their work zone. Bernius and two of his men had been walking in deliberate patterns, sometimes dropping down in excitement with a spade in hand. But now, even the spirits had lost the way! And so had Stryker, apparently. Over his little spyware app, Russell heard some kind of fight, then Stryker's claim that Casey had acted out—a claim that Russell doubted, especially given that Stryker himself subsequently took off on a motorcycle, and Russell cut the connection. If Stryker spoke into his phone again, it would trigger an alert on Russell's end. In the meantime, Russell had two bridges and a ferry, and, if he could borrow a metaphor from Tommy's deck, his ace in the hole.

"If there's no treasure, it may be there's just no metal to find here. I mean, not much anyway." Sharon rolled the one interesting item they'd found: a square-headed, hand-forged nail that could be from the right period.

Right: in addition to his plans, he also had the sun, the beach, and the unhappy minions. "Must be time for dinner, then?"

"I suppose." Sharon settled the pendulum on its chain into her palm, then running her finger along the ragged edge of the leather.

Metal detector still swinging, Bernius marched up the slope, toe to toe with Russell. "Now you look—"he broke off, disengaging his arm from the detector and setting it aside, then wiping the sweat from his brow with a nod to Sharon. "You said the clues might've been disturbed, I get that. Question is, what do we do about it? It's not like there's no treasure to be found, right?"

Russell murmured into Bernius's ear. "Heard anything from your boys?"

Bernius flapped him away like a mosquito. Speaking of which, they'd be emerging any moment now with the sinking sun. "Sharon. What do we do?"

Since when had Sharon become an authority? "This is hardly the only site on the island which might correspond with what we know," Russell said.

Conjuring her persona, Sharon lay her hand flat on the picnic table, her fingers close to Bernius. "It's hard, this questing, especially for those who are accustomed to finding what they need. If we search for who disturbed the site, we can locate the trail again, I know it. Here, look!" She picked up the thin bone and pointed to one end of it. "This notch. It's not part of a flute, not usually, but it's clearly deliberate, not broken. We'll find how this fits together to reveal more of the secrets."

"I see that. But was it a dig that messed us up, or a foundation, y'know? Like, could be our clue's under the Dollar General, or ground up in the parking lot for the trailer homes." Bernius grabbed a beer from the cooler and cracked it open.

"This a park, a natural area, of course it was an archaeological dig." Russell fired up his laptop and sat next to his sister.

"What're you thinking, Russell?" Sharon focused on him, utterly absorbed. That expression was likely how she got money from clients for her so-called services. But her insights about the artifacts had been useful, so he suppressed his own instincts.

"Just an idea." And a stolen database of leads and sources, but he didn't need her to know that. With rapid keystrokes, Russell changed the file name to read "Conquistador leads" then opened it. If she cared to look closely, she'd find the creator of the spreadsheet and get suspicious, but Sharon's nature was hardly suspicious to begin with, so Russell placed the odds of that ridiculously low.

Sorting by location delivered a list of people and places in Texas whom Marco's mother had consulted. Sifting a little more⁠—

"Pelican Island! That's the other end of Galveston, isn't it? Amerie Vargas, Texas A and M." Sharon read aloud like a first-grader, and he hoped she didn't ask for a gold star. "Home of the Aggies. I dated one of their football players back in the day." A flutter of her eyelashes.

A quick search turned up 143 other results including the name "A. Vargas." Professor Delmonico talked frequently with someone just down the road, and very close to the ferry terminal. Go, Aggies, indeed. Better yet, Russell knew exactly where his adversaries would be heading. He tried calling the office number associated with the name, but went straight to voicemail. "It's a little late to visit the university."

"Unless we know where to look," Bernius added. "Then we go whenever we want."

"We're not breaking in," Sharon protested. "This has waited four hundred years, it'll wait until morning. Dinner does sound good, though. I'm famished! There's some great seafood in town." She took up the grave goods, placing each item reverently into a separate cloth wrapping, then into a canvas tote bag. Bernius strode down the slope to talk with his men and Russell closed up his laptop, then noticed Sharon hesitating over the deer hide.

"Something wrong?"

She twitched, then smiled up at him. "Hey, Russell. Just thinking how fun it is to be on a quest with my brother. It's the perfect way to honor Dad's memory." She rolled the hide between her hands, then dropped it into the bag.

"I'm so glad you could be part of it." He draped an arm around her shoulders. Many women liked that sort of thing. She slipped an arm around his waist in turn, leaning against him. He bore up admirably against the incursion.

"I was thinking, Russ…"

Oh, dear. He brightened his features, wishing he had an avatar for this. "What were you thinking, Sharon?"

"When we find this treasure, because I'm sure that we will, I really think we should share some of it with Josh's kids. Not Casey, of course, not if he's hurt people, good heavens! No. But Tommy, of course, and Marco and Caroline. You know they could really use it."

"Tommy's already done some of the legwork to get us this far."

"Really?"

Her tone invited revelation, but he wasn't about to reveal details. "But Marco and Caroline…you know she'd just use it on drugs, of course. Whatever she can to get her fix. As for Marco, after that hateful video, it's hard to imagine you'd want to support him. He's brought about his own downfall."

She stood silently beside him as the other packed their gear back into the cars, then said, "I think maybe it's why the spirits have been agitated."

"Because of Marco's misdeeds?" He steered her toward the car, wondering about her own misdeeds. Her attitude about the things she packed suggested that she knew or connected more than she'd said, and now, perhaps, he had the key to finding out.

"No, Russ, don't be ridiculous. Besides, the girls know a lot more about him and the university than either of us, and they think the video's fake. Nobody they know has heard that kind of talk from him." She shuddered.

"But you agree that someone who makes those kind of comments, especially about women, should lose their position. Surely your daughters feel the same!" He opened the door for her. "I'd hate to think of your daughters having to put up with that."

"Well, of course." She slid into the car.

"Then I'm just glad it came to light before he caused too much damage. If that's the way he talks in private, imagine how much worse it could've been."

Her brow furrowed, but he closed the door before she came up with a response. Given her overactive imagination, inviting her to imagine anything usually shut her up for a while.

"I wonder if your Detective Stryker's learned anything new," Russell mused as he climbed into the front.

"I'll give him a call. I hope they've caught Casey already—then you don't have to worry so much." Immediately the phone was in her hand.

Trust Sharon to drop enough details that the good detective could follow along like the tracking dog he was.

Russell loathed the idea of waiting until morning—or until Joshua's brood appeared—to find out more, but he had another avenue to investigate after darkness, and this time, the spirits would be on his side.


Chapter Sixty-Two




All roads might lead to Galveston, but most of them took a couple of hours longer than Grant preferred, despite Marco smoothing the way with his mother's friend. For now, he prepared as best he could. Leave the gun in the trunk. Ramirez might've called off the dogs, but he'd still be a person of interest. Change of clothes, but kept his tractor hat.

Louisa eyed him skeptically. "Is all of this necessary?"

"They'll be watching the terminal, maybe the university, too. Along with both bridges." He spread his hands, displaying the new look: a coverall, farm boots, no visible ink. His friends back in the El Paso bar would identify with this outfit.

"I don't know if they have that kind of manpower." Marco accepted the keys nonetheless, his own new clothes suggesting an altogether different profession. Clean white shirt, black slacks, new shoes, and a rideshare logo decal for the back of the car.

"It's what I would do."

"Sure," Caroline said, "But you're good at this. Bernius, I dunno."

"He's not working alone." Even if Grant didn't have proof of his suspicions. "I'll see you on the other side." To Marco, he said, "I might have to make a distraction. Sometimes the best way to avoid attention is to attract it. You go on no matter what, got it?"

"If you say so."

Marco in the driver's seat, the two women in back, taking a ride on the ferry for a night on the town in the waning days of the season. Pushing a bicycle, Grant joined the small queue of foot passengers. Hadn't seen anything, or anyone, on this side of the short gap between the mainland and Galveston Island.

The ferry’s engine churned belowdecks as they boarded, and Grant found a spot near the front, noting the location of Marco's vehicle. The lights of Houston, miles away, glowed across the horizon, reflected on the bay to his right. A long fishing pier thrust out from the smaller island. A band played among lawn chairs at the adjacent park, then a few silhouettes rose up that he hadn't expected: the conning tower and bulk of a submarine, alongside a dry-docked navy ship, and a few other artifacts from World War II. Not a bad retirement for a few old warriors, to become a tourist attraction. To his left, as if watching over old comrades, stood a US Marine base.

The ferry turned toward its Galveston terminal and Grant prepared to exit, zipping off on his bike past the lines of cars and passengers waiting to return, then taking a pause with a convenient water bottle.

Given the low light and myriad reflections all around, from boats and cars, to the Galveston Channel itself, anyone hoping to spot them coming off the ferry would have to be an expert. The choke point would be the end of the loading and unloading lanes. That's where Grant would aim his watchman, but from what vantage? A phalanx of homes and businesses framed that line, including one hotel with two stories. Bingo. Easy to station a set of eyes there, hard for anyone leaving the ferry to dodge them.

Grant biked across the street, then along the front of the hotel. He found what he was looking for as the unloading cars filed into the choke point, Marco's among them. Ensuring that his hat would obscure his face on the nearby camera, Grant pulled the fire alarm and hopped back on his bike as the shrill warning began. Even if the watcher suspected the timing of such an alarm, the twitch of their attention should play in Grant's favor.

Nice to be biking after so long in the car. His legs pumped, the breeze stroking the hair off his forehead. He raced down Harborside passing an oil rig turned museum then a docked cruise ship before he found the bridge toward the university. Over too soon.

Grant stashed the bike and his coverall behind one of the buildings, scanning again. At this hour, not much activity around the academic buildings. Toward student housing and the student center, people strolled or sat with cigarettes or cell phones. Marine engineering occupied most of the relatively small campus. He found the right door, and Marco waiting outside, phone in hand.

"Louisa's taking Caroline for ice cream," he reported. "Couldn't have imagined that a few days ago, for either of them."

"Nice." At least this crazy family road trip had some positive effect.

The boats in the adjacent basin bobbed slightly, and Grant eyed them. But to station someone there, his adversary would have to know not only that they headed for the university, but specifically where. The lack of a firearm nagged at the back of his mind.

Clicking from inside the door, then it swung outward, propelled by a dark-skinned woman leaning on a cane. Amerie Vargas, US Navy, retired. She looked up at both of them with a nod. "Brothers."

A greeting Grant had never before been the target of outside the camaraderie of the army. "Yes, Ma'am."

Marco put out his hand. "Marco Delmonico. My mother's told me a lot about you."

"All good, I hope." Propping the door with a foot as Grant reached to hold it open, she gripped Marco's hand and gazed into his eyes. "I was so sorry to hear about her diagnosis. How is she doing?"

Marco ducked his head, his glance sliding toward Grant. So much for the claimed sabbatical. "She's…okay. Hoping to be accepted into a new study. You know how it goes."

"Nobody should have to crowdfund their survival, Marco, that's not how it should go."

Caroline said something about Marco's need for money, a prompt he hadn't taken up, then the hint had been set aside among more pressing concerns.

"Grant Casey, I presume. I have heard about you only in the abstract. Marco's father's other family." Her lips turned up. "Faith and Diane shared many things, some more intimate than others."

"I don't recall your name, but I lost my mother a long time ago."

"You have my sympathy." Amerie’s cane invited them into the sterile gray corridor as the door slowly closed behind them.

Mounted displays of various nautical tools and techniques punctuated the doors on either side.

"Most of the fruits of the Galveston excavations moved to the mainland for study," Amerie continued, "along with the human remains of European origin, but I do have some photos here, all the documentation, the usual sort of thing. I've been looking since Marco's call. Nothing especially striking, I'm afraid, but I sent you a link to the archive. I do have the ship's timbers, the remnants of their raft, and I'd guess that's what you need to see."

Dropping his voice, Marco said to Grant, "I didn't tell her much."

"You didn't tell me much either, apparently."

Marco sagged. "Sorry. I didn't want you to feel obligated. Still don't."

"Marco. You're my brother."

The next stride took Grant ahead as Marco faltered, then caught up with them as Amerie unlocked a room to their right and flicked on the lights. Glass-doored cabinets lined the small laboratory between the frosted glass windows, with a few stainless steel tables at the center and various archival containers underneath. "We do some level of rescue conservation here, and keep a few samples on hand to show cadets the history of ship-building, that kind of thing."

She hooked her cane on the edge of a table and hitched onto a stool almost too tall for her as she indicated the covered object in front of them. "This here's the oldest sample we have, and yes, it came from beneath an oyster-shell midden about fifteen miles from here." Her eyes twinkled. "Go ahead."

Oyster shells, just like Dustin said. Hope he was comfortable in his new digs. Grant had a different kind of dig to investigate. He peeled back the cloth to expose a section of old wood about three feet long, and a little less across. Four boards joined together, with part of a fragmenting cross-beam. Old iron nails protruded from the damaged wood. Close-grained, could be oak. Common in Spanish colonial ship-building, but not so much in Native American grave sites.

Rounding the side of the table, Grant studied the largest smooth section, blackened as if by fire, suggesting the use of the rest of the raft? Or something else.

Marco reached out, and Amerie called, "Gloves, please!" She pointed to a box sitting on a stack under the table.

Both men gloved up, then Marco lifted the planking and tilted it, shifting the light along the boards. "You see it?"

Not a hallucination, thank God. The darker portion of the wood showed deliberate indents, a rough outline of a human figure that resembled many of the early pictographs from further north and west. "What do the researchers say about this?" Grant pulled out his phone and started taking pictures.

"If it were indigenous, it would be unique in the area, but given the medium and the use of a steel blade for the carving, it's been attributed to the Spanish. Then, given the other markings, it's been taken for a hoax, or contemporary graffiti, added to the piece when it might've been exposed during one of the various storms prior to excavation."

Esteban had written that he became the shadow, the graven image, suggesting that they needed to find either a tattoo, or a portrait of some kind. The partial figure revealed by oblique light showed nubs for hair, long limbs. No eyes or other facial features. Interesting. And in the upper center, a shape with a series of lines tracking inside of it. Not a sunburst or spiral of the sort that appeared frequently in indigenous art, it resembled Australia, but upside down.

Grant peered more closely, head cocked. The markings resolved into a series of letters and number, interrupted by the rotten edge of the wood.

Gunshots shattered the window behind him, sending shards of glass across the lab and a pair of men lunged inside.


Chapter Sixty-Three




Not long after Sharon retired to her adjoining room, Russell enacted the next part of his plan. A little fishing trip of his own, and he had the perfect bait. It took only a few minutes to set up his equipment, taking his place behind a curtain in his darkened room. The hotel's subtle outdoor lighting left many patches of shadow, setting a perfect mood.

Russell slid his fingers over the screen before him, its brightness turned way, way down. Right hand ready for words, left hand in its skeletal rig.

"Sharon." A voice from the darkness outside.

The bed squeaked in the room next door. "Russell?" Sharon sounded both weary and wary.

Russell played with his controls.

"Sharon…" The voice lingered.

For a moment, no reaction, then the bed squealed again and footsteps faltered out of it. "Joshua, is that you?"

Her footfalls padded across the floor. "Oh my god."

Russell suppressed his smile.

"Hey, sis. Sorry about earlier."

His recent upgrades did wonders: the voice sounded more natural than ever. Too bad he was unlikely to need it very often, if ever again after this.

"It's okay, it's fine." The door slid open, and Russell glimpsed his sister stepping outside, her nightgown fluttering. Her hands rose to her face. "I've never—you've never—thank you."

How to respond to that? Russell drummed the fingers of his right hand in the air over the tablet, then tapped out, "I could not come today. The veil…"

"You were watching over Grant, weren't you? I thought he was in danger, but it sounds like he is the danger."

Russell turned his left hand, just a little, one finger lowering. On the screen, the wire-frame shifted position, looking away.

"He's your son. That must hurt so bad." Sharon's voice hitched. "I wish I could hug you," she blurted. "I know we were never much for that, but Joshua, I wish we could do it all over. Even if it had to end—like it did." She sniffled.

He must be doing well to make her weep.

"The past is beyond our power," Russell typed, and Joshua's voice dutifully relayed.

That was a good line, and Sharon's sobs increased a little. He needed her emotional enough to let go, but not so much she turned into a blubbery heap. "I've never heard you so clearly before. Or seen you—like this."

"The veil trembles, but our connection is stronger now." Pause. "Thanks to you."

She lifted her face, and Russell wished he could see her expression. He didn't have anyone hiding in the bushes this time. Not enough bushes, for one thing, and a camera placement would've been conspicuous.

He tapped out a prompt. "You found what you needed."

A hiccup that might've been a laugh. The Sharon-silhouette nodded. Joshua's ghost stood a little ways off, emerging from a patch of beach roses where clearly no man could stand. When he tossed it into the area, the projector landed slightly off-kilter, but Russell had done a quick check on image quality while Sharon showered after dinner, so he'd been able to compensate in his program.

"You remember that big family cruise we took? We were teenagers, and Dad wanted to show us all the places our ancestors had been."

God, yes. Russell had been bored out of his mind, trapped on various cruise ships, large and small. Their mother read Amadis aloud to her captive audience because, after all, that's what the conquistadors listened to. Joshua flirted with everything in skirts or bikinis. Presumably a ghost was above such things.

"I remember la playa," the voice responded, head tilted to gaze into the distance toward the local beach. Josh would certainly recall that.

Sharon giggled. "Yes!"

But why on earth had she brought it up now? Unfortunately, ghosts were never impatient, at least friendly ones. Even when their medium of contact wanted to strangle their mutual sibling.

He wished he could soften the voice or make it warmer. Loud and soft, certain timbre adjustments, he could manage. Genuine emotion eluded him. Ironic. Or not. "What made you think of that, Sharon?"

"One of the gifts from the past forms the shape of Puerto Rico. Remember going to la Casa Blanca, where Hernan de Cortez used to live, way back then? It looked so…small. Ordinary. Not as beautiful as our place, even though I know Dad designed our house based on the villas from back then."

Get to the point, Sharon. But he didn't type that. Instead, he shifted his left hand and the ghost nodded. "Small and dull. No gold, except the cross."

Russell had no idea how Sharon's spiritual beliefs dovetailed with actual Christianity. Most of what she said and did looked like blasphemy.

"Even though he was one of the original conquistadors. But that's because they hid their wealth—whatever they didn't send to Spain, and a lot of it went to Puerto Rico first." She giggled again. "But you know all this, because of Faith if nothing else."

Suddenly, she stepped forward. "Joshua. Do you know where they hid the treasure? From…the beyond."

Using a pre-set gesture, Russell's left hand made the ghost look away, arms folded, back rigid—a posture they'd all seen often enough from their father.

Before he could frame the right words, Sharon cried, "I'm sorry! Josh, I'm so sorry—that's so venal. I just—We don't need the treasure, we really don't, only…I think maybe your…Marco and Caroline. They're hurting, Josh, and I hate to see that. I think you'd hate it, too."

In all honesty, Josh, when alive, seemed to forget he'd ever had other children or other women. Dad put an awful lot of effort into helping him forget, and keeping them away, at least once the scheme to seduce history professors failed to lead to the fabled wealth. He wished he could consult with Dustin to dredge up some appropriate Amadis quote to put in his brother's mouth. Instead, he went for platitudes of the kind that Sharon loved so well. "Your heart does you credit. They⁠—"

Russell’s screen blipped with an incoming message at the same time that his wrist vibrated.

The ghost wobbled. Shit.

"Josh! Are you okay?" Sharon stood close to the edge of the patio, hand outstretched to the ghost.

"Think of me, Sharon."

His wrist buzzed again, but he jerked his hands back and tapped the pre-set "fade" trigger, making the ghost disintegrate into the night.

"Josh." She gulped, her figure slumping like one of those sad Madonnas when the Savior's gone.

Russell slid to the other screen to read the incoming message, tapping the screen⁠—

"Russell," said Joshua's voice. "He's here⁠—"

Oh, Christ! Russell scrambled to kill the program before it said anything else.

"Josh? Do you have a message for me?"

Who knew? But Bernius did: the Casey kids had arrived to examine artifacts in the sealed-up building. His men were already getting the next clue. By force.

"Joshua?" Silence. "If you're still here, give me a sign. You don't mean Russell is—that's he's crossed over?"

The poor woman sounded anguished to lose her little brother all over again, and she displayed gratifying concern over his own well-being. At least her big brother had gotten what he wanted: Puerto Rico. The moment she said it, of course it made perfect sense. Where else to conceal a treasure, but in the safety of a land already conquered? This revelation narrowed the field, but he trusted Bernius and his men to deliver what they needed regardless of who stood in their way.


Chapter Sixty-Four




"Amerie, Marco, get down!" Grant seized one of the storage containers and swung it as the first man sprang into the room. The bin caught his hip, staggering him against the cabinets. His companion's gun arm tipped back, sending his next shots harmlessly skyward.

Grant jumped into the gap, plowing the second man back with the container. A tall guy with a shock of red hair, he snarled as he grappled with the bin. It burst open, spilling an array of hull models across the floor.

"Grab it, come on!" The pinned man twisted free, spinning to bring his weapon to bear, and Grant smacked him with the lid he still carried.

Marco hustled Amerie toward the door, but the first man regained his balance shouting, "Hold it right there!"

Amerie lunged, cane in hand, jabbing him in the sternum. The man's face screwed up and flinched back as Marco swept the professor out the door.

"Let 'em go, Chuck, forget it." Grant's assailant, the red-head, dropped lower, kicking hard and catching Grant just above the knee, then trying to hook his leg.

Disengaging, Grant pivoted away against the wall. The first man slammed the door with his foot, knocking into Marco's back as they retreated to the corridor. Turning, he caught hold of the ancient wood slab.

Shots shattered the cabinets as Grant dropped to the ground, rolling to the cover of the table with its heap of bins. The red-head advanced. "Ditch that. He's trapped. It's now or never."

Grant chose never. He wrapped his hands around the edge of the table and flung his weight against the bins, rocketing a few into Chuck's path.

Chuck stumbled, flailing. The wood he carried cracked against the metal table. A piece snapped off and skittered away.

Pulling hard, Grant flipped up to the tabletop and landed a kick to the red-head that rocked his head back against the cabinets. Racing for the broken window, Chuck threw the panel outside, then spun around, peppering the lab with gunshots.

Gripping the overhead light, Grant tucked his legs, then swung out, landing full on top of the red-head. They crashed to the floor in the narrow gap around the table. Bones cracked and the man gasped. Grant seized his wrist and brought the gun around toward Chuck, squeezing the downed man's finger into the trigger. The shots punctured cabinets and storage bins.

Chuck returned fire, dodging into the recessed area of the window. One shot streaked Grant's temple as he pressed himself to the wall.

The door burst open, propelled by a ship's gaffe that thrust toward the hidden shooter.

"Jesus!" Chuck scrambled. Glass crunched under foot and he grunted.

"He's getting away," Marco called from the corridor. "Going out the window."

Grant yanked the gun from the red-head and sprinted around the cabinets. He vaulted through the empty window frame, greeted immediately by gunfire that sent him diving behind a metal utility box near the wall. Leaning slightly, Grant scanned the area. Chuck hurried across the grass toward the back parking lot, the boards under one arm. Not the source of the shots. Hell. Grant aimed and fired. Splinters cracked from the old wood near Chuck's arm.

Another shot struck sparks from the corner of the metal box, forcing Grant to duck back again. Car doors slammed and an engine raced.

"Stop it. Stop!" Caroline's yell echoed from the buildings.

"Caroline, please," Louisa called in vain.

The shooter had an angle on him from the front and right, where a short wing of the building thrust out. Grant edged toward the other side of his metal box, then darted from behind it away from the shooter. Another shot that scattered bits of concrete over Grant's back. Too close. He hit the dirt at the corner, rolling behind the corner, fully exposed to anyone at the back of the building.

Five cars, one of them making a wild turn toward the exit. One way out, one bridge.

Grant got his feet under him and raced. The car lurched over a speedbump. He dropped a knee and fired, taking out the back window and earning a string of curses. The car accelerated sharply, racing for the curve. But they'd have to cut down the edge of campus and swing around again toward the bridge, in a car he'd have no trouble identifying. Grant started overland to cut them off.

Then Caroline screamed.


Chapter Sixty-Five




So far as Russell could tell, the minions were already screwing things up again. As he rose, someone pounded on his door.

"Coming."

"Get a move on, Casaverde. We've got a situation."

Russell stowed the tablet and emerged, immediately walking away from Sharon's room. She remained outside in any case, but he'd prefer that she didn't overhear whatever happened next. "They're meant to be handling things quietly, Bernius. Why do I hear sirens?"

"That horse has already flown. We gotta retrieve the clue. Let's go." Bernius poked his key fob to unlock the car and waved Russell to the passenger seat. "My guys are distracting the sibs, trying to get a line on Casey, but he's a slippery devil."

They roared onto the road, but didn't turn toward the causeway for Pelican Island. "Bernius⁠—"

"Trust me. Chuck got clever. Might have to give him a promotion." Bernius started scanning toward the water. "If he survives."

The turn took Russell by surprise, and they stopped again, almost as abruptly.

"You can steer a boat, right?"

"Of course."

"Your buddy Stryker showed up, distracted the target, so my boy chucked the clue into the water. All we gotta do is retrieve it."

They clambered out of the car. "And if it sinks?"

"It's wood. Should float for a few minutes anyway. But that's why we gotta hurry." Bernius stomped across a graveled yard to where a few small boats bobbed in the water. He selected one and climbed in. Russell followed after.

Gunshots echoed across the water and emergency lights bounced off the nearby windows and waves. A perfect time to steal a boat. Why hadn't he thought of this? Right: because he was neither an idiot nor a madman.

With a yank of the cord, Bernius fired up the outboard motor. "Don't worry so much, Casaverde. We got work to do." Bernius produced a flashlight as Russell cast off and turned them toward the channel.

"Should be near the boat basin." Bernius knelt, aiming his light off the bow. "Head toward the Pelican bridge thingy, close to the Pelican side of the channel."

"Right." He crossed the channel promptly, then guided their craft in the direction of the causeway. On shore, a car roared down the road and spun toward the interior. He glimpsed a man running after, staying straight where the car was forced to turn. In the distance, women screaming. The perfect apocalypse.

Bernius's light picked out detergent bottles, shards of Styrofoam and the occasional drink bottle, then he leaned and pointed. "Over there—you see it? Gotta be it."

Russell shifted the tiller and slowed their approach as Bernius reached for the slab of wood bobbing ahead. His fingers groped across the surface like a fleshy spider, then he got hold of it and dragged it closer. With a groan, he hefted the damp wood into their boat, turning to sit and shine his flashlight over the surface. "Told ya. We're that much closer, my friend."


Chapter Sixty-Six




Police lights painted Grant's shadow across the grass as a pair of cars raced up the causeway. A larger vehicle, blaring sirens, stopped short to block the bridge.

Grant swung about in time to see Caroline's figure cast in wild lights a hundred yards back. Down the road between, the car he'd been racing for rushed backward directly toward him.

It bounced over the curb onto the flat ground. No cover. Shit.

A pistol aimed through the back window, the gunman squatting low as he fired.

Diving aside, Grant hit the ground hard and rolled. Scraped flesh stung and he wished he had his coverall back on. He hustled toward a patch of scrub, the car roaring after him. At least the coastal growth bounced the vehicle enough to throw the gunman's aim.

He dropped to an army crawl as the car rocketed past. He popped up and turned, firing through the windshield as the driver stared the other way, trying to steer in reverse. The guy twisted in his seat. He stomped on the gas, hurtling the car toward Grant who fled diagonally.

Up on the causeway, police bullhorns shouted directions nobody listened to. Happy to comply, officer, if these guys would stop shooting.

The other sirens grew louder, but they'd have their hands full with the students and faculty from the student center. Lockdown or evacuate.

Not Grant's problem. His problem was a shot-up car that he could not shake.

It cut between him and the only trees, herding him toward barren ground. That, and a pier thrusting into the channel. They'd have a straight bead on him until the water was deep enough. Nothing for it, and no idea where Caroline was.

Arms pumping, legs driving, Grant raced from the scrub across the sandy path. The myriad flashing lights dazzled from land and water, adding shadows and shapes where there should be nothing. Or not. Flashback? How the Hell would he know?

A shadow more solid rose as his feet hit the decking.

He dodged aside, then something struck him low across the legs.

Grant sprawled onto the deck, skidding. His right hand slammed one of the rails with numbing force and his weapon splashed away. He shoved his heels against the ridged boards, pushing away from his assailant. A gun gleamed into his line of vision, aiming right between his eyes.

"Doesn't seem like your day, Mr. Casey."


Chapter Sixty-Seven




For a moment, Russell's veins rushed with possibility, but the slabs of wood showed no more than a few old nails like the one they'd found earlier, and a fresh bullet hole with splintered edges. An exit wound.

Bernius cocked his head, then heaved the boards to the other side. "Bingo."

The light picked out a crude figure carved a long time ago. Could it really be? A vital clue to the treasure his father always wanted, right here at his knees. Except the hole marred the figure's head, and most of its body had gone with the jagged edge of the wood cutting across its middle. "It's useless, Bernius. Broken."

His wrist vibrated, and Russell flicked the watch to see who interrupted. Stryker's phone feed. Interesting. "Jeanne, display."

>"Doesn't seem like your day, Mr. Casey."

Russell's head jerked up and he scanned the area. He was here—they were! And Stryker had him. He just had to make sure the man didn't shoot Casey before they got what they needed.

"Jeanne, call Stryker," he hissed into his watch.

Bernius shifted the planks, scowling. "We gotta get back in there. Maybe there's more to this. Or get hold of that woman, the professor. Bet she'd tell us what we want to know."

"Your people just shot up her lab at the risk of her life. Listen." Russell pointed toward the causeway overhead where sirens wailed and police coordinated their efforts. "That's the weight of what's about to hit the fan for anyone she can identify."

"No answer, sir. Would you like to leave a message?" Jeanne inquired.

Damn it. Russell cranked the tiller, turning back.

"Hey." Bernius lunged for the tiller. "You're the one who said it! If we go back there, we're in the loop. Get under the bridge. We'll sort this out some other way."

"I just need to find them. If we get Casey, alive, we can extort what we need."

"Sure, but only if we ain't in prison, Mr. Casaverde." Bernius turned the rudder back toward the bridge. "Whatever's going on up there, it's got nothing to do with us, you get me?"

Russell's lips twisted. "I get you." He shook off Bernius's control, but complied with his order. Marco had been there, too, hadn't he. He might require different handling, but Russell could manage him. If Casey died.

From the university shore, a single shot echoed.


Chapter Sixty-Eight




Stryker's face loomed over him behind the gun, then the boards trembled under Grant's back and Stryker reared up, turning. He'd gotten halfway there, the gun aimed between Grant and whatever happened next, when Caroline barreled into him.

Feet kicked and stumbled over Grant as they crashed to the dock beyond. He rolled and got his feet under him.

Stryker's gun fired with a puff of flame, thrusting to one side. He kicked Caroline off of him. She tumbled, slamming into the railing. Stryker grabbed her around the thighs and heaved her over the rail.

After her banshee wailing of the last few minutes, she fell now without a sound.

Grant launched himself down the dock even as Stryker brought his gun around.

Grant's shoulder took the man in the gut, cracking him into the same rail where he'd just lost his sister. Stryker gasped, jabbing an elbow where Grant used to be—he was already planting a foot on the lower rail. Both feet on top, and a glimpse of an arm made carnival colors by the emergency lights.

He leapt from the railing, bringing his arms around. He stretched as he fell into maybe the worst shallow dive he'd ever made since he learned to swim. As if it mattered.

The water smacked back, but he managed a breath before his head went under. The tide pushed him down the channel toward the causeway. Grant pulled for the surface, emerging some distance already from where he'd gone in. With her long skirts and hair, if she weren't fighting for it, she'd sink like a stone. Not to mention the thousand obstacles to get tangled in, around and under.

He sucked in a breath, scanning. Not an arm, a fragment of broken Styrofoam, then beyond, an organic shape too low in the water. Stroking hard, Grant came up to her. He turned his body, scooping her against his chest and rolling her face up. Grant kicked them afloat and stroked the tangle of hair back from her face.

Caroline coughed and twitched. Her arms wrapped over his, keeping his awkward embrace. "Grant."

"I gotcha. You hurt?"

"Maybe." She gulped another breath, but her voice sounded wispy. "Not bad."

"Take it easy. We're going with the flow for a little while." He kept them on course in the center of the channel, hopefully away from the lines and stanchions of the docks. Not to mention the guys with guns.

A smaller light winked to his right, low to the water just as they reached the causeway. "Grant? Grant Casey?"

The voice hissed along the water.

The light caught him again, no hiding it if he wanted to. Pity.

A small boat drifted, then motored at low speed toward them, with Russell clinging to the side, staring over at him, flashlight in hand. "It really is you." He grinned like a jack-o-lantern in the wild light. "Is she okay? Come, come."

"Russell!" Caroline wriggled free and reached for the boat. "Stryker's trying to kill him. What the hell is that even about?"

"Keep your voices down," muttered the man at the tiller. "Let's get outta here."

Every instinct burned like the scrapes on his arms and temple. "Caroline…"

Russell had already grabbed her arms, shifting his weight back in the boat as she kicked her way onto the side, then struggled in with him as he draped an arm around her shoulders. "Sorry we don't have a blanket." Gathering close the niece he'd never seemed to care for, Russell glanced at Grant. "Can you manage? I don't know if we can take four in here."

Bernius guided their little boat along the shadow of the causeway. Somewhere beyond, an outboard motor fired up along with a siren of its own. Time to get out of the water. The long bent arm of a filling depot thrust out and wrapped around in the channel current. Bernius steered them close, using the structure to disguise their own movement. He turned upstream, tooling merrily along while Grant now pushed the current and his own exhaustion. Thankfully, the tidal variance wasn't insurmountable, just another obstacle he could sure do without. Like the problem of Russell.

When they got to shore, he had to get Caroline out of that boat, away from that man. Trouble was, he had no proof that his uncle's perfidy underlay any of this. Everybody knew Bernius was bad news. Everybody but Russell, apparently.

They pulled up into a small marina where a few other boats bobbed and a car waited near the launch, engine running, someone standing near the open door.

"Russell! I've been so afraid for you." Sharon ran out onto the dock. "I had—a premonition," she said, the phrase broken as if she meant to say something else entirely. "All that shooting. What on earth were you doing?"

Could ask her the same question, but Russell was her brother after all.

A heavyset man followed her slowly down the dock, hitching his thumbs into his belt as Grant found the ladder and clambered up. The man nodded to him, as if it were some kind of professional courtesy. Bernius secured the boat while Sharon and Russell helped Caroline out of the water.

"You poor thing," Sharon murmured over her. Her eyes fell on Grant, standing down the dock. Her expression made him consider diving right back in again. He'd rather deal with the cops and sort out the shooting than to face her closed resolve.

He wiped the water from his face and slicked back his hair. "Hi, Sharon."

Bernius secured the boat. "Thanks for meeting us. Much appreciated." He lifted the stolen wooden panel from the boat. "Give me a hand, Kevin?"

"You found it." Sharon stepped aside with Caroline as the thug moved forward to take the slab and carry it toward the car. Another man of similar build waited in the driver's seat.

Bernius chuckled. "Yeah, we did, and I wonder if we've got him—"he hitched a thumb toward Grant—"to thank for the damage. Got a bullet hole straight through it."

"Two men interrupted the faculty meeting, with intent." Grant hadn't moved.

Sharon looked no more pleased to see him. "What does that even mean?"

"Guns, broken glass, and bodily harm. I believe that Marco and the professor are uninjured."

"So are you. Sounds to me like you were the one doing the damage."

"Now, Sharon." Russell joined her on the dock. "I think it's time we cooperated. All of us."

"Oh my god, yes." Caroline shook back her hair. "We need for people to stop shooting at us. At Grant." She reached a hand toward him. "Thank you. For coming after me."

"Same." Still loathe to be drawn into the circle, not knowing which members would just as soon start shooting at him again.

"Stryker, you said, Caroline? I wonder if he's behind the whole thing. All of these brutal attacks, including what happened to Dustin." Russell added a dramatic shudder, but he wasn't half the actor his son could be.

Then Bernius stepped beside Grant, clapping an arm around his shoulders that made Grant want to grab him right back and flip him into the drink. Bernius kneaded Grant's shoulder, and Grant shifted his weight, preparing to drop him.

The man's murmur stopped him cold, a rough breath for Grant's ear only. "What happened to Dustin? Better worry what happens to him next."


Chapter Sixty-Nine




The ambulance rolling to a halt woke Dustin with a start. "Farouk?"

"Right here." The nurse touched his wrist. "How are you feeling?"

"Fine. As in Freaked-out, Insecure, Neurotic and Emotional." He added something like a laugh. "That's from a movie called 'The Italian Job.' Lots of people quote it, but they don't know the origin."

Carefully, he tilted his face, trying to get a look around. The lights in the ambulance remained off, but the back window allowed a dim glow. People moved around out there, muffled voices. The door between the front and back had been covered: no view out the windshield. No idea where the two men from the cab were at present. The distinctive rumble of airplanes taking off, along with the pattern of red lights came into focus. An airport, at night.

"Farouk, how are you?" Dustin scanned Farouk's grim face. The nurse signed on to transport a patient to a new facility, not to be kidnapped to an airport.

"A few hours ago, they came in to confiscate my phone. They say to stay buckled in for a long drive, and so it has been." He offered a thin smile. "Partway through, one of them brought me to a gas station to use the facilities, and also get a snack. There is another car following us. More men, at least three. The driver and his partner are wearing the uniforms, but…" A shake of his head. "These are not emergency people. And the uniforms don't fit right. They play make-believe. He took your picture, sleeping."

They spoke in whispers. The whole thing felt preposterous. A plot that didn't hold together, requiring a high level of coordination and/or a lot of money. Dustin shied away from the implications.

"We're at the airport, Farouk. I don't know where they're taking us, but we have to be ready to go."

Farouk shrugged. "I play make-believe as well. Whoever is behind this, they want you to be alive and healthy. When they have done whatever it is, I think we will be okay."

He gripped Farouk's arm. "Remember what happened to the other nurse? Farouk, we have to be ready to take care of ourselves. There must be things here we can use.”

Frown lines etched down past the corners of Farouk's mouth. "I don't like what you're saying. Maybe I don't understand?"

"Something to knock them out, at least. So we can escape. These people are trying to control us. Me. That can't be good."

"You want me to hurt them. I've taken an oath, Mr. Casaverde."

"Then I'll do it. Tell me what to look for." Dustin fumbled left-handed for the buckles on his rolling bed. His right arm ached, his leg throbbed where it had been stitched and bandaged. His head ached, but that was the throughline for this episode, and probably would be for the whole season. "Or I'll come up with something. There's gotta be epinephrine, right? Adrenaline, maybe." He'd seen enough cop dramas to have some ideas. "There might be fentanyl."

"Don't! You can't get up." Farouk waved him off. He glanced toward the cab door, and back to Dustin. He tugged an inset handle to open a small drawer and started pulling out some of the contents. Tiny vials. He squinted at the labels, then put some back. Others he slid into his pocket. From the next drawer, he pulled a few packaged syringes.

Darting a glance to Dustin, Farouk lifted the top edge of Dustin's sling and tucked a few of the packages inside, then added another bottle. "If you need to, this is for the muscle. Never into a vein, do you hear me? It's too strong for that." He unbuckled and started rooting through another cabinet, unzipping a bag to locate a box inside of it. Sliding another vial into his own pocket, and one into the sling, he murmured, "Rocuronium. This is a paralytic, but only lasts a few minutes. Meant for intubations or things of that nature."

The voices outside grew louder and Farouk jerked upright. He hurried to stuff the bag back into its compartment, then looked in another drawer, and took a pouch of something with a satisfied nod. "This one, for you."

The last thing Dustin wanted was to lose consciousness again. To lose hours of his life: he might not have that many left. "What does it do?"

"Liquid Tylenol. Acts fast, lasts long, takes the pain away." He quickly connected the pouch to Dustin's IV. "You may need that."

Fast action and less pain? Yes, please.

The back door opened, and Dustin instantly saw what Farouk meant about the uniforms. This man probably worked out several days a week, and his collar didn't close around the thickness of his neck and the trapezius muscles spreading to his shoulders. "Hello, there," the man growled, with something like a smile. "Nurse, what are you doing?"

"Sorry. The patient required another dose." Farouk sat back down.

Neckless bobbed his head. "Good idea. We've got a plane flight, m'kay? Don't worry, it's private, just for us. You stay right in your bed, Mr. C, and we'll get you to your final destination."

The phrase chilled Dustin just now. Two men climbed inside to prepare the gurney for transport, but they didn't check any of the medical equipment, directing Farouk to shift the IV and disconnect the heart monitor.

At least two more he glimpsed beyond, lurking near a small jet. And another. Even if Farouk acted quickly, Dustin pretty much couldn't. Between the two of them, they couldn't take down five men, and he'd be exhausted if they tried. They'd have to wait for a better chance.

Dustin sank back into his pillows as the men began to work around him. He must appear weak and infirm, a pampered son on his way to a long rehabilitation. Utterly incapable of what he might have to do. Outside: an invalid. Inside: an aching, terrified mess.

He couldn't play that emotion, not if he expected to survive.

Drawing a breath of focus, Dustin imagined the new drug wasn't Tylenol, but liquid courage, coursing through his veins to awaken his warrior heart.


Chapter Seventy




As he disembarked from the first of his little caravan of rented SUV's, Russell squinted into the Puerto Rican sun. Far too much of it.

The girl, Caroline, moaned and vomited for much of the flight, with Marco trying to keep her sane, apparently. Pity one couldn't be keel-hauled from an airplane. In fact, he'd prefer to jettison most of these excess relatives, keeping only the ones he needed. Alas, Casey was one of those, and that meant keeping the others for protective camouflage or future leverage. As for Casey himself? A kind of cipher that his father had never been. How could Russell even tell, despite the similarities, what passed behind those dark, expressionless eyes?

At least Russell hadn't had to ride in the car with Caroline. Mother joined him, gazing raptly out the window, uncharacteristically silent. It might be necessary, for appearances, to keep his mother close given that she refused to go home. Still, the resemblance to that old family vacation began to seem all too real. Russell, bored, Mother eager, Sharon giving in to flights of fancy as usual.

"We ought to get your prescriptions refilled here, Mother. I'm sure we can get your doctor to send them over to a local pharmacy."

"Dustin doesn't believe I need them."

"He's not a doctor, Mother."

"He hasn't even played one on TV." She looked far too pleased with herself. "He will some day."

No, he wouldn't. It was past time for him to get a real job and put his mind to work instead of his body. Still, Russell would need to be a fine actor himself to carry on with the narrative he was constructing. Perhaps Dustin's inspiration would help him.

"I'm feeling better without them, Russell." His name had a little edge to it. Or was he applying the wrong filters to the situation, given how deeply involved he was compared with the rest of them.

Russell led the way into the rented villa. Seven bedrooms, plus a guest cottage and swimming pool, not that they were here for recreation. It looked adequate, and Bernius had approved the level of luxury to which he'd like to become accustomed. He also clearly approved the local housekeeper who smiled and bowed her head, awaiting instruction near the kitchen.

"We'll want cocktails," Russell told her.

"Yes, sir." She immediately got to work. As close to the human equivalent of Jeanne as a person could be. Russell approved her as well.

As Sharon and Marco readied Caroline for her emergence into the light, Casey appeared at Russell's side in the living room, instantly taking in and dismissing the view. "Where's Dustin now? How's he doing?"

"It's kind of you to ask." Russell produced a smile as he pivoted to face the man. "I had him transferred to a private clinic to recuperate without further attacks. As long as our enemies don't know where he's gone." Russell lowered his voice and glanced around, just in case. "He even requested that one of his nurses accompany him, and the man was gracious enough to agree. If I didn't know better about Dustin's sexuality, I might suspect he's got a crush on his nurse. Not that I'd mind, of course, if he were gay."

"Good to know." Pause, leaving Russell to wonder what knowledge, exactly, pleased his nephew. "I'd like to give him a call. Maybe get an update and let him know what we're doing."

"Mmm. Especially now that we're working together at last. He'd be so pleased." Russell tapped his chin. "I'm not sure, though, if he's got a phone yet. We may have to wait to contact the facility. Perhaps a little later in the day?"

Casey looked singularly unconvinced, despite the fact they were careful to keep the men he'd already fought with out of view. Bernius held up his end of the act better than Russell imagined him capable of. Just one big happy family, as they say.

"I'm wondering about Stryker's involvement with all of this." In point of fact, Russell had gotten another alert from the man's phone, but hadn't had the chance to listen to Jeanne's recording. "He's been much too close to just be investigating, and even his phone calls to Sharon are pushing the boundaries. I don't think it's strictly professional."

"You think he's got a crush on her?"

Russell scowled. "I'm talking about my son being assaulted. Repeatedly. It's hardly the time to joke."

"Sorry. It's been a long couple of days, and I haven't gotten much sleep."

Except on the plane, where he seemed to have passed out immediately, only to become instantly alert again when anyone walked along the aisle. "I mean," Russell clarified, "I sometimes feel he says or does things just to check our reaction. As if he knows something we don't, and he's probing to make sure of our ignorance. The way he's gone after you, that's clearly not part of his duties. Honestly, I've never trusted him."

Casey moved deeper into the house as the others trickled in. One of Bernius's men placed the wooden plank construction on the dining table and Casey prowled closer. "I don't trust anyone."

Was that another joke? How could he know? Might be time to tip the balance… "You and Marco seem to get on well." Russell joined him at the table. "In spite of his reputation."

"A reputation ruined by a single otherwise undocumented incident."

How much did he know and how much did he guess? Casey waged a shadow campaign against Russell's own defenses. Russell had had about enough.

"So what've we got here?" Bernius placed himself between the two of them.

"I appreciate you and your men keeping watch over us, Michael, but this is really a family matter," Russell told him. "Maybe you should go secure the perimeter? If it is Stryker behind all of this, he might be able to gain the confidence of local law enforcement. We'll need to be vigilant."

At the sound of his first name, Bernius alerted like a pit bull terrier.

"Is that what you think, Mr. Casaverde. Time for me and my guys to move on, is it?" Bernius pulled a phone from his pocket. "Maybe it's time for a little reality check." He flicked the screen a couple of times, then set the phone down on the table. "Take a look."

On the screen, Dustin lay in a rolling stretcher, secured in an ambulance, apparently sleeping. The nurse, a dark-skinned man who looked Pakistani, stared resentfully at the camera as he checked Dustin's pulse.

Russell scooped up the phone. "How did you get this?"

Bernius broke into a grin. "We've got our ways. Let's just say we intercepted your delivery."

What should he aim for: anger? Fear? Indignance? "Bernius! You can't possibly be threatening my son's life. My god!"

Casey lifted the phone from Russell's hand to study the image. "What do you want, Bernius?"

"You're gonna help me find that treasure, then I'm gonna go. Me and my friends take the gold we've earned. We leave you and your family alone. I tell you where he's at. Easy peasy."

With a tap of the phone, Casey said, "This photo was taken last night. No way we're cooperating with you unless we get proof of life on a regular basis."

Bernius swiped his phone back. "You don't believe me? After what I've done to this kid's face?"

Russell knew how to react to this one. He grabbed for Bernius's arm. "Casey's not in charge here, I am. Don't make my son suffer because of his arrogance."

Casey started to speak, then stopped abruptly. "Hi, Sharon."

"It's better if we keep this between us," Bernius rumbled. "You know what I mean, doncha, Casey?" He would've patted Casey's back, but his target contrived to be out of reach instantaneously.

"We gave Caroline one of the front bedrooms. I hope she'll improve with some sleep." Sharon paused, her flowing garments continuing to ripple. "I feel like I walked into something. Is everything all right?"

For once, her ESP revealed the truth. Russell mustered a brave front. If she had reason to remember this moment in hindsight, he wanted to look good. Too bad he couldn't rely on an avatar of his own to produce the perfect expression.

"Nothing for you to be concerned about, Sharon," Bernius replied. "Don't you agree, Mr. Casaverde?"

Sharon folded her arms. "You're still afraid, aren't you? The danger⁠—"

Russell clasped her in an embrace, a little too tight, to give the impression of nervousness. He'd read books about this kind of thing to create his avatars, but the information certainly came in handy IRL. In Real Life. Ha. "I don't want you to worry."

"How can I not, if you're keeping secrets from me?" Keeping a protective arm around Russell's shoulders, she jabbed a finger toward Casey. "It's him, isn't it? If he's the problem, Russell, why bring him along?"

"He and Marco are the only people who saw the carving when it was intact." Russell tried to be at a loss for once. "If we're to find it, we'll need him."

"And he's the one who shot it, isn't he?"

"He's a mercenary, Sharon. We'll pay him off and be through with him."

Casey's dark gaze leveled at Bernius. "If it helps, I was aiming for the man carrying it."

"How does that help, knowing you were ready to kill someone?" Sharon dropped Russell's embrace, getting between him and his adversary. Perhaps Casey meant to threaten Bernius but the effect on Sharon was absolutely perfect. As if he were playing into Russell's hands.

Russell schooled his own expression toward dismay. Too late. He had the distinct impression Casey noticed anyway. Sharon might claim to have other senses, Casey really did. "I told you, he's a mercenary. He won't kill anyone unless he's paid to."

"You're thinking of a hit-man, Russell. That's not me. Never was, never will be." The man braced his fingers on the table, studying the boards. "I'm no threat to the family, Sharon. I'm just here to solve the mystery, find my family's fortune, and go home. I don't want the money."

"What about Tommy? I understand you held a gun to his head."

Casey's chin dipped. Some sort of ripple passed along his muscles, tensing his tattooed right arm. "Not my finest moment." He shot them a look. "I believe he was complicit in Dustin's assault."

Russell accused Stryker of saying things to gauge reaction, but it was Casey they had to watch out for. "That's ridiculous. They've known each other for years."

"Statistically speaking, the people closest to you are the ones most likely to hurt you." He paused, warning delivered. "The sooner we solve this thing, the sooner I'm out of your lives."

"I just got you back into my life." Marco approached from the bedroom wing. "Maybe I want you to stay."

"Thanks." Something like a smile.

"I don't think you really understand the situation, Marco." Sharon squared her posture, Russell's defender. How sweet. Especially given that her words applied to the both of them. They were bit players. Walk-ons in the drama unfolding between Casey and himself.

No, not himself. Bernius was the villain here. Wait. Casey was the villain. Bernius merely played his part. Russell, in the end, would play the hero, finding the fortune, saving his son, keeping his family together in the little nest of security only he could provide.

Russell's attempt to channel his son's influence infected the rest of his thoughts. Well, if he did have to sacrifice Dustin, at least he'd have that. "Sharon. All that matters right now is laying this family mystery to rest once and for all. Together, we can do what our father always wanted, and maybe give Grant some closure as well, on the quest that guided much of his mother's life."

"That's the kind of cooperative attitude we need." Bernius bobbed his head. "All you guys come together and figure it out."

"Bernius." Casey straightened. "I'd appreciate if you could get me what I asked for."

What had he—oh, right. Proof of life. "Absolutely," Russell echoed. "That's the top priority. Please," he added, striving to sound humbled.

Casey clearly wasn't fooled, but the audience of fools grew around them. As long as Dustin's life hung in the balance, Casey would bow to the threat. And the moment he stopped bowing, they'd be shut of him. Keeping Casey on a tether felt like harnessing a tiger: the creature could pull its weight, straight up until it got hungry. Then its master had better beware. Good thing Bernius rode shotgun, with a little army of minions ready to fire.


Chapter Seventy-One




Every time Russell deflected the danger onto someone else, the back of Grant's neck pricked as if the tattooed lion flexed its claws. Sharon stood solidly on Russell's side, Marco on his own. Caroline had her own problems, and who knew what was up with Louisa. Since the ambush on the highway, she'd been quieter, refusing to be drawn out on whatever she'd been about to tell him. Refusing, pretty much, to be anywhere near him. Grant Casey, grandson. Dangerous man.

Since Bernius's veiled threat on the dock back in Galveston, Grant braced for the big reveal. When it came, Russell's reaction, slightly off in ways Grant couldn't quite pin down, clinched his own suspicions. His uncle smelled more rotten than Hamlet's Denmark.

He'd almost believe Dustin already dead, but for the nurse's presence in the picture and the heart monitor connected to Dustin's chest. Pity that neither of them knew abduction protocols, how to use proof-of-life photos to signal to your allies. Unless his cousin had seen it in a movie. Damn.

So far as he could know, Dustin's life rested on Grant finding a treasure lost over four hundred years.

The slab from the raft had already been damaged before they saw it, and the gunshot didn't help. As a local woman delivered drinks to the others, Grant got to work. "Where are the rest of the clues? The things from the bundle, anything else you've got."

With a suspicious look, Sharon retrieved a tote bag and reverently laid out the deer hide with its contents, including the broken gourd.

Bernius's man by the door said, "You want me to, boss?"

"Yep. Cards on the table time." Bernius toasted toward him with his glass, and the man swapped out with another one. Seven altogether. Four here, plus three he hadn't seen since prior encounters. Bernius, or more likely, his client, was smart enough to hide the faces Grant or the others might recognize.

The man returned a moment later with a grocery bag, and peeled it off to display the broken kachina, which he placed alongside the contents of the bundle. Grant immediately saw why they'd come to Puerto Rico. His own photos hadn't captured the shape of the hide itself. Kudos to whoever recognized the outline.

Bringing over a tall glass of water, Marco offered it to him. "These people don't deserve you."

In spite of himself, Grant hesitated. Marco took a sip for himself, then offered the drink again. Have to trust somebody, some time.

The water felt cool and tasted a little earthy. "How's Caroline doing?"

"The plane didn't do her any favors. Nausea's part of the detox, but I'm hoping this is the last big hurdle for her."

"Me, too." Grant took another swallow, then addressed Russell, who should be incentivized to cooperate, even if Sharon were now convinced of Grant's mercenary nature. "What brought you all to Galveston?"

"Those markings on the hide. It's a rough map of the coastline near there. My virtual assistant identified it." Russell came to the other side of the table.

"And the hide itself is in the shape of Puerto Rico." Sharon rolled her r's beautifully.

Islands within islands. Interesting. Nothing in particular on either side of the hide to suggest where in Puerto Rico to go next. As for the wooden panel. "Marco, can you check the files Amerie sent? See if the panel was ever complete."

"Well, it didn't have a hole in it before," Sharon muttered.

It had more than one, actually, thanks to sea worms or some other parasites. Grant imagined Bernius and his crew nibbling little holes in the fiber of his family. Wish he had his phone with all the pictures he'd taken, but that was lost to the Galveston Channel. Even if it had remained in his pocket, the water plus the cracked casing would've been the end of that one. With photos, he could reconstruct the recently damaged part, but that didn't help with the portion broken off in some earlier incident.

After a moment, Marco showed him the archival image on his phone. "Same thing we saw, except this bit." He indicated a lower shard of one of the boards.

"That broke off during the fight. Before they got it out the window. While you were getting Amerie to safety."

The deepening frown set uneasily on Sharon's face. So like her mother's. Louisa emerged silently from the bedroom wing and settled on the white couch by the windows, her profile troubled.

"Maybe you should tell us everything," Sharon suggested.

Bernius's gaze sharpened.

"Some day," Grant said mildly. "Right now, we have a job to do." Holding Marco's phone alongside the panels, Grant visually filled in the shattered center. The holes bored into his consciousness. "Anybody got a magnifying glass?"

"I do, actually. I use it for my beading projects." Sharon’s arms unfolded, and she fetched her bag, rooting through to bring out a big rectangular glass with an off-set handle. "What are you looking for?"

"I need to examine these holes. Shipworm holes are very round, nearly perfect, that's why they sometimes fool people into thinking they're drill marks." He gestured toward a little cluster of holes. "It's related to how they burrow, using a grooved shell at one end of their body to grind into wood or stone."

Everyone stared at him with varying degrees of surprise.

Maybe not everyone knew about shipworm anatomy.

"Shipwreck archeology 101," Grant told them. His Tohono O'odham grandmother had given him books about it, never knowing how the information burrowed into his memory. He leaned over the boards, studying a hole that looked different from the rest. Splintered wood from the gunshot reached into the hole's boundary, further distorting it, but it had never been as round as the others. The other chips, on the undamaged edge, certainly resembled chisel marks. As if it were made to fit something very specific.

"Pencil and paper?"

Russell leapt to the task, returning from the kitchen to proffer what Grant needed. He made a rubbing of the hole, then traced a line to reconstruct the rim before his bullet intruded. Hadn't meant to sound flippant about the damage, just to send a message to Bernius, making sure they understood each other.

The resulting hole had two lobes, a familiar shape, albeit smaller than the usual cross-section of a femur. Grant reached for the grave goods, Sharon's hand intercepting as they both aimed for the same item: a thin bone with one cut end. She took it reverently, then handed it over.

Grant placed the bone into the hole, leaning slightly toward the splintered area. He carefully tore away his rubbing to leave the reconstructed edge intact and nudged the bone into proper alignment. The bone's cut end, examined with the glass, showed distinct tool marks, the narrow cuts only possible with a steel blade, and quite different from the stone tools employed to make finger holes on the bone flute.

"We're still missing something." Sharon took the glass. She lingered close by Grant, but when she noticed, she slid a conspicuous step further away, brushing off her shoulder to avoid cooties.

Louisa stepped into the gap. "Ah. I see."

Russell leaned in on his side, Sharon between himself and his mother. Marco stood by him, ready to pull up whatever information he needed. They gathered together around the table, assembling the clues the way another family might play Monopoly, an image that stirred a tide of emotion he couldn't afford, for the sake of the family members not present. His hurt wouldn't serve his cousin, even if his fury someday might.

"What do you see?" Grant asked softly.

"Something must point the way." Louisa set a finger atop the bone. Her hand tremored, one of the symptoms no longer controlled by the medications Dustin advised against. Dustin's presence haunted Grant more so than any ghost of his father.

"Yes," said Sharon, "but what?"

Louisa's hand drifted over the other items before them, touching the kachina and withdrawing again, her blue-eyed glance shifting toward Grant. "That doll was the second thing they took from our house. When Joshua turned thief for the sake of his wife."


Chapter Seventy-Two




Hands in his pockets, Russell managed a tranquil exterior while his mother unveiled the memories bubbling up. Memories he worked hard to suppress if he could not gather them into a net of his own making.

"She'd come to dinner before, of course. We knew the surest way to push two people together is to deny them each other's company. Besides Victor—" She pressed her hands on the edge of the table. "Victor put him up to dating her. You must've discovered that, both of you. Why else would a young man so indisposed toward college take up with one history professor after another?"

She grimaced. "We never expected him to fall in love, of course. Not seriously. I mean, he'd been in love with one girl or another since he reached puberty. Or more than one. A randy devil. Like his father." She expelled a long breath. "So we met her. Victor poured the drinks and plied her with questions. She didn't know then what he was really after."

When her hand wafted over the array of detritus on the table in front of them, it encompassed all of the so-called clues and whatever they pointed to. Russell gripped the piece of evidence unrevealed. The only thing with any inherent value.

"He showed her the Coronado letter, the helmet, that kind of thing. I don't remember what he said about any of it. I do remember she grew indignant. These artifacts out of context, a private collection that could shed light on real history." Her hand made a blah-blah talking mouth. Casey went especially still. The man had gradations of stillness like a series of ever-darker swatches on a paint strip going from "Calm Waters" through "Utter Focus" and "Peak Intensity," ending on "Ambush Predator."

Even Russell, whose lizard-brain had long since been placated by technology, didn't want to bait the man, but his mother seemed completely oblivious.

"We trusted Joshua, of course. He was our son. Besides, it wasn't for months that the arrowhead disappeared. And months later it showed up again, in an engagement photo he didn't mean to share."

"Oh. Oh, yeah." Sharon clutched one of her own dangling charms. "He asked me who could make a necklace out of a rock, but I didn't know what he meant. I swear, Mom, I had no idea what he had in mind." Her cheeks burned.

"So you said at the time. You never did have any guile."

Russell missed that blow-out. He'd been in grad school on the coast, and come home to find Sharon walking on eggshells, never able to apologize enough while Victor shunned both of his younger children.

Casey absorbed their words, then sketched a quick version of the necklace, a classic bit of tourist trash for anyone who lived in the Southwest: a stone arrowhead, clasped in a wrap of copper wire and hanging from a leather thong. "This one. That's what you're talking about." He pointed the pencil at the arrowhead.

"She was wearing it that night," Sharon whispered. "It's part of what got Dad so angry."

Casey's gaze unfocused for just an instant. "She wasn't. Not in the car."

"Well, it's gone now, obviously." Mother straightened up and took Sharon's half-drunk cocktail for herself. "Lost in the wreck or taken to the morgue. Maybe it was buried with her."

"You could've asked," Casey said, "If you'd come to the funeral." He set the pencil down very deliberately. "She was not wearing it when she left home. Or when she died."

Marco touched his brother's shoulder, just briefly. "They wore dancing clothes, right, Grant? But that's not what they wore to dinner."

Sharon and Louisa both shook their heads. "She had on a green blouse," Sharon said.

"Slacks." Mother's nose wrinkled in disdain.

"What was her shoe size?"

Marco's question brought a snort from Bernius, who hung around in a dining room chair. "Like you got a footprint you need to match."

"A shoe," Casey supplied. "In your mom's office."

Marco regarded Bernius coolly. "Someone broke into the office we share. My mom's been there for her whole academic career. She shared it with Faith, a long time ago. After the break-in, things were scattered around. Mom's never been a neatnik, but this was over the top, and one of the things I found was a woman’s shoe under the desk."

"Size ten. You think they changed clothes at the office, to conceal where they really went." He cut a glance toward Louisa, and "cut" was definitely the right word for it. "Dad had already changed our name. We hadn't been to your house for over a year. I used to ask when we'd go, and they deflected the question, so I stopped asking. The necklace was a present from my father, I know that. I don't know that she ever wore it outside of his company. They—" he paused and gave a little tilt of his head. "They tended to be more edgy when the Casaverde clan was involved. The necklace was part of that."

As he spoke, Sharon's face softened. "You would've known she wore it for a reason, so she hid the truth. I should ask Joshua." Her fingers knotted around one of her own necklaces.

"I've got his number," Mother said with an acid edge. "Do you want to call him?" At Sharon's stunned expression, Mother went on, "Dustin used to help me call, whenever I wanted to."

"That's disgusting." Sharon's hand rested at her throat. Such a hypocrite. "I thought Dustin was taking care of you."

The tip of the arrowhead dug into Russell's finger. They needed it, right there. His fingertips reported precisely how the arrowhead fit with the bone, but if he revealed it now, he'd be linked to the break-in. It might be the thread Casey could pick at to tie Russell to so many things he tried to distance himself from. No good at all.

"So where'd it go, then? This necklace?" Bernius heaved himself up to join the party.

"Did you report the break-in?" Sharon brought out her phone. "Maybe the police have a lead on that. Or could it still be at the office? Maybe your mom could take a look around."

"She's in Texas, by curious coincidence," Marco replied. "At M. D. Anderson."

"The cancer center?" Louisa inquired. "But she can't be working there."

Russell suppressed any reaction. Even as she was, his mother couldn't always control herself. Casey's head turned a few precise degrees. If Russell ever had a contract for security avatars, he'd be sure to program that one in.

Sharon's lips formed an 'o', then compressed. "I'm sorry."

"Yeah." Marco's single word carried the weight of a lifetime of strained relations.

Casey returned the brief touch from a few minutes prior, and both men looked a little too serious.

"Let's get settled in and feed everyone, shall we?" Russell said. "Then we'll tackle how to proceed."

"Trail's broken for real, isn't it?" Bernius rapped his fists on the table. "How to proceed? What've we even got? What's all this worth if we're missing the main thing?" He slammed his fists down. The women twitched closer together, and the balanced bone flute fell over. He jabbed his finger toward Casey. "You're the guy who knows how to do this, right? Get the fuck on it!"

The unspoken "or else" hung between them like a chandelier waiting to fall.


Chapter Seventy-Three




As the Casaverdes moved on toward meal planning, and arranging the furniture on the deck to accommodate the clan, quite as if they didn't have a care in the world, Grant took stock of the clues before him. He wrote out the list of letters and numbers, each group led by a "D" or a one. Letters. No, mostly that one. D2, 13, D1, A, 11. But the sequence broke off with the missing portion of the boards and no amount of wishful thinking would reconstruct it.

"Any dietary restrictions?" Marco asked, pausing beside him.

"Not poisoned. Not drugged."

Marco gave a breath of humor. "I'll keep an eye out, okay? Be your taster if you want."

"Thanks."

With Marco's phone, Grant took more photos of everything, documenting in case he needed it later. As he reached for the kachina, he paused, looking at the pattern on the figure's back, a rank of snakes, surprisingly orderly, with a few round symbols he'd taken for moons. Now that he had the planks in front of him, the kachina's markings transformed. Moon, two snakes; four snakes; moon, one snake; five snakes; two snakes; moon, three snakes; crescent moon; small snake, long snake. The structure imitated the lettering on the boards, down to its placement on the back of the figure—explaining why the image on the board had no facial features.

But the moon wasn't the typical crescent. Instead, the artist presented a gibbous moon, a fat shape not quite round. He read it as the moon because of the native context, but of course Esteban hadn't been raised in that culture. The European beads and scrap of silk indicated his outsider status. A gibbous moon, or a letter "D" depicted by someone unfamiliar with the Latin alphabet.

Grant controlled any reaction to this revelation as his relatives moved through the space, largely now ignoring him.

As he studied the kachina, a pair of uniformed servers arrived, bringing the meal. Bernius strolled toward Grant's position and cleared his throat. "How's it going? Any revelations we should know about?"

"I've got a few ideas. Do you have what I asked for?" Grant casually turned the figure face up, smoothing its skirt.

"Platter number seventeen, no cilantro?" Bernius grinned. "Marco's handling that. Seemed like he didn't want me anywhere near your food."

Stepping away from the table, Grant called, "Russell!"

Near the doorway to the deck, Russell perked up. "Do you have something?" He hurried closer, and the rest of the family paused what they were doing. Not good, if Bernius really did have Dustin's life in his hands and part of the bargain was to keep that secret.

Grant shook his head. "Just a question."

Russell sauntered over, for all the world like a man on vacation, pursuing a little recreational side quest.

Grant kept his hands loose, no matter the tension that built in every muscle. Very low, very distinct, he said, "Proof of life."

"Do you have it?" Russell managed "eager" but failed "terrified," or even "concerned."

"Don't you worry, Mr. Casaverde. Right here. But I think our boy's keeping secrets." He patted his upper breast pocket.

"Is he? Are you?" Russell edged closer. "Please, Grant, don't toy with my son's life." He grabbed Grant's arm, presumably to add to his emphasis, but he overbalanced, stumbling and forcing Grant to catch him to keep the both of them from falling onto the table of artifacts. Russell pushed away and straightened, blinking fiercely. "Sorry. I'm so sorry." He lowered his head, rubbing his forehead. "You must understand how…"

Bending down, Russell said, "What's this? Wait--was that in your pocket the whole time?" His voice rose, and the others, Casaverdes and thugs alike hesitated.

Russell reached for the floor, then turned his hand, revealing an arrowhead Grant hadn't seen for decades. "My god, Casey, did you really think you'd be able to pull this off? What were you planning to do, wait until our backs were turned to solve the whole thing? Then pretend you knew nothing about it?" He thrust the pendant toward Grant's face.

"You son of a bitch."

"Don't you talk about your own grandmother that way." Russell back-pedaled, putting space between them, assuming that Grant would use some traditional boxing stance or blow. He considered sweeping his uncle's legs and letting him fall. Hard. Son of a bitch. Russell had the arrowhead the whole time, revealing it only when he could frame Grant for his duplicity. What could he even do about it?

"Easy, Grant, easy." Marco set down a carton of food, freeing his hands for an intervention. Shouldn't be needed.

"Did you find this in the car? Or were you the one who broke into Marco's office?" Russell studied the pendant with horrified fascination. "I can't believe you withheld that—You've just been—"He dropped his voice to hiss, "You know what's at stake here, Casey."

Rich men getting richer. Over their son's dead body, apparently. "I have no knowledge of where the pendant was found, Russell. I didn't find it." Tried not to put the edge to his uncle's name. And probably failed.

"You're denying it? Even now?" Sharon clenched her fists. "You're really unbelievable, you know that."

Had to release the anger. Before this whole situation blew up, with Dustin and Farouk caught in the fallout. He drew a deeper breath and focused on his aunt. "I haven't seen it since I was child, Sharon. What do you want me to swear on?"

"Could we believe an oath of yours? The way you're so suspicious of Russell, of his bodyguards. You're the reason they're even here you know."

"Pity we can't call Joshua the way I used to." Louisa hovered in the open sliding door. "Can't you talk with him, Sharon?"

Sharon's face crumpled. "And ask him if his son's lying to us? Mom, I wouldn't even know how to have that conversation. Even if I thought I should."

Russell glanced to his sister. "It could be—"he swallowed, then whispered, "the drugs. You know Joshua had a significant weakness in that regard."

Drawn in, she said, "It does affect the children some times, it's true." Couldn't decide if her pity hurt more than her earlier scorn. "It makes them more susceptible. Especially with, well, such a traumatic history."

"That's not me." Grant kept his hands low and open, not quite pleading.

"No, no, I'm sure you're right." Russell shrugged. "I only saw you under the influence the once. I shouldn't imply otherwise."

"He's not an addict, Sharon." Marco's hands hovered, but it wasn't Sharon he sought to placate. Grant flashed to the moment he pulled a gun on Tommy, to the horror on Marco and Caroline's faces when they saw him. How could they know he'd been clean all his life? They had only his word for it. Why expect them to take it on trust?

"Hey, hey, take a breather, Casey." Bernius wrapped an arm over his shoulders tugging him toward the front door. "Step outside for a minute before you blow your top."

Everyone treating him like a bomb about to explode. Self-assessment: Bernius was damn lucky Grant was unarmed, or that touch might've set him off. If the sight of the pendant hadn't.

Sharon lifted the pendant from Russell's hand. "We'll have to remove the wire."

"Genuine emerald," Louisa pronounced. "Victor had it examined years ago." She carried a forkful of salad. "That's the only bit of real treasure ever associated with the claims." With a shrug, she stuffed the salad into her mouth.

Just for a moment, Grant hated them all, every natural-born Casaverde. Better give in to Bernius's pressure, and apply a little pressure of his own, if there were any possible way to turn this moment.

"Uh-uh. You stay here. Just the two of us, man to man," Bernius pronounced, putting out a hand to prevent Marco from following. They walked past his man by the door, and he exchanged a nod with his man on the driveway.

Once beyond the scrutiny of the others, Grant turned sharply. Bernius pulled away fast, hands up. He plucked the phone from his pocket and displayed it.

Dustin's battered, bandaged face. He looked exhausted, holding a phone that displayed the day's news feed. Extreme close-up, revealing nothing that could reveal their location, or even the status of his nurse. His stomach churned and the idea of Mexican food lost its appeal.

"You don't touch him. Either of them. Next hour, I need to see both of them, on video."

"Sure, whatever you say. I need to see some gold."

Grant paced away and back again. "I can't make promises, Bernius. Doesn't matter how hard I try, there might be nothing to find."

"I'm willing to take a deposit in cash, or by wire. I'll make it easy. On you."

Grant pictured his fist smashing those perfectly regular teeth. He held perfectly still.

Bernius stared at him a long moment, anticipating some reaction, anything to give him an excuse for brutality. Finally, he shrugged back his shoulders and slipped the phone away. Hands in his pockets, strolling back toward the house. Grant took his time returning, cataloging his skills and knowledge, trying to find any way to break this helplessness.

He had no intention of letting them win, even if every member of his father's family denounced him. He would do everything in his power to get Dustin and Farouk safe. Which meant he had a job to do.


Chapter Seventy-Four




Russell re-erected the bone in its socket while Sharon tugged and pulled with a pair of tiny pliers, unwinding the wire wrap to transform the arrowhead from a pendant. Marco stood close by, glancing toward the windows, then toward Casey's meal. Russell knew very well what Bernius called him out for. The sight of Dustin's face gave Russell no pleasure, not in its present condition.

When they successfully concluded the search, he'd get the chance to play liberator for a joyous reunion. Dustin's long recovery, his utter dependence on Russell and whatever plans Russell made, would undermine whatever agency Dustin possessed, leaving the malleable son he'd always wanted. Good thing Russell had been raised as a strategic thinker by the master manipulator himself.

With another gentle twitch, the bone set smoothly, encouraged by Casey's paper frame to stand up. "How's that coming along?"

"Just one more…got it!" She set aside the tool and wire then scooted around the corner of the table to set the arrowhead into the notch on top of the bone. A notch, he must admit, that she'd been the first to notice. Too much concern with the material world.

Casey slid back inside, looking for a problem he could solve with his fists. He wasn't stupid, of course—neither had his father been—but he'd clearly invested in some aspects of personal development over others. The sight of the naked arrowhead left him apparently unmoved, but Russell wasn't fooled, not a bit.

"Did Bernius give you what you asked for?"

A nod, and Russell beamed, trying for some of Sharon's lightness. "Thank God."

The arrowhead rocked a bit and Sharon shifted the angle. It slipped into the notch made to hold it. She clapped her hands together.

Picking up the discarded wire, Casey joined them, holding one end over the arrowhead and pulling the wire taut in the direction it pointed. The wire cut across the head of the figure at an angle, not interacting with the other markings at all.

"The figure. I think it's Esteban, with the markings tattooed on his back."

Marco stiffened. "And that's what he meant by becoming the shadow, he was literally graven. Anybody got a map of Puerto Rico?"

"There's one in the kitchen." Sharon hustled to retrieve it.

"I don't see how that helps. This isn't the Puerto Rico map, unless there's a way that the deer hide relates to the boards," Russell remarked.

"Not Puerto Rico, another island nearby. Look at the curve of the shoulders or the letter D's." Casey tilted his chin to indicate rather than change the position of his hands. "They were capable of scribing curves on this medium, but for the head, they chose not to. Islands are easy landmarks."

Unfolding the map, Marco held it up and refolded a few parts. "Bingo." He placed the map atop the wood near the head of the figure, orienting it carefully. "Mona Island. Used to be a farming community, mostly Arawak natives and enslaved Blacks. And, according to some, the secret storage for Spanish treasure. The place is riddled with caves, just a few rangers living there now."

The shape of the small island aligned well with the off-center head of the carved figure, though it was smaller on the commercial map.

"Sharon, could you hold this?" Casey turned over his task to his aunt and pulled out a compass which he set beneath the stretched wire. "We don't know which coast is indicated, though the south-east is the most obvious." He fiddled around with the compass and his pencil, making two marks on the new map, on opposites sides of the small landmass, then drawing the line to connect them. "A cave seems most likely, accessed from the sea rather than the land. We'll need a boat. It probably won't require diving—not if they off-loaded anything of serious weight."

"That coastline's notorious for high waves and wrecks," Marco supplied. "I doubt the divers of the era would be able to manage. The stash might be accessible only at certain intervals."

"I'll make the arrangements!" Russell let go of the bone. "Eat, eat. We won't be able to head out until the morning in any case. Back in a moment."

"We'll need more gear," Casey called after him. "Drybags, some kind of boots, helmets, headlamps, climbing rope and guidelines—they unspool to trace your path in a cave system."

Did the man have to be so arrogantly competent? Be gracious, be cooperative. "Let me know what else I should add to the list."

"You do know a lot about this kind of thing, Grant," Sharon observed.

Russel bridled at her use of the familiar name. Her innate naivete might push her to the wrong side. "Tomb-raiding and pilfering from shipwrecks will do that, I suppose." Striding toward the bedroom wing, Russell said, "Jeanne. Charter boat for about twelve passengers, tomorrow. May require multiple days."

"Working."

One of the minions had brought Russell's things to the largest bedroom, and he sorted out his laptop. Jeanne could handle the basics. Russell picked a chair furthest from the closed door, then inserted his earpiece. "Jeanne. Replay earlier messages."

"Chronological sort or by type?"

Interesting. "Chronological."

7:39 am. Tommy: Hi, Russell, it's me just got to the hotel. The El Paso cops want another interview, but I'm putting them off for now. Sorry I missed you [chuckle] both here and on the phone. Uh. Anyway, I'll take care of it. Catch you later. Bye!

7:42 am. Stryker's phone feed: Why, hello. Didn't expect to see you there.

Tommy's voice: Yikes! Where'd you come from?

Stryker: Neighborhood of El Paso, same as you, I believe. How're the chats with Ramirez going?

Tommy: (pause) Fine.

Stryker: You want a hand with that?

Tommy: I've got it.

Stryker: Cool, cool. I thought I might catch up with Russell, but it seems like they've checked out?

Tommy: Yeah. He asked me to pick up some lights left over from a party.

Good lad, Tommy, nice bit of improv, there. Dustin would be proud.

Stryker: Are you meant to deliver?

Tommy: You could just call him. Do you need the number?

Stryker: Any sign of Casey, or did he vamoose?

Tommy: I'm fine not seeing him.

Stryker: [chuckle] I get that. I've heard a thing or two.

Long pause.

Tommy: Well. Take care, detective.

Stryker: Likewise.

7:48 am Tommy: Russell! Stryker's here, the detective. Asking after you and Casey. I didn't know what to tell him! I gave him a story about the equipment, said it was for a party. What do you want me to do? Call me. Please.

8:15 am. Tommy. No message.

Russell leaned back in his chair and phoned his nephew. Tommy picked up in an instant, as if he'd been staring at the phone for the last hour and a half. "Russell! Thank goodness. Did you get my message?"

"Thanks so much for cleaning up after the party. You can just throw those things away. Be discreet."

"Yes, of course. Where are you?"

"Puerto Rico. We've got most of the family over here—Casey, too, I'm sorry to say, but we're making great progress on the riddles. Tomorrow morning, we'll be on the final leg of the adventure." He lowered his voice. "Look, Tommy. Casey's been saying some things. Accusations."

"He's practically a spy, Russell. I don't know what he's been telling you, but he'd say anything to advance his private agenda."

"Too true, Tommy. He seems to have taken against you. I'm a little concerned that he might succeed in poisoning your aunt and grandmother as well."

"He threatened my life, Russ, you know that."

"He said it's because of what happened to Dustin. That you were involved somehow. Of course it's baloney. You wouldn't do anything to hurt my son, would you?"

"Don't even think it!" Tommy breathed a little sharply. "Is he…will he be okay?"

"I hope so, Tommy, I really do. Well. I should let you go."

"Look, Russell. If you've got Casey spreading lies about me. Maybe I should be there. So I can speak up for myself, if nothing else."

"Damage control. That's smart." Russell smiled to himself. Not just about the treasure, of course, being present when they might have a fortune to divvy up. "How quickly can you get here?"

"I'll text you my reservation." Tommy hung up.

For a moment, Russell tipped his head back, eyes closed. Stryker wouldn't've left Tommy alone, of course, but Tommy was already too rattled to notice that. If he managed the players to best advantage, Casey could be nudged to terminate Bernius and as many of his thugs as possible. One of them would then take him down, or possibly, Stryker would do the job. It niggled a bit that he hadn't worked Stryker's agenda, other than getting Casey in his sights. All of this in what was practically a third-world country.

The remaining thugs could be paid off. Well. Placated with the idea that they would be, before Russell rode to the rescue and brought his son home safe. Not to mention a good deal richer—if the treasure were found. Get Mother's medications started up again. Were the pills water-soluble?

He toyed with the idea of abandoning Marco and Caroline in Puerto Rico. Marco would jump in on Casey's side, of course. Likely get himself shot. Caroline…nobody knew what she'd do from one moment to the next. No matter. A drug-addled cocktail waitress was hardly worth his concern. Speaking of which, this called for a drink!


Chapter Seventy-Five




Dawn barely broke over the palm trees surrounding the deck as Grant prepared his drybag. He'd asked for a dive knife, but it didn't come through. Big surprise. The kitchen supplied him with some snacks, and a tin of leftovers large enough to conceal a steak knife from the night guards. Paring knife, too. For some reason, they declined to pack his gun when they boarded the plane. Gee, can't imagine why.

Sharon believed they were here to defend Russell from Grant. The longer this took, the more true that became. For the first hour last night, he lay in bed with Marco's cell phone and a downloaded Spanish-language copy of Amadis of Gaul, looking for a code in the letter and number combinations carved into the wood. Nothing. But then it might've been a particular translation, or it might be completely unrelated.

Even when he set aside that problem, he woke every hour until midnight, demanding proof of life from a groggy Bernius. Neither of them really called the shots—or the punches, as the case may be. So long as Russell didn't give permission for further abuse, Grant felt confident that Bernius's threats didn't carry full weight, if only because Russell wanted to perpetuate the illusion of his own potential bereavement.

The last time he opened the door to the room he shared with Marco, he found one of the thugs standing in front of it. "You'll wait."

Marco stirred, but didn't wake. Grant managed to sleep another few hours, a feat that sleeping through artillery shells made possible, even though the hourly timer went off now inside his head: Dustin and Farouk depended on him. Hated the idea of Russell seeking his own son's death, but the attack in the hospital hadn't been about pain and disfigurement: it was meant to be lethal.

He woke to the image of his mother in the car, pushing him away, biting his hand to make him let go. To make sure he survived. Maybe he had a crappy childhood. Maybe that night wrecked most of his life. At least, he'd never had to face the idea that his own father wanted him dead.

Marco stirred behind him. "Grant."

"Hope I didn't disturb you."

"You leaving?"

"Just prepping for the day." But the question made him pause. He dropped a knee and turned, kneeling in the gloom. "Don't worry, Marco. I'm in this for the duration."

"Why?" Marco sat up. "You don't owe anybody anything, Grant. Not even me and Caroline. You're pissed at the lot of them, that's clear. They're using you. You're letting them."

"Adrenaline, remember? That's my addiction."

"You've been angry at them for years, Grant." Marco propped his elbows on his knees. "But for you to admit how angry you are, you'd have to admit how deeply you're hurt."

Calling his grandmother, tears burning his eyes as he begged to come home and she refused him. He resumed packing, considering how to conceal the larger blade without putting it far from reach. "My father shut the door on his family before the accident. I just made sure it stayed closed."

"Because you can't be hurt by people who mean nothing to you."

Wrapping and snapping the top of his dry bag, Grant said, "We've got a boat to catch."

Throwing off the covers, Marco stood up, hands propped on his hips. "You don't have to put up with this. With all of their crap. You and Bernius in some kind of pissing match, Russell lording it over everyone. I knew you for years before. I've been with you through some crazy shit the last few days. A cop tried to assassinate you, Grant, but you stayed. Why don't you just go home?"

"I made a promise I'd find the treasure." Even if his half-siblings never got their share of it.

Marco padded toward him. "They've got something on you, don't they? Is this about the drugs, that night? Or how you threatened Tommy."

"Negative." He swung the bag over his shoulder and tried a smile. "I've been tarred with worse."

"Denial. Deflection. Don't do this to me, man. Not to me." Marco tapped his own chest.

"Thanks the impromptu psych session. Will this be billed to my insurance?"

"Here's my last approach." Marco closed within a foot. "However they're manipulating you, it's none of that stuff, because it wouldn't work. You'd throw yourself under the bus if you had to, but you'd never do that to one of us. Even with Tommy, telling them why you don't trust him, you're pulling your punches. So here's my final answer. Whatever's keeping you here, it ain't about you. It's like you're back inside that damn garage. I'm trying to break a window, Grant. I'm trying anything I can so I can help you. Please don't lock me out."

Lord knew he could use the help. Weighed the risk that they'd find out. That they would know he told, and take it out on Dustin.

He met Marco's eye.

Barefoot, Marco's height matched his own. They had only just found each other again—Marco said it himself yesterday, he didn't want to lose that connection, maybe the only good thing that came out of the last forty-eight hours. Grant's chest burned.

"Marco. Do not make me lie to you."

His brother rocked back on his heels and forward again, eyebrows raised. "Oh, shit." He gripped Grant's shoulder. Felt like he was trying to knead a stone.

"I'm with you, Grant. No matter what, okay?"

Didn't trust himself to speak.

Grant withdrew and walked to the door. Thug number three practically fell inside, with a grin like a jackal's. "Good morning, boys. Tricky conversation? You look a little verklempt."

"Long night. Can't wait for the boat trip. How about you?" He brushed by, hoping to draw the man's attention with him. Did this qualify as throwing himself under a bus? Nah. This bus already aimed for him. He just wasn't dodging real fast. What would he do if they decided Marco made a better point of leverage? Oh, Hell.

Caroline sat up from the couch, holding a washcloth to her forehead. "You guys had Mexican. And Chinese for dinner!"

"I'm glad to see you up and about." He squatted to examine the array of boots delivered last night. Must be nice to have stores that eager for your business. The delivery also included a range of high-end outdoor clothes, enough to equip the family and then some. They'd look like a proper shore excursion.

"No, you're right. Sorry if I've been a bitch lately."

"You're fine." He chose a pair the right size, with good treads and waterproof uppers. Should've asked for some neoprene booties, in case they had to cross through the water to make landfall. Eh. They'd just have him walk the plank.

"Jeez, Marco, what's up with him?"

"Don't worry about it. Let's get you some yogurt. I'm thinking you should probably stay here today. The boat ride might be a little much."

"No way!" She surged off the couch, flinging aside her cold compress. "This is the treasure haul, right? I've been waiting forever for this!"

"Hey, Casey." Bernius, clad in a new expedition shirt, waved from the deck. "I've got your delivery."

Grant yanked the boots on and stalked over, joining the man on the deck as he shut the door. "Sorry about disturbing you last night. I just need to be sure they're okay."

"Oh, yeah, I understand, absolutely. What I don't get is this morning. I understand you and your bro had a little heart-to heart, ending with his undying pledge."

"He knows something's up and he's worried about me. I didn't tell him anything."

"You sure you didn't drop some hints?" He cradled his phone, head tilted to view something only he could see. Tempting to rip it out of his hand.

"Guess this was a little premature, then." He turned the phone to face Grant.

Video, as requested. Both men visible. Farouk seized by a much larger man, his arms pinned behind his back. Another man loomed over Dustin in a portable hospital bed. He struggled with the man's arm wrapped around his throat, a large, re-curve blade stroking against his cheek.

"Leave them alone, Bernius." The knife in Grant's hand tapped low against his adversary's gut.

"Whoa, whoa, whoa." Bernius gripped Grant's wrist. "No call for that. Nobody's hurt. Yet." Into the phone, he said, "Let up, boys. I think he got the message." Then his eyes flicked toward the screen. He pasted on a grin and rang off, looking a little seasick already.

"Come on, Casey." He pushed Grant's arm away. "You've got a treasure to find."


Chapter Seventy-Six




Dustin never slept well on planes anyway, so having some muscular jerk shove a phone at him periodically hadn't changed much. Until the plane landed, and the biggest jerk grabbed Farouk, lifting him off his feet.

"He's not part of this. You have a point to make, you make it to me." Dustin knew exactly what he was asking for. Thank God they'd taken off the heart monitor, or it would be going off like a fire drill.

A voice over the intercom told them to stay seated until they came to a complete stop. The reddish light of sunset from the windows further up in the plane slid into darkness. A hangar, of some kind.

"Boss says we need to get this done," one of the muscleheads rumbled.

The plane halted, with an unbuckling of seat belts and somewhere the opening of doors. More light streamed in from the back. "Got the ramp," someone said, then, "Oh, sorry."

"Do it," another voice commanded.

One of them grabbed Dustin from behind, snugging his elbow under Dustin's chin, laying a knife against his undamaged cheek. Dustin kicked his heels into the bed, pushing up, trying to relieve the pressure.

"How's this, Boss? Makin' it look good!"

The cameraman stepped around to Dustin's feet and aimed the phone. Distantly, Dustin made out a voice. Bernius, issuing one of his veiled threats. There'd never been voices on the other end before. Everything about this felt different and wrong.

Another voice, clear and calm. Not his father's, his cousin's.

The cameraman said something else, something Dustin couldn't make out in the rising terror of his own mind. They weren't hostage against his father's behavior, but against Grant's. Dad might not even know what had happened—but the last thing Dustin wanted was Grant beholden to a threat over them. The guy had some mad skills, if he were given the freedom to use them.

Tucking his good hand away, he fumbled with a tiny vial in his sling. He'd already stripped the wrapping from the syringes and arranging the vials ready at need. Now he removed the cap from one and sucked up some of the liquid—and jabbed it into the IV port still attached to the back of his left hand.

How long would it take to affect him? His veins felt cold, then the man holding his head said, "Guys?" The arm let go. "Shit! Guys!"

"The Hell did you do?" Cameraman lunged forward.

"Dustin?"

"Sorry, Boss. We gotta go!"

"Oh, shit." Voices around him, rising in various states of panic.

"Release me! I'm a nurse. Let me take care of him," Farouk shouted. "Get out of the way. Let me work."

Farouk's hand at his wrist, then at his throat, and Dustin pleaded without sound that he'd recognize the truth and take up his part. Wasn't much like the plans they spoke of in whispers, but still.

"Did you have to hold so tight?" Farouk dropped the side of the bed, working fast at Dustin had no idea what. He had a dream like this once, where he could see and hear, and had no power to react. No movement, no speech, not even the willing blink of an eye. Freaky. Hope to God he hadn't chosen the wrong vial.

"Jesus, I didn't mean for that to happen. He's just unconscious right?"

How long had it been? Farouk braced over the bed, placing his hands on Dustin's chest. He counted out loud, pressing lightly but shouting the numbers with every pseudo-compression.

"The oxygen mask. Get it out."

"Right, okay," said the maybe-murderer.

Dustin felt a little sorry he hadn't just gone for faking it, acting his way through, but with every involuntary movement—his left hand rapping against the musclehead's leg as he moved by, the fact he stared straight at the ceiling—the illusion seemed more complete. He'd remember all this later. If they survived.

"The mask!" Farouk moved like a man possessed, a bundle of energy to very little actual purpose. "Immediately, please."

Should've prepped another hypo before he dosed himself. Oopsie.

His fingers shivered. Waking up? Maybe.

"Here you go. What's that?"

"Adrenaline. It can get his heart started again."

Into the muscle, Dustin recalled, never the vein.

"Hold the mask. Come on! Are you stupid?"

"Jesus, I've never done this before." Someone fumbled around Dustin's face with a strap and a rubbery mask.

"You've certainly killed a man before."

Dustin's fingers twitched definitively that time. The will seeped into his left arm, and he tapped Farouk's leg. The nurse leaned forward, occluding Dustin's vision.

The nurse's arm swung up and jabbed. He pushed off of the bed and crashed to the floor.

Dustin jerked. His whole body shuddered. He slapped his hand around, finding the buckles and releasing each one. He struggled toward sitting, reaching for another vial of his own. Had to be ready, whatever came next.

On the floor, the musclehead's body spasmed, his eyes rolling and mouth frothing. A spot of blood marked his neck just past the junction of his shoulder. Farouk knelt beside him, head bowed. "He moved."

Dustin found his voice. "I'm so sorry." He rolled to get his feet over the edge of the bed, and he touched Farouk's back. "We have to go." He sounded hoarse all over again, as the drug wore off.

Farouk pushed himself up. "They've gone. Some are now arguing at the back of the plane, what to do now that you're dead." His lips curled. "I almost didn't understand." He looked shaken, but still reached for an overhead bin and pulled out the bag of Dustin's clothes from the hospital. "You can’t wear this, but your wallet is there, too."

He'd love to get properly dressed, assuming he could, but that would have to wait. In the meantime, he pulled the thin blanket around him into a toga of sorts, keeping his broken arm close. Farouk offered a strap he pulled from a pouch on the gurney. Belting off his new robe, Dustin tried to stand.

Pain raced along his leg. He clenched his jaw.

Farouk jumped toward him. "You shouldn't be standing, not so soon."

"Got that." He clutched the shoulder of one seat as Farouk edged forward, past the—the body. Yeah, it had really come that far. At least it wasn't his own. Dustin leaned down—painfully, everything hurt and his entire inner monologue was cuss words he couldn't say around his grandmother--to tug the man's pistol from its shoulder holster, tucking it into his makeshift toga. Watch out, Ceasar's packing the heat.


Chapter Seventy-Seven




Russell gripped the rail before him, watching the island grow as the sea churned away from the prow of their boat. No word from Tommy, who should be landing any moment, if he hadn't already. No matter—Russell left him some instructions and carried on toward the treasure, and the end of this whole benighted quest.

Surprisingly, Caroline kept her breakfast down, or maybe she hadn't eaten any, in spite of Marco hovering over her. Mother remained subdued this morning. Now that her meds had utterly worn off, she didn't gaze at Casey like the Second Coming anymore, but Russell wasn't sure the change was an improvement.

Casey himself stood at the helm, because of course he could steer a boat. In fact, once he demonstrated his skill to the hired captain, he insisted the man be paid off and dismissed. Bernius and another thug lingered in the pilot house, perhaps thinking their coerced guide would simply run them into a cliff. One of the other minions hung over the stern, green as old money while two of his fellows took bets on whether he'd fall in, and the last one grumbled about the lack of signal while frowning at his cell phone. Such pleasant company.

The ocean's chop strengthened, the four motors increasing in volume as they approached Mona Island and the current through the channel threatened to sweep them past.

Sharon finally opened her eyes. Sitting cross-legged on the open deck beyond the pilot house and salon, she cradled the arrowhead in her hands. The silk scarf wrapped over her head ruffled in the wind. "Almost there?"

Russell occupied one of the cushy benches in the salon—a grand term for just a canopy over a big table, but still. "To the first coordinates yes. Are you praying?"

She came to join him. "Salt water can purify artifacts that may have been…tainted."

"But she wasn't wearing it when she passed. I don't think." Russell couldn't tell if Casey were paying attention, but the man seemed to have eyes in the back of his head, so it seemed likely.

"Death is not the only way that spiritual stains are spread. Lies and crimes. Secrets and concealments. All of those things freight the substance." Her eyes bored holes into their nephew as she spoke, as if she glared into those unseen eyes Russell imagined to be watching them.

Russell cleared his throat. Had he become more susceptible to other people's perspectives lately? First Dustin's character concepts, and now Sharon's fancies. She'd fully bought into his "fears" about Casey. If Casey otherwise survived this adventure, it was possible he'd produce evidence of Russell's little tricks and schemes, thus ruining Russell's standing in his own family. Intolerable. Russell would simply ensure that didn't happen.

The boat slowed as the island rose above them. With the sun fully risen, the water sparkled a lovely blue and, aside from the total lack of suitable lodgings or high-speed internet, he could imagine the place as a nice vacation destination. Their family odyssey to follow in the tracks of their great ancestor hadn't included his particular backwater location. Victor never knew its significance, otherwise, he'd have had them out here with metal detectors.

To the left. What was that? Port? Something like that. A road descended among a few buildings to a broad, sandy beach already occupied by several groups. A pier provided space for a handful of boats, but several smaller ones simply backed up to the beach itself.

"That's beautiful. Wow." Caroline braced herself toward the bow of the boat like a figurehead, though she'd done her hair in braids to control it in the wind of their passage. The braids slapped around like reins on a horse gone wild.

"It's nothing compared to the real Caribbean, of course." Louisa, in deference to the trip, wore slacks for the first time in Russell's memory, but she still smoothed them down as if she must preserve her modesty.

A lighthouse marked the higher ground to the right. Dense jungle foliage marched down the slopes between. Rough stone protruded here and there, craggy and volcanic.

"Got the binocs?" Bernius thrust out grabbing fingers like a greedy toddler.

"Here ya go." One of the minions produced them from the pile of helmets, gear and backpacks.

Casey throttled down and steered the boat slowly along the coast in the direction of the lighthouse. "The cave could be overgrown, hard to spot from the water, but most of these things are kept open by occasional storms and high water. I'm hoping we've got low enough draft to get in close when we find it."

Bernius stepped out of the pilot house to scan the jungle. "I'm not seeing a break in the trees, other than the road and those little buildings."

Compass and chart on the helm beside him, Casey moved a little further. "Our chances are better on the far side. This area's shallow enough to make it an attractive landing, and the beach likely gets larger or smaller with the seasons, but I don't expect it’s ever gone completely."

"So it's too attractive." Marco, too, scanned the landscape. "The supply boats and tenders from the big island would come here all the time. That roadbed’s probably been here for centuries."

"The path of least resistance for the farming community on top."

"Yeah, I got nothing." Bernius swung his big head in Casey's direction. "Hope the next side isn't a bust."

"No more than I do." Casey brought the boat back up to speed. "Any messages for me?"

Bernius stared at him dully. "At this point, I wanna see some results."

"Better get a move on, then." Casey's hand thrust the throttle forward and Bernius staggered as the boat picked up speed. Regaining his balance, Bernius chewed on his irritation. He almost faced Russell, then seemed to think the better of it. Their partnership came to a close any moment, aside from arranging Russell's star turn for his son's benefit.

They rounded the head occupied by the lighthouse and proceeded to the northwest. The character of the island changed from a pleasant, sandy, jungle paradise to an ever higher face of rugged cliffs occupied only by seabirds. Dark openings pitted the crags.

"Oh, yeah, this is better." Bernius lifted his binoculars again. "There's fuckin' caves everywhere! Sorry, ma'am."

"Listen for my mark." Casey watched the boat's compass as they came around the next point of land. "Five…four…three…two…one." He dropped their speed to almost nothing, just holding the boat against the current. It rocked harder on this side, and Russell shifted to the opposite bench as several other passengers flocked to the landward side to help with the search. Sharon joined him, and Mother set her hands on the bench, leaning, but not joining the migration to study the rock.

"Grant! Ahead a little bit, past that sea stack. Is that a shadow, or—"Marco's arm thrust in that direction.

Casey guided the boat closer, toward the column of rock his sibling indicated, and Russell restrained the urge to gawk along with the others. The column rose a couple of stories above the slapping waves, but not close to the height of the island towering behind. Russell's pulse quickened. The sea stack itself complicated their approach, and its shadow obscured the background stone. Indeed without so many eyes, and such a clear command for the search, they might've scrolled right by.

As the bow of the boat nosed past the stack, a lower darkness yawned in the cliff behind. The sound of their motors and that of the waves rebounded from the cliff to echo around them. They bobbed alongside, facing the open mouth of the cave, precisely where Casey predicted they'd find it.

Marco gave a low whistle while Caroline whooped and pumped her fists in the air. She jumped up from her bench to fling her arms around Casey. "You found it! Oh, my god!"

He ignored her, but for a dip of the chin, his eyes on the water and shore around them. Hardly a shoreline when it rose straight up from the water itself. Between the sea stack and the bulk of the island, a shelf of stone, protected from the worst of the waves, aimed downward at a lesser angle.

"Land, ho." Casey tipped his head toward the port. "Let's get those bumpers deployed. I'd hate for Russell to have to buy the boat."

His tone suggested otherwise, but Russell was inclined to be generous. After all, he was about to be in on a fortune.


Chapter Seventy-Eight




The back of the plane had a larger door and a space with tie-downs for another hospital bed, though Dustin’s was the only one. Beyond a flimsy curtain, the front held a dozen seats in a more traditional set-up. The cockpit door stood open, the bathroom closed. Be nice to pee in a real toilet, too. Opposite the bathroom, the outside door opened on a railing and portable stairs. Voices carried. Angry men, worried about their jobs, threatening to kill the guy who'd gone too far. Too late, fellas. Already done. Farouk tried to stay low.

Focusing on the outside distracted him from the agony of movement. The men clustered toward the front of the plane, a bit away from the door. Toward the back, where they had prepared to unload the hospital bed, a car idled.

Farouk whispered, "What do we do now?"

"Couple of badasses like us? Commandeer the plane and fly it to Heathrow."

The nurse managed a breathy chuckle. "I don't see this happening."

"Right. In that case, I'm still dead. Take me out the back. We jump that car and get the hell out of here."

"And you don't have to manage the steps."

Dustin lay back down on his bed and Farouk found another blanket to drape him, head to toe, loose straps at his ankles and waist. Beneath this, Dustin gripped the gun, hoping he wouldn't need it. The latches securing the bed clicked free, and it moved slowly toward the back. Farouk grunted, managing a two-person operation alone as he guided the bed down the waiting ramp.

The angry rumble broke off. "Aw, hell."

"What do we do now?"

"Where's Rodney?"

Farouk sounded sharp and frustrated. "Is that the man who did this? I think he's afraid to face you. And he should be. Afraid to face his maker." He continue to push the gurney. "Afraid of what happens when this young man's family finds out. When your boss finds out!" He broke off. "Give me a moment, please. I will pray over him, but in the sun. Please."

"Yeah, I guess."

"Where's he gonna go?"

The huddled voices resumed, also softer, dealing with the questions Farouk had raised. After a little more rolling, the gurney halted, and Farouk set the wheel brake. He began to intone loudly in a language Dustin didn't recognize, then the blanket lifted a little, and the nurse motioned with his hand.

Cautiously, Dustin peeled the blanket back from his face. He'd been brought to the other side of the vehicle, just inside the hangar, but out of view of their agitated captors. Farouk unbuckled the two straps, and Dustin rolled his feet to the ground, his jaw clenched against the shock of pain.

He opened the back door of the car. The driver startled, turning, and Dustin swept the gun into his left hand. No idea if he could aim it effectively left-handed, in spite of all those bi-lateral work-outs. At this range, it hardly mattered.

He recognized Bernius's sidekick from back in New Mexico, now transplanted to wherever the hell they'd landed. "Hello, Steve. From here out, you do what I say. Don't nod. Hands on the wheel."

Steve sneered a little. "You don't even look strong enough to pull the trigger."

Farouk slid in behind him and closed the door as Dustin revealed a syringe pinched between the fingers of his right hand.

Steve's eyes narrowed. "What's that?"

"Nothing at all. Just enough air to give you an embolism. Which do you prefer?"

"Also, I can make another heart attack." Farouk produced a hypodermic of his own.

"Got it." Steve's hands gripped the wheel. "Where to, Boss?"

"Out of the airport. Now."

Steve stomped the accelerator and the car rushed forward, spinning in an arc across the tarmac toward a gate for charter flight access. Fast and efficient, doing exactly what Dustin wanted. For once. His father ordered people around all the time. Dustin was starting to see the appeal.

Keeping the gun and syringe handy, Dustin leaned back. In the mirror, he glimpsed the unfolding confusion. Men ducking the plane, glancing after the car, checking the gurney. Someone finally running back into the plane. Then the automatic gate—so hard to enter, so easy to leave—slid back and they exited into some kind of industrial park. Signs in Spanish and English, something about Caribbean Air. A sign for the airport, another for the historic downtown, with a little emblem of a tower. Where the hell were they?

"Where to, Boss?" Steve repeated, a little taunting this time. He started to turn into a frontage area, and Dustin thrust the gun to the back of his neck.

"Away from the airport. Get on the highway." Dustin wanted to twitch his head to get Farouk to take over. He was finally an action hero, and every action sent waves of pain and nausea. "Farouk, swap you for your phone."

The nurse slid the phone into his lap and took the gun without shifting it from its place.

Dustin's face ached. Too much talking again, but now was a lousy time to take a break no matter how urgently he needed one. Even just pinching the syringe and producing it as he had left his broken arm burning. He managed to get the cap back on the needle and tuck into his sling before entering his father's number.

Jeanne answered. "You've reached the private line of Russell Casaverde. Please state your name and query, and I will direct the optimal response."

"Jeanne, this is Dustin Casaverde."

"Hello, Dustin. I don't recognize this device."

Thank God his throat had recovered enough for voice recognition. "Add to trusted devices, highest authorization."

"This device is authorized for all communications."

"What's my father's current residence?"

Jeanne relayed an address in San Juan, Puerto Rico. Outside the windows, tropical architecture, oodles of resorts, and palm trees. Apparently, his abductors meant for him to be close to his father. Probably for dramatic purposes as they threatened his life. Except it hadn't been his father defending him on that last phone call, it had been his cousin Grant. Dad and Grant didn't like each other, so far as he could tell, but they must be working together. Heartwarming, that a threat against him could bring them closer.

"Can you give us verbal directions to the residence? Thanks." He shouldn't need to be polite to the virtual assistant, but she was always so helpful, it seemed like the right thing to do. Dustin turned the phone and put it on speaker. "Steve. Follow the directions."

"Aye-aye, captain." Steve’s eyes crinkled as if he were hiding a smile. That felt all kinds of wrong.

Bernius and Dad must still be together. But all these proof-of-life calls—Dad clearly knew Bernius was bad news. Dustin, alive and free, should be the key to releasing both Grant and Russell from the tyranny of the muscleheads. Still made him wish he had some back-up other than a nurse still shaken from taking a life. Farouk put on a good show but his demeanor had to be contributing to the change in Steve's mood.

Resurrecting their earlier message thread, Dustin sent a text to Grant's phone. :We're free! Heading to Dad's rental, Puerto Rico.

Resting his throbbing head back, Dustin let his eyes close—just for a minute!—and did some breathing exercises to reduce his stress level as if he were walking into the audition of his life. Theoretically, he had just escaped from that. Or would the abduction be considered the audition for his death?

His eyes snapped open as the car slowed to a stop.

"You have reached your destination," Jeanne's voice announced from the phone in his lap. They parked in the half-arc driveway of an upmarket villa, complete with a fountain.

No reply from Grant. Huh.

"Steve. Get out of the car, and put your hands on the hood. Farouk. Search him and take any weapons." He'd seen that in a movie, a phrase that described most of his life, honestly, and now it sure came in handy.

The others did as he asked, Steve staring at him through the windshield as Dustin steeled his nerve to climb out. Pushing open the door, he struggled to conceal the jolt of pain from his leg. Phone in hand, he propped himself on the open door, taking the weight off of his leg as he stood up. Still no response from inside the house.

"What do I do with him?" Farouk stepped back from Steve, holding the gun, a little pile of gun, ammo and knives at their feet.

"Tie him up, hands and feet. Surgeon's knots or better."

"Bullshit." Steve shoved away from the car, whirling on Farouk who thrust out the gun even as he backed up into the landscaping.

Dustin swapped the phone for one of his syringes and lurched around the door as Steve went for his gun. Jabbing the syringe into the man's butt, Dustin pressed the plunger. Steve jerked away, rounding on him, gun in hand.

Before he could aim properly, Steve's arms wavered. He frowned, sort of, but his lips quivered and he gave a little grunt of effort. Then he slumped backward and lay there, staring at the sky. Dustin knew exactly how he felt.

"Rocuronium. You've got three minutes." Or so. Not sure how much had been left in the syringe.

Dustin leaned against the car while Farouk stripped off the man's belt and shoelaces, rolling him onto his side as he bound his limbs.

"Jeanne. Where is my father?"

"Russell Casaverde embarked on La Senorita charter boat approximately three hours ago."

Crap. "Who was with him?"

"I am not privy to that information."

Right. They wouldn’t have separate tickets, and Jeanne didn't have eyes unless Dad gave her camera access. "Details of the charter."

"La Senorita was hired to transport twelve passengers to Isla de Mona from Puerto Real."

They had to be on the track of the treasure, a thought that almost made Dustin's pain fade away. Almost. Not quite. The better part of valor would be to lie down and hear all about it when they got back. Except that he hadn't been able to communicate that he was alive, safe and free, which meant Dad and Grant could still be forced to do things they shouldn't, and the minute they found the treasure, they became as expendable as he was.

"Ping him."

A pause. Long, for a computer, then Jeanne said, "Mr. Casaverde is not currently in range. Would you like to queue a message for delivery?"

"Jeanne, arrange a second charter for immediate transport, once we get to the marina."

"Family travel is an approved use of funds. I will send an alert when the request is final."

Dustin limped toward the door. They should head straight to the marina, but at the very least, he needed to use the bathroom. He might get lucky and find some real clothes, too. And a cane. "Jeanne. Access code for the current residence."

She relayed it, and he poked the keypad on the door. His limited functionality made everything hard. Hope Farouk had something that would make the voyage bearable. Opiates, maybe.

The door swung open as a car pulled into the driveway. Dustin pivoted, getting his back to the wall, as much for support as defense. Should've grabbed Steve's gun while he was down there.

Farouk stood abruptly, the gun held at his side. Farouk was the best when he was in the hospital, and getting them out of the whole transport thing, but Dustin could really use a more intimidating sidekick, especially in his present condition.

The car stopped in the drive, idling, then a familiar figure stepped from the passenger side.

Dustin brightened. "Detective Stryker, boy am I glad to see you!"


Chapter Seventy-Nine




"Trey, isn't it?" Grant idled the boat while Caroline and one of the thugs prepped the bumpers. The guy who'd been keeping an eye on him frowned, emphasizing the sharp angles of his face.

"What?"

"Can you hold her steady while I find some kind of cleats?"

"You gonna play soccer?" Trey smirked, but he took the helm. Taking the bow line loosely in his hand, Grant hopped over to the shelf of rock, glad of the boots that gave him good traction on the damp surface. Even stone this rough got slippery along its boundary with the restless sea.

The Spanish were too clever to install an actual cleat or ring here, but a little searching revealed a peg created by carving down into the rock around it. Grant secured the front of the boat, then walked back and found a similar peg for a second rope. At least their ride would still be here when they returned. If they returned. Fully expected a knife to the back in the next hour or less. ETA to DOA.

Bernius and one of his buddies located a long, sand-paper covered board meant for bridging the gap for tourists and lay down the plank from ship to shore. Here Grant thought he'd been kidding about that. Returning for his own gear, Grant announced, "Helmets and backpacks. Even if you don't have a pack, you should have a helmet with a headlamp. There's a few hand-carry flashlights as well."

"Awfully bossy, aren't ya." Bernius worked a helmet onto his head and tested the light with it aimed directly forward into Grant's face. He snickered as he adjusted the angle, then checked his holstered pistol and stood up.

"You might not want to leave those on the boat." Grant snugged his straps and fitted his helmet.

"Oh, really."

"The rock's really friable. That means fragile. You fire off one of those things, not only is it loud as hell in a cave, there's a good chance you'll break something."

"Caving expert now, are ya?"

Grant regarded the man for a long moment. "I know a few things." He walked the plank and stood ready.

Caroline, carrying a drybag and wearing her helmet brushed past Bernius. "You ever heard of Afghanistan, asshole?" She strutted the plank as if it were a catwalk, grabbing Grant's hand at the end when the boat rose on the swell and sank back down again.

Trey and the others ostentatiously checked their weapons as well. "I was there, too," Trey remarked as he walked by Grant. "Never heard of a gunshot causing a cave-in." His helmet sat loosely, cocked back with the strap hanging.

Six family members. Six armed men. And some of the first were on the same side with the second, or at least, they thought they were. Standing by Trey, Sharon inquired, "What branch of the service?" making small talk with a stranger as she never bothered to do with him.

Marco's worry etched lines between his eyes, tweaking his helmet position, and Grant gave the mechanism an extra twist. "You want it riding level, like a scoop of ice cream on a cone."

"Chocolate ice cream." Caroline tossed her braids with a laugh.

"Make sure it's snug, or it's not helping anything." Grant noted Sharon checking Louisa's helmet as well. They didn't have to trust him, but at least they were paying attention. "Keep your gloves handy."

"Thanks a lot." Marco flashed a smile. "No, really. Thanks for looking out for us."

"Charming moment." Russell stalked by. "But we do have a purpose here. Casey, lead the way."

"I dunno about that." Bernius closed ranks with him. "We should maybe have one of my guys take point. Just so Casey's not in a position to hide what he finds."

With a gesture of invitation, Grant said, "Go ahead."

Trey walked up and Grant fell in a little behind him, Marco immediately taking the next spot. Taking his six.

Bernius and Russell, Caroline and a couple of the other thugs, then Sharon and Louisa, the rough stone emphasizing her white hair and vague blue eyes. Grant paused. "Louisa, do you want to stay on the boat?"

With a brisk shake of her head, she said, "This treasure has shadowed my family for decades. Victor is gone, but I should be there."

"I'm right here with you, Mom." Sharon kept close. Like the others, she had adopted new clothing more suitable to a damp hike, save for the silk kerchief on her head, even under her helmet. She'd left behind her necklaces and rings, aside from the arrowhead he'd seen her tuck into a breast pocket, ensuring the Velcro sealed it in, a talisman held safe, and purged of his malign influence.

He turned his attention to the archway before them. The boat could likely float inside, depending on the timing of the waves. Trey ducked, and Grant followed more slowly, noting the squared-off edge of the wall they followed. Someone took advantage of the shelf of stone outside, and made the pathway a little more comfortable.

Sunlight danced off the moving water beneath the arch, but the inlet ended in a jumble of stones and debris. Fragments of white and blue Fiberglas stuck out, testament to the end of a boat much like the one that brought them here. The beam of a headlamp, dim in the still-bright cavern mouth, picked out the wreckage. Sharon looked grim, turning her head away to highlight the rocks instead.

Not far inside, the cavern roof rose high above. The shelf they followed disappeared into the sand and rubble of the sea-battered cavern. Toward the back, columns and fins of stone jutted up, joining with the roof. Some of them were de facto stalagmites, the softer stone carved out by centuries of pounding water. Others formed passages or clefts cutting the rock of the island beyond and overhead.

Nothing indicated the presence of treasure here, and it might just as well have been swept out to sea if they'd been so careless with their stash. Grant paced along the end of the cavern, looking for any mark of which path to take. The others fanned out in the gravel or studied the rockfall, except Louisa who stood looking out, captivated by the ripples of light streaking and receding across the walls. "It's beautiful," she murmured.

"What now?" Bernius lifted his hands and let them slap back down. "Which do we take?"

Caroline laughed again, the sound echoing. "It's like Scooby Doo. Let's split up and look for clues!"

"Please stop laughing. It gives me a headache." Russell marched up to Grant while Trey inspected the nearest opening, his headlamp piercing the gloom ahead. "Well, Casey? What do your much-vaunted leadership and treasure-hunting acumen direct us to do?"

"There must be a map for this. They gave us three islands, right, Grant?" Marco stood by him. "Or what about that compass bearing you took from the wood?"

"Good thought." Grant slid the compass from his pocket, but he already knew the answer: that bearing, once it led them to the cave, now pointed toward the blank inner wall, or beyond, to the open sea. He checked anyway.

He was missing some vital clue that would tell him what to do next, but all he had was a jumble of letters and numbers that could mean anything to the men who'd marked it, men so committed to their money that they tattooed their code into another man's flesh.


Chapter Eighty




Casey studied the options while Bernius hovered and his minions prowled. Sharon made some kind of low tones, and Caroline actually did stop laughing, thank God.

"It's okay, Grant," Marco said softly. "Take your time."

"Yes, do," said Russell. "It's only my family at stake here." For the benefit of the others, he added, "My family fortunes, that is."

"I'm aware." Casey's dark eyes aimed at Russell. "It's my family, too."

"You're not one of us, Casey, you don't even have the same name."

"Russell, I'm surprised at you," Sharon protested. "You may not get on, but he is Joshua's son."

Practically his ghost, but Russell wasn't about to say that out loud.

Mother walked up and occupied the middle ground. "If he wants to claim his share in the family blood, he has every right." She looked weary. "Some days, I'm not sure why he'd want to. Why he shouldn't prefer, like Amadis, to go off alone under his new name and not be bothered with the baggage of us."

Marco couldn't suppress his smile, and Caroline let out a brief cackle of glee, then covered her mouth with both hands, flaring her eyes at Russell.

Even Casey tipped back his head with one of those rare hints of humor. "Every right. Marco, your phone. Caroline, that bag contains the guide lines. Can you get us one?"

They grouped closer, the minions jostling to get in as if they could see whatever insight Casey seemed about to reveal. Russell half-expected him to invent something, save that his claiming the family, his acknowledgment of the stakes, signaled that Casey took this matter a little too seriously. The fact that they couldn't receive the proof-of-life he demanded out here, especially in a cave, pushed him closer to the edge.

In fact, the lack of communications went both ways. Bernius couldn't issue any orders if Casey failed to behave as they required. If Casey did indulge in a spot of invention in order to keep them moving, he'd be looking for a way to terminate the arrangement such that they couldn't overcome it. A dead end, perhaps. A cave-in, after warning them about the guns, he might intend to take one for himself and set off the very accident he claimed to fear.

"Stay close, Michael." Russell shifted nearer to Bernius. "I'm not sure he has our best interests at heart."

"I hear ya, Russ." Bernius propped his hand on the butt of his gun.

Pulling up a photo on the phone, Casey reoriented himself. "Second from the right."

Trey, Bernius's appointed leader, said, "How d'you figure that? You can't instantly go from no clue to second right."

Beckoning Caroline after him, Casey followed his own instruction. "D2. Derecha—the Spanish word for right. I'd been reading this as double-digits. It's not. Derecha dos, izquierda tres, derecha uno."

"The snakes on the kachina, that's why they didn't line up." Marco practically danced with excitement. "They used snakes for the letter 'I' as well as the numbers."

Russell seized Casey’s hand to look at the photo. "If you're so sure, what does the 'A' stand for?"

Casey freed his hand with a little twist. "We'll see what fits when we get there. Caroline, tie off one end here. If all else fails, we follow the line back and start over. Make sure you secure the rope at each junction, so it can't just come loose."

Caroline squatted down to make the first knot and Russell muttered, "Are you sure she can be trusted for that kind of thing?"

"Good question, Russell. What kind of thing can I trust you for?"

Russell tamped down his response. Casey stepped ahead, flicking on his lamp, and Trey hustled with him, staring into a narrow passage that cut inward and up.

Turning on his own lamp, Russell placed himself near the head. When they spotted his family legacy, he wanted to be among the first. And perhaps be rid of his meddlesome nephew.


Chapter Eighty-One




The stone passageway magnified sounds, turning the footfalls of Grant's family and his adversaries into a thunderous army at his back. They were his, whether he liked it or not. Blood didn't fade that fast. Thicker than water, and just as likely to drown him.

Their headlamp beams bounced from limestone hollows and volcanic intrusions as the passage opened into a cavern. He imagined carrying chests of gold or gemstones over the mounds that rose from the floor, then down this next hunched pathway, the third from left.

Trey offered a thin smile. "You first."

Pulling on his gloves, Grant used his hands to balance, squatting down to duck a slab, and found the room opened again. His light scattered handfuls of centipedes. They raced into crevices along the walls and ceiling, a few of them scampering past his feet along the column he led. Someone stifled a shriek, and someone else started cursing, stomping hard to slay the defenseless cave-dwellers. The others followed, huddling closer together now than they had before. Nothing like a few thousand extra legs to really creep people out.

"Do you really have any idea where we're going?" Russell demanded. "Any confirmation that you're right about this?"

Studying the floor and walls around him, Grant held his tongue. He realized his opportunity to shed the thugs, and even the relatives if he'd wanted to. But that would leave him no link to Dustin's captors.

"It's a good question, Grant," Sharon quavered, using his name to suddenly try to be his friend.

Grant's shoulders, already aching, hunched a little more, and he eased them back, tipping his head. What might qualify as proof? Should've asked for metal detectors. What evidence would remain, centuries after the Spaniards concealed their wealth?

His lamp picked out a smooth ribbon of fresh-made stone, formed by the trickle of water filtering through the minerals from high above. Changing the angle of the lamp, he scanned the ceiling more deliberately, then paused, illuminating a darker patch angling from a niche in one wall. Inside the niche, he found a bloom of spiderwebs and the stub of a candle. He nicked it with a fingernail, taking a sniff, then offered the candle to Russell, but it was Sharon who stepped up into the circle of his light.

"When was the last time you saw a tallow candle?" Their eyes met. "Yes, Sharon, we're on the right track."

She held the stub reverently, then asked Marco to put it in one of her pack pockets.

As he walked again into the darkness, Grant considered the options. Get the family on his side, and find a way to neutralize Bernius and his gang—but that would entail pinning Russell with some level of responsibility, or letting him off, and this family might not be up to the task. Stay obedient and guide them safely to the end of this quest, then get the jump on Bernius when the thugs had what they wanted. Had the advantage of not needing to count on these people any longer than he had to.

The cave, the hushed breathing, the crunch of gravel underfoot. Brought him vividly back to the family he knew: the one he served with in the Unit and beyond. Nick, his wingman who’d lost a leg for him. D.A. with her divided loyalties and determination to succeed, together. Gooney, the guy he hated for so long, only to find that hate and friendship aren't so far apart. Wish he had them with him right now.

He reached the next junction, the enigmatic "A." The tunnel climbed over a fallen pillar, where he couldn't make out the next moves. A deeper darkness opened below, and he squatted down, tilting his head to cast the light below. The floor dropped away in a steep slope, at least twenty feet or so, but he couldn't tell if he were looking at the end of the slope, or just another curve. Easy to slide down a chest or barrel. A little harder for those of flesh and bone.

Grant found a small loose stone with a flat side and let it slither away. Didn't sound like a long drop, and no water at the end.

"Ah," said Russell, a syllable that echoed.

"Marco? I think you have the rope." Grant studied the way ahead, looking for a place to tie off and make sure they'd have a safe landing.

"Sure that's what you want?" Unclipping his pack, Marco joined him near the edge. "I dunno."

"Might be a good spot to wait, for those not comfortable going deeper." He started to flake out the rope, making sure it didn't have any knots or weak spots. Tommy wasn't here to drop him this time.

Russell loomed over them. "Are you trying to get rid of us?"

"You didn't say what the 'A' stands for," Bernius grumbled.

Together, Marco and Russell said, "Abajo," and Marco clarified, "It means down." He had tugged on his gloves at some point, and now cradled his right hand in his left, favoring the injury from the wreck site, where his intervention likely saved Grant's life.

"It seems harder to breathe." Louisa perched her hips against a boulder.

She, too, had saved him, when she took his arm in the desert and drew him back from the brink. Grant paused, hands on the rope. "There aren't many ventilation shafts. Are you okay?"

"Mom." Sharon pressed close.

"I'm just fine." Louisa pushed up to her feet. "You all don't even know what I'm capable of."

"You're doing better than my boys were on the boat, that's for sure!" Bernius chuckled, sending the sound off the surfaces around them. Russell didn't complain about that, of course.

Grant secured the rope around the fallen pillar, then sent the rest slithering down the slope to the darkness below. "Trey. You want to do the honors?"

"On a knot you tied? Like hell."

Fair enough. Grant looped the rope around his waist, setting a hand above and one below, then backed down the slope, keeping his head tucked past the fallen pillar. The curvature arched left and his feet skidded.

Grant gripped the rope a little tighter, grateful for the gloves as he arrested the skid and inched a little further left.

The surface felt a bit slick under his boots, but he kept his footing until he reached where the ground leveled out. From the bottom, he couldn't see where they waited, making it harder to assess their set-up at the start. Not ideal, having to trust either side of that party to get this right.

"I'm down. Whoever's next, watch your head coming past the pillar. I can stay close for an assist. I'll keep a loose hold on the end of the rope so I can guide your descent."

He shifted his angle, trying to light more of the downward slope. "Sit and scoot is also an option." A few people snickered.

"It'd be great to have someone else who can help if anyone starts to lose control," he added. No snickering that time.

The passage curved around to his right. Against the wall at the base of the slope, a few shards of wood sprawled open like an empty ribcage. More evidence. In spite of himself, Grant felt the tug of the quest, the treasure that lay somewhere ahead, almost within reach.


Chapter Eighty-Two




Casey's voice rose up to them, and Russell looked to Bernius. "Who's next? Probably one of our crew."

Bernius edged toward him, their helmets bumping. "You realize that's a death trap. One of us going down alone? Our boy could be planning anything down there."

Eying the dark opening, Casey's light glowing obliquely across the slope, Russell tended to agree. If he or one of Bernius's men were the next to arrive, anything could happen. But neither would he risk his sister or mother on the slope without some form of assistance waiting ready. It was the classic riddle about the cannibals and the missionaries, how to shuttle them all where they needed to go without anyone dying.

"Sit and scoot!" Caroline slipped past them and took hold of the rope, easing her hips down.

"You sure that's a good idea?" Bernius rumbled. "You don't have a great rep for stability, and I don't mean in the balance beam department."

"Wouldn't you rather wait for—" by the time Russell began to speak, she had already pushed off, digging her heels to pull herself forward, then clamping a hand over her mouth as she started to shriek.

The rope jerked as she moved on, then she gave a short cry, and a flurry of steps or stumbles echoed from below. “Good job," Casey said at last. Footsteps retreated.

"Next up!" the man called, as if he were a short order cook. As if he issued the orders around here at all.

With a derisive puff of breath, Trey grabbed the rope. He wrapped himself a quasi-sling as Casey had done, then set his back to the slope. Flicking a salute, he started hopping down like a proper action hero.

"I can see the rope twitching." Casey remarked. "I don't recommend jumping."

"Thanks, Mom." Trey bounced a little harder, adding a flick of the rope clearly designed to irritate.

Trey's helmet bumped the pillar, and he ducked a little late. His helmet clattered off and tumbled away.

"Watch out!" Casey shouted.

The impact unbalanced Trey on the slope. He stumbled, one foot on, the other seeking purchase. Instead, his feet flew out from under him and he plunged forward.

His face cracked against the slope and he slid rapidly out of sight, leaving a streak of blood that looked gray in the uncertain light.

"Shit." Casey's voice. The rope went taut. Someone scrambled, moving fast on an intercept course, followed by a terrible thud.

Sharon cried out, and Marco dropped to a knee by the rope. "How do I help?"

"Oh my God!" Caroline gasped, trying to get her breath. "Oh, my God."

"What's going on down there?" Russell squatted by the start of the slope, but he could see little past the smear of blood and the angle of the slope.

A few long moments of near-silence with only hints of movement, then Casey said, "Check your damn helmets. Marco⁠—"

"On it!" Marco turned to Russell. "It should be level⁠—"

"Like a scoop of ice cream. We all heard him." Russell cranked the dial at the back of his helmet, snugging it a little further as Marco moved toward the women.

"Where's Trey?" Bernius held his pistol, aiming down as if to blind-fire and take out their adversary. Their stupidly vital adversary.

"Right here waiting for you." Casey sounded tired. "He's not going anywhere."

"He's dead. You fucking killed him."

The shout rang around them in dying vibrations. Into the silence, Mother said, "Please watch your language. There are ladies present."

"Hey, lady," one of the other minions snapped, "I served with Trey in Desert Storm. He was practically my brother." Minion one. Russell had been told their names, but hadn't bothered to remember. He tried to dredge up that information despite the heightened circumstances.

"How do you even know he's dead?" A blond minion called down the opening. "What if we get him to a hospital?"

A moment of silence, then Casey's voice, very careful. "Medical evacuation would require a helicopter, and a stretcher at the very least, ideally a backboard." Pause. "When you see his condition, you'll understand that effort would be futile."

"Shoot him," one of the others muttered. "Just f'n get down there and take him out, then we don't have to watch our backs the whole time."

"Let's just calm down." Marco held his hands low and open. "We all saw your friend hit his head. We saw that his helmet wasn't secure. These things⁠—"

Minion Four: Kevin, that was it! Kevin placed the barrel of his gun against Marco's forehead. "Maybe we don't need that right now."

Marco's hands rose to either side. He wasn't wrong, but Russell didn't plan to say so. Hiding behind her hands, Sharon's breath shuddered, and Mother patted her on the back as if she were testing a melon for ripeness.

Bernius grabbed the rope and started hauling some of it up to him. Very quietly, his back to the opening, he said, "Two of us at once. Then he can't take us both. One of us incapacitates him, the other one searches."

"He'll have Trey's gun," said Minion One. Stanley, of course. A wink of gold revealed a cross on a chain at the man's throat.

Russell cleared his throat. "Gentlemen. Of course you're upset about the loss of your friend. And I know we have a mission to accomplish, made harder by this loss."

"What are you getting at?" Bernius gripped the rope as if he were planning to make a noose.

"Any rash action could mean another death. That's the last thing any of us wants, yes?" He stared into Bernius's little, piggy eyes. "I'm not sure we can get there and back again without Casey."

Bernius snorted. "You're pretty bright. You can work it out."

"Why don't we just f—up this guy?" Kevin stepped closer to Marco, shoving his head against the wall, the barrel of his gun burrowing in. "That'd get your boy back in line, and he's got another sib down there we can use for leverage."

If something didn't change, and soon, these men would start shooting. Yes, they'd eliminate some problems, but they'd create a dozen more, possibly fatal. For all his arrogance, Casey hadn't misjudged the dangers so far. His own fatal accident could wait. Then he could join his father in the great beyond.

Russell broke away from Bernius. "Sharon. Is there nothing you can do?" He touched her shoulders, channeling the idea of tenderness. "With your…spiritual connections?"

Her hands and hunched posture muffled her voice. "I can't just turn it on, not under these circumstances."

"These men need guidance, Sharon. More than Bernius and I can give them."

She drew a very deep breath, shoulders rising. Russell released her. He'd have to find a different plan.

Suddenly, Sharon's hands swept back and she lifted her eyes to the heavens. "Trey. Trey, can you hear us?"

"The Hell're you doing?" said the blond minion. Derrick.

Suppressing his delight at the success of his intervention, Russell cupped his hands together, adopting a serious mode. "My sister is a certified psychic medium. She's offered comfort to hundreds of families, including ours, by communicating with the dead."

"She talks to my other son all the time. More than I do, even." Mother's eyes crinkled with a little smile, a fixed expression as if it covered something else entirely.

"You're nuts," Bernius muttered.

Kevin's brow furrowed, but Stanley crossed himself.

"Abrupt transitions can be hard on the deceased." Sharon’s hands rotated in little circles, then she caught Mother's hand on one side, and beckoned to Derrick. "We can join our energies to help him pass the veil. Come. Please." Addressing the sky, she said, "I'm here with your friends, Trey. We'll use our power to lift you up. You have more friends waiting for you there, don't you? A commanding officer, from your time in the service. I can picture him now…" She swayed slightly. The adventure costume and helmet spoiled the effect, but her tone and demeanor set the stage.

"Yes, officer—" her lips worked—"he's coming into focus. There are a few others with him, people you've missed."

"Kittridge," Stanley offered. He stepped closer to Sharon, absolutely intent on her. "Trey used to call him Lieutenant Kitty. They didn't really get along."

"The afterlife provides chances to atone," Russell said. "Isn't that right?"

"Oh, yeah." Derrick stood up. "Is the dog there, too? You remember he was always talking about that dog, the one that found the IED."

Sharon smiled faintly. "I hear the sound of claws on pavement. I can almost feel the lapping of a tongue." Her free hand drifted down, fingers spread to receive the attention. "What a good dog." Her voice took on that distinctive pet-crooning tone, then her lips curled down. "Trey is still struggling. He needs our help. We must clear the space of negative energy."

Kevin's scowl deepened, but his gaze dropped to the invisible dog. Still pinned by the gun, Marco nevertheless lowered his hands slowly, reaching out. Mother eyed him, then took his hand in her own.

"C'mon, man." Derrick nudged Kevin in the ribs. "We gotta help Trey get back to his dog."

Head shaking, Kevin withdrew the gun.

"I invite each of us to meditate or pray in their own way that our fallen companion will reach his reward." Sharon's chest expanded, then she began to sing or chant, or just produce strange sounds, magnified by the cave and made all the more eerie. Russell should invite her to record some tracks for his next spectral intervention.

For now, as instructed, he prayed for deliverance. That the treasure would soon be found, and he'd be delivered from all of these people, one way or another.


Chapter Eighty-Three




Hearing the commotion above, Grant started forward, but Caroline touched his arm. "If you go back, Grant, they'll kill you. You can't get up there faster than a gunshot, can you?"

He waited, listening, as Russell and Sharon defused the situation. Bernius and one of his guys came down at last, working together like real pro's. Props to Sharon. Her little trick worked.

Bernius stalked over to the body, flipping back the shirt Grant had draped over the man's ruined head and broken neck. There'd been no stopping him. The other thug stood nearby, with the faux-casual stance of the expert marksman.

Running his hands over the body, Bernius said, "Where's his gun?"

The thug stepped up, swelling into his enforcer role. "I don't have it," Grant said. "He took a hard fall. I tried to arrest his descent. I wasn't paying attention to where his weapon ended up."

Another thug descended, then Louisa and Sharon. Holding Marco back in case they wanted the leverage. Grant kept his manner open, nothing to hide. Especially now that he was down to a t-shirt with the sacrifice of his hiking shirt so that his sister didn't have to look at the dead man's face.

The thug patted down Grant's pockets and jostled his backpack for the tell-tale lump of a gun, finding nothing.

Taking off his headlamp, Bernius prowled the rocks and broken barrel where Trey wound up. Grant counted on the shadows, moving as they did with every step and movement, compounding in several directions as everyone finally joined them down below.

"You good?" Grant asked Marco, who rubbed the divot of a gun barrel impression on his forehead.

"Mostly. You?"

"Same."

Russell smirked. "What now?"

"First left." Grant indicated the direction, and a wave of Bernius's pistol suggested he should take the lead.

Back into guide mode, even as he calculated the changing odds. Down to five thugs, plus Russell—however he would manifest his divided loyalties. Assuming they even were divided, and not just on the side of power.

Caroline started the next reel of line, unspooling as they walked, like Ariadne in the labyrinth, trying to help Theseus survive the Minotaur. The next turns trended upward. Interesting. Also meant the occasional break in the ceiling, small natural air shafts enabling deeper breaths all around.

"Couldn't they just've used one of these passages?" Louisa flapped her hand at the slightly larger chamber they passed through.

"Seems like we've been going a long time, Casey. What's up with that?" Bernius demanded.

"We're on the last of the series of turns, Bernius. We should be there soon."

"Says you." His pistol remained in his hand. Like Grant needed another escalation in tension. Given he anticipated an assassination attempt when they reached the target zone, Grant might well be expected to dawdle.

"Here, look." Marco pulled out his phone and brought up the image of the kachina's back, enlarging it. He indicated the lower back. "These little snakes are the letter 'I' and the numbers, right? This last one is all coiled up. Like a spiral, or a long passage. So we're in the final stretch."

"Thank goodness." Louisa moved slowly, Sharon keeping a hand under her arm.

"I'll believe it when I see it." In spite of Sharon's spiritual intervention an hour ago, Bernius grew more twitchy by the moment. One way and another, things came to a head. Grant rounded a curve and stopped short.

The beam of his headlamp illuminated something he hadn't anticipated. A crudely built wall of stone chunks filled the passage ahead of him, most likely falling from the jagged ceiling. In the middle stood an ancient wooden door.


Chapter Eighty-Four




The column stopped abruptly and Russell halted with it, though Stanley nearly ran into him. "Da f⁠—?"

Ahead, someone whistled in disbelief, and Russell pushed past the others to round the corner. Casey squatted in front of a door, examining the lock while Bernius leveled his weapon. "Let's just blow it open."

"Michael, please. Firing your weapon might have consequences we're not prepared to deal with. Look at this ceiling." Russell gestured toward the texture of the roof overhead. The passage behind them looked relatively smooth and solid. This part could be made of dried cake frosting.

"Does anyone have some oil or lotion? Anything slick." Casey held his headlamp in one hand.

"Lavender essential oils," Caroline volunteered. "It keeps me calm." Fumbling the reel of string in her hand, she pulled a small vial from her hiking pants.

"How about a nail file?"

With those items in hand, Casey set to work on the metal plate that would swing open to admit a key. Joining Casey at the lock, Russell said, "I hope you've got the key, Casey, or I don't think I can hold him back. And you know what the real cost will be."

He remembered just such an insolent glance from his brother a long time ago. Casey pried the flap out of the way to inspect the lock. "I don't have the key, but Sharon might."

"What was that?" Sharon and Mother came around the corner, the antechamber crowding quickly.

"The arrowhead. Do you have it with you?"

Mother leaned on a bulge in the wall.

"You do actually need those medications you know." Russell cleared the way for Sharon's approach.

"As I recall, and I remember things a lot better now, you're the one who's been regulating those meds, with some program of yours." She folded her arms, hunched up in a fleece jacket against the chill of the caves. "And I don't know about that telehealth doctor of yours."

"It’s not safe for you to go in person. Hospitals are full of sick people."

Sharon drew the arrowhead from her pocket, and knelt beside their nephew. She appeared to trust him more now, in spite of the dead man. Russell needed to work harder on eroding that potential relationship.

"Emerald is a symbol of prosperity." She offered the artifact to Casey, who carefully set the piece into the opening behind the flap. Pressing it in with his fingers, and applying another few drops of lavender oil, Casey twisted the arrowhead into the lock. Within the door, or on the other side, metal groaned.

Casey rose and pushed on the door. It shifted slightly, then stuck. He moved to the hinge side, applying the last of the oil so the whole place smelled nauseating.

"Derrick. Make it happen." Bernius waved his pistol and the minion pushed by the rest.

"If we just—" Casey began, but the minion launched past him, ramming his shoulder into the door.

It shuddered and cracked. Dust and bits of rock fell from the ceiling. Caroline flinched, looking up. The minion stepped back, prepping for a second blow, but Russell inserted himself, grabbing the metal lock plate and giving an extra twist. He shoved open the door.

His light beamed inside, joining a dim light from above and illuminating the unmistakable gleam of gold.

"Are we in or what? What do you see, Russell?" Bernius crowded closer.

"Wonderful things." Russell echoed the immortal words of Howard Carter when he first glimpsed the inside of King Tut's tomb.

Pushing the door the rest of the way, he strode inside, leading the expedition of his family and retainers to claim their legacy of treasure. Peeking out from rusted straps and hinges still holding the rotten shards of ruined chests, dozens of thin gold bars enticed him. Russell pulled one free, noting the royal seal atop the compact bar. It weighed down his hand.

The others filled in around him, breathless and silent, then muttering oaths or prayers.

A few small barrels revealed glimpses of jewels and coins, a king's ransom of mineral wealth, and all very, very pretty. In the past, this had been the currency to fund an empire of ships and guns. In Russell's hands, it might build an empire of technology, stocked with digital weapons the Spaniards could only dream of—the tools for a true conquest of the hearts and minds of men, through the devices they depended on.

"Victor's dream. It's come true at last." Mother walked along the rank of gold and casks, one hand extended as if she, too, could feel the spirits.

"Will ya look at this!" Bernius sloughed off his backpack, finally putting the gun away to dump out the water bottle, snacks and jacket in favor of grabbing piles of gold. Two of his crew did the same while the other two stood guard.

"This stuff is old-world." Marco knelt by a stack of bars. "The gold they started extracting in the New World is cast into all kinds of shapes, and stamped with the seal of whoever supervised the production."

"Grant! You did it!" Caroline flung her arms around his neck, and he managed to catch her as she danced in celebration. He patted her back awkwardly, then extracted himself, standing aside, a little stiffly.

"Bernius. You might be able to get signal." Casey indicated a larger gap in the ceiling about twenty feet above, with a shaft of sunlight beaming down to pick up the dancing motes of dust disturbed by their entrance.

"Could be." He continued to shovel gold into the pack, adding some handfuls of gemstones from a cask that Sharon opened. The vivid light of the jewels sparkled on her face.

"Then you have a call to make."

"Gimme a minute." Bernius zipped his pack and grunted as he heaved it up onto his back, pushing up to his feet. He took a few steps back as the weight of the gold threw him off-balance.

"Bernius." Casey's tone carried a warning.

Oh, right. His son's life was at risk. "Don't push them," Russell advised. "It's almost over now."

"Here we go." Bernius pulled out his phone, then he looked up. "Hey, Casaverdes. We gotta get a group shot, don't you think? Come on!" He made shooing gestures. "Marco, get in there. Louisa. Maybe you can sit on that barrel? Yeah, that's nice. Boys—"Bernius tipped his head toward the door. "I need a little space."

"Right." Kevin and Stanley ducked through to the other side. Derrick and the other guy moved to join them.

Casey stalked toward the door as well, but Bernius said, "Family photo, right, Russell? Doncha think?"

"He doesn't think I am family." Casey stepped to the side, out of Bernius's line of sight.

None of this was according to plan. Find the treasure, gather some, get out and go their separate ways. A photo sounded nice, but really? Exciting as it was to find the family fortune, Russell looked forward to getting the man, and his minions, out of their lives along with as much gold as they could carry. The Casaverde coffers would get replenished very nicely indeed after giving his enforcers their cut and their exit. "Michael, let's get on with it, okay?"

"Dustin's dead, by the way. I thought you should know."

In the frozen moment following this admission, Bernius jumped through the door and pulled his weapon.


Chapter Eighty-Five




Grant lunged for the man's gun arm, grabbing hold and shoving it up as he pulled the trigger. The spate of bullets cracked into the ceiling. Stone cracked and shards fell—but at least his family didn't lie there shattered along with it. They coughed and Sharon cried out. The shots echoed, intensifying inside Grant's skull and making his jaw ache. Too tight, too tense. Too goddamn everything.

"Bastard!" Bernius struggled to free his arm. Grant dropped his weight, hauling Bernius back toward the treasure chamber. In the antechamber beyond, the thugs lined up, guns drawn and aimed toward the junction of the rough wall with the jagged ceiling.

Any voice rang too loud, distorted by his hearing and the space until it felt like another flashback, but this time all too real.

Controlling the weapon, Grant added a twist, slamming Bernius against the door frame. All too aware this brought the gun in line again, he caught the barrel, warm in his palm as he tried to wrench it free. Bernius thrashed and his off-hand balled into a fist, knocking Grant's head back against the wall. He battered Grant's cheek in a flurry of blows.

"Russell, help him!" Marco's voice, then Marco appeared through the haze of dust.

One of the thugs got an arm around Grant's throat, hauling him off their boss. Bernius tore his gun free of Grant's hand as he tried to free himself from the new assailant. His throat, already clogging with stone dust, clenched tighter.

Marco landed a few punches, then a thug's weapon shoved into his face.

Now free, Bernius retreated to the antechamber. "Let's go. Let's do this!"

Grant tucked his chin against the arm that held him and rammed his elbow into the man's gut. He got a hand on the other man's wrist, deflecting the shot.

In moments, the whole place could collapse on top of them. Bracing a foot against the door frame opposite, Grant cracked his assailant into the wood and stone, grinding the man's back.

"Michael! Get back here. Explain yourself." Russell's words rang in the painful aftermath of shots fired in a too-small space.

The thug growled and gave a surge of strength. He shoved both of them up and turned sharply, slamming Grant to the ground as he let go. The man kicked and stomped Grant's chest as he pushed through the door, leaving Grant on the threshold.

He dragged down a breath, getting his hands and feet under him.

The thunder of gunfire shook the stone. The wall groaned and trembled. Bits of stone crashed, then someone knocked him off of the threshold as Bernius and his crew brought down the house.


Chapter Eighty-Six




On their drive to the embarkation point, Dustin seriously considered holding the gun on his cousin, same as he did for their last driver. Tommy kept his eyes on the road, following Jeanne's directions, Farouk in the passenger seat beside him, while Stryker sat in the back with Dustin, listening keenly. Bringing up Tommy's involvement, especially with him behind the wheel, didn't seem wise, so Dustin picked up with El Paso, waking up in the hospital—all the parts of the narrative Farouk could corroborate.

Was it possible Tommy had been coerced, just like Grant had? It didn't fit. Nothing did, not Stryker coming here, not with Tommy for company. Dustin was missing some big reveal about to turn the whole plot on its head as they suddenly found out the sidekick was the bad guy, or the protagonist had been dead all along. Sometimes, he made out part of the truth, as if he had the edges of a puzzle and were trying to work out the picture without a box top, just like he and Grandma used to do. Wherever she was, he hoped she was okay.

He slurped on a sports drink and went back to telling his story.

"Mmm. I see." Stryker took a few notes as he listened.

"Yeah, so obviously, Grant's not the villain here, but I haven't pinned down who is, other than Bernius."

"Could be he's doing this on his own, though." Stryker tapped a pencil against his lip. "Bernius."

"Follow the money, they always say, and the money's out there, somewhere. Mona Island."

The detective focused on his pad. "You really think all the stuff on that table amounts to some kind of treasure map."

Stryker's behavior and attitudes reminded Dustin of Acting 101. Mentioning the money made the detective nervous or excited. "My father believes it. So does my cousin. My whole family, really."

The ache in his face escalated over the course of the drive, and especially the narrative. He needed silence for a while. Farouk fussed over him, helping him change into clothes they had found in the house, and urging him to rest. Maybe Dustin should've listened before they left.

"Can’t wait to find it. How do we start?"

"The boat. Jeanne has a picture." Shorter sentences definitely felt better. He tipped his head back, lowering his eyelids. The gun he'd taken from the muscleheads rested in a deep pocket of his new cargo pants, just in case. Of course, Stryker had one of his own. They rode to the rescue: most of his family had sailed off in that boat, accompanied by an unknown number of bad dudes and their leader, Michael Bernius. Just the name made Dustin's palms sweat.

"Go ahead and sleep, Mr. Casaverde," Stryker crooned. "Don't you worry about a thing."


Chapter Eighty-Seven




Grant dragged against stone. He came fully alert, hands gripping him, a hand over his mouth, bracing his chin, an arm across his shoulders prepping to break his neck.

Scrapes stung his exposed arms, ground with limestone and who knew what else. The aftermath of the gunfire and the wall's collapse muffled his hearing. He grabbed his captor's hand. The voice near his ear said, "Stay still or you're dead."

Grant eased his grip, fingers spread to indicate his compliance. Take a minute and read the scene. Helmet likely saved him from a concussion or worse when he went down. Someone had pushed him from the direct path of the collapse. Marco? He blinked a few times, but the space remained hazy, the shapes of the men around him hard to differentiate from the stone.

"Just do it." Someone advised. "He's earned it."

The hands gripping him tensed for action, then another man said, "But she's the one who talked to Trey. She knew about the dog. Maybe he was meant to live. Like, maybe we still need him."

Sharon. His aunt flung herself into the door to make sure he escaped from it, and now these men, at least one of them, took it for a sign.

"Maybe." Bernius weighed in. "It's a Helluva place we're at down here and he's the one who got us into it. Better bind him though. We don't need any more trouble."

Beyond the wall, someone called his name. At least some of the family survived.

The man who had dragged him back threw him to the ground, kneeling on his spine, a pistol pressed to the base of his skull.

Cracked in half and propped against the floor, the door framed Sharon's head and outstretched arm, as if she reached out for him. A broad scrape marked her helmet with a stone resting nearby, but the door itself defended her like a second ribcage. Her lips parted with faint breathing. That meant she had a chance. Bernius and his gang weren't Grant's only adversary: the most dangerous one was time.

They cut through his pack straps and tossed it aside, taking his chef's knife with it. One of the straps bound his wrists behind him. Still had the paring knife tucked in his boot. At least he had a backup.

"You heard the man. Don't make any trouble, and maybe you live to see the sunshine."

The hand around his bicep peeled him up, shoving him down the passage, still disoriented. Not as bad as the peyote, but still.

"You want me to wind this up?"

"Do it."

Shit. They were pulling the guideline. Grant hoped his family noticed the landmarks on the way in, if they had to find their own way out. Otherwise, they needed him to live. Grant assumed the posture of defeat, letting every bit of his weariness show. He stumbled just enough, brushed against pillars without his hands free to balance, stopped to cough and catch his breath.

After a few turns, two men ahead of him, the others behind, Grant said, "Bernius?" He modulated his tone toward despair. "You said that Dustin was dead. What happened?"

"Who knows? The kid got plucky. Shit happens."

"That your first kidnapping?"

A hand shoved him forward, and he crashed into the next wall. "Not your fucking business, is it?"

So that was a yes. Amateurs. And yet they were winning. They had the gold, they had him in their power, and his family trapped beyond stone. Those who survived.

"Sorry. Stupid question."

"Damn straight."

As they retraced their steps, Grant flicked through the last few hours, toward the final proof-of-life call, the one where he threatened Bernius, a counter-threat for the escalation against Dustin and Farouk. Had his own action led to their deaths? Then he recalled the expression on Bernius's face as he stepped back from the blade, that instant of shock and his immediate dismissal of the call. By the time they entered the caves, before they even got on the boat, Dustin was already dead.

At the bottom of the slope, Trey's body waited near the coiled bulk of the climbing rope, its far end stretching toward the sky, and the stain of Trey's blood marking the path like a trail blazed in death. No way Grant could climb that thing without his hands.

One of the thugs knelt by the body. "Trey. We did it. We found the gold." The man pulled a pair of gold doubloons from his pocket and lay them over his downed friend's eyes to pay the ferryman.

"That's so pagan," said the one with the cross.

"Here we go, boys. Stanley, Derrik and Moe up first, then we send the prisoner. Fan out. You greet him with guns drawn. Kevin and me as backstop. Everybody clear?"

The first man took hold of the rope and started up. After a few minutes, the rope stilled. "Next!"

The second man ascended, each of them careful about the downed pillar, each of them out of view around the curve, and Grant envisioned the slope looking down. He'd be invisible for a few moves right in there. Bernius finally pushed him toward the slope, slamming him into it then pulling free the strap at his wrists. "No funny business. We got guns up and down, understood?"

And all he had was a paring knife. Grant's palms pressed the wall, pushup position, made easier by the slope. "Yes, sir."

When Bernius eased back, him and his buddy holding their weapons, Grant took hold of the rope and started climbing, belaboring the movements to the point where somebody told him to hurry it up.

"Sorry. I feel like crap."

The men above chuckled. "That's 'cause you are."

Grant dodged left where the slope curved, a little further than he needed to. The smears of blood told him he'd reached the pillar. As he moved up beneath it, Grant pulled his body in, hooking extra rope with his foot and bringing it along.

He tilted his head to glance up past the helmet. No sign of the top yet. Perfect. He wrapped the rope around his left hand, digging in with his toes to hold position. Adjust his headlamp to straight-on orientation, the better to confuse his enemies.

Grant tucked a loop of the rope through his belt. Reaching for his boot, Grant pulled out the little knife and sawed through the loop, making sure he didn't lose the ends. Not yet.

He crept higher, trending left. Pressed against his palm, point down, the knife rested along the rope as he moved.

"Finally." The nearest man pivoted to track his ascent. The other two stood at intervals, all three weapons facing him.

"Hey, guys. Thanks for waiting." The slope leveled out and Grant groped his way up, left hand free now as he waved it toward the men. "Gimme a hand?"

"For fuck's sake. If you just came up over there." The man indicated where the rope wrapped its anchor stone.

No problem. He had more plans than one. "I didn't want to climb in the blood." He inched a little higher, getting his feet to a ridge, knees still bent.

"Big bad spec ops afraid of a little blood. Sheesh."

With a burst of power, Grant propelled himself upward. His helmeted head smashed into the man's knees. The thug staggered at his impact. Snatching the man's hip belt, Grant yanked him forward, using the man's momentum to trade their places at the edge.

With a yell, the thug hit the slope and rolled, the cut rope sliding down with him, stranding the men at the bottom.

"What the hell?" The other two swiveled and a bullet cracked stone over Grant's shoulder as he dropped low to race across the space. Bullets chased his wild course, then he had closed to grappling distance. A foot slammed his ribs, knocking him aside. The second man lunged for him, getting hold of his helmet and kicking, a series of hard blows that forced the breath out of him.

Grant popped the clasp of his helmet and dropped away from it, leaving his headgear in the other man's grip as he sucked down a breath. Self-assessment suggested he was operating maybe seventy per cent capacity.

Not only had he brought a knife to a gun fight, the blade was shorter than his thumb. More gunshots raised the chances of another cave in, another hurdle to get his family past. Every moment he spent fighting lengthened the time to their rescue and elevated the risk that he never made it at all.

Dodging away from the next lunge, Grant sprinted down the hall. Shouts from below and behind.

In the slashing light of their headlamps, he swept the guide string with his free hand and ran ahead, removing their trail as he fled into the gloom.


Chapter Eighty-Eight




Without his light, the guide string Grant snagged became his lifeline to the outside world. He held it just tightly enough, winding it up as he went. Now that the cave sank toward the water, complete darkness enveloped him, forcing him to move deliberately.

Get to the boat and use the radio to call for help. Either the police on mainland Puerto Rico, via the port authority, or the rangers on the island above should be monitoring the emergency channels. Grant could lead the way underground—assuming the path was clear of gunmen—or he could narrow down the search area above to find the air shaft into the treasure chamber.

He needed to convey to the rescuers that they were up against more than just the caves. Hadn't heard anyone following him at first, no more shots, no collapsing tunnels. Would be nice to bottle up those particular genies, but not at the cost of Marco and Caroline, Sharon and Louisa.

Loose rocks tripped him up, every sound magnified in the tight environs. One hand ahead to find obstacles, he walked as briskly as he could, in a semi-crouch in case of low ceilings. The lost helmet left him exposed. He pictured the spiders and centipedes scurrying from his path. A sudden drop sent him to his knees and he clenched his jaw against the reflexive sound.

The fresh pain jarred him, and he took a moment to get his breath. On the way in, he noted the landmarks: boulders, pillars and passages that would help him get around without the guide line. Should've paid more attention to the floor.

A distant clatter, perhaps a mumble of voices, came from behind. Oh, hell. At least one of the others had cave experience, serving under similar conditions. If it were his team, he'd've sent one man after the target immediately, tracking and marking the way, while the other man at the top helped their companions up the slope.

Grant pushed to his feet and got moving. He compartmentalized the scrapes and bruises, the deeper sting of a probable broken rib from the earlier scuffle. He wasn't dead yet, and his family needed him. Even if half of them didn't want him.

Alone in the dark, bloody and looking for help, his family left behind. Again.

He didn't know for sure they were dead this time.

The sound of the wreck replayed in his mind. Last time, he'd been hoping, praying, knowing the futility of his effort and unwilling to give up if any chance remained for his parents’ lives.

Up ahead, the darkness turned gray with each step and finally revealed a sense of the walls and floor around him. He must be close.

Daylight rose as he emerged from the passages and tossed aside the bundle of guide string. He kept his head ducked , rather than be dazzled by the dancing ripples. Water lapped higher on the rough shore within the sea cave. He approached the cove, edging onto the slick shelf of stone that linked him to the outside world. A shadow moved ahead, halfway to the entrance and a low chuckle echoed around him.

"Well, well, as I live and breathe, if it isn’t Grant Casey." Stryker stepped toward him, pistol extended in his grip. "Any last words?"


Chapter Eighty-Nine




Staggering back from the collapsing wall, Russell pulled his sleeved across his nose and mouth, trying to breathe some cleaner air. This whole thing had turned rotten, starting with the men meant to be working for him. And now Dustin was dead. When had that happened? When were they planning to tell him about it? Some people had no manners.

"Sharon?" Marco's voice. "Oh, no."

"Did Grant make it out?" Caroline, sounding querulous.

"Russell." His mother, sharper than he'd heard her since he was twelve. She shook his arm. "Your family needs you."

He peeled off her hand as he straightened. "What do you expect me to do?"

Their lamps formed bright paths through the drifting dust. Most of the room remained intact, including the part with the treasure, thank goodness. This hadn't all been for nothing. Where the wall and door had been, a pile of rocks filled most of the gap with a few shards of wood poking out, along with a pair of legs. Caroline and Marco crouched by the rock, Caroline with her hand wrapped to the downed person's ankle, her head bowed.

Marco's hand made little circles on his sister's back. "Can you tell?"

Caroline sat back on her heels. "I found a pulses. She's alive.”

"How'd you learn to do that?"

Caroline's smile faded. "I have too many friends who've OD'd, or nearly have. You learn a lot of first aid stuff."

"I'm so sorry. But I'm glad you know."

Whipping her braids back, Caroline bound them together. "We need to move these rocks."

"Russell!"

The slap stung his cheek and he recoiled. "Mother. How dare you?"

"How dare you? How much of this is your fault? How much of this did you get us into? What happened to Dustin?"

Russell was already shaking his head. "Bernius was supposed to protect us, but he went wild about the treasure. He kidnapped Dustin somehow. With the ambulance. We weren't supposed to say anything, Casey and I."

"That's what he meant. What he couldn't tell me." Marco leaned close to the wall. "Grant!" He listened.

Russell thought he heard retreating voices or feet. "I’m relieved he's at least that responsible. He didn't want to risk my son's life."

"Casey, who isn't even family, according to you." Marco rolled up his sleeves, studying the mound of stones in front of them. "My guess is the door frame or the door itself helped to protect her, deflecting enough stones that she hasn't been crushed."

"You'll need to work fast, in case the weight keeps pressing down." Russell stepped away from his mother. "What the hell was she thinking diving in there?"

"She was saving Grant's life. After he saved all of ours. Even yours, Russell." Caroline pulled on her gloves. "Louisa, can you direct light for us?"

"How do you even know he's alive? Casey, that is? Chances are he's lying under the rubble right in front of her." Russell pointed out. They obviously had no idea how extensive the damage might be.

"You'd like that, wouldn't you, Russell?" Marco didn't turn from his work, lifting a stone away and tucking it beneath a larger one that looked a bit unstable. The whole thing might topple at any moment.

Mother stalked away from Russell, one moody footstep at a time, taking the headlamp from Caroline's hand and aiming hers and Caroline's both. She sank onto the dusty mound of gold. "I was in that car with him for hours. With Steven, with those vile men you hired."

"It's hardly my fault they got greedy." Russell plugged in his earpiece. "If I have signal, I might be able to⁠—"

"Get down on your goddamn knees and work to save your sister's life!" Mother hurled a handful of rocks at him. No, not just rocks, gemstones from a cask that toppled during the cave-in. Tears streaked her face. "My precious grandson. You knew they had him, and you did nothing."

"That's not true, Mother." Russell got out of the way. They would need room to stack all those rocks. He held up his phone, searching for signal. "I was meant to keep quiet, and I did. He'd be free when they had their gold—that was the plan all along. I helped to bring us all here, didn't I? Without my work and coordination⁠—"

Another handful of gems pelted him.

"If you're not going to help, Russell, you could at least shut up." Caroline hefted a stone near the top, grunting with effort, her skinny arms straining. A druggie cocktail waitress, and she thought she could handle that kind of thing? At least he knew his own capabilities. He'd apparently lost his son, and now his sister might pass the veil she always spoke of. He felt a little queasy—he wasn't made of stone after all.

"If you can hear me, Sharon, we'll get you out of there. Just stay calm," Marco told the pile of rocks, quite as if he were the one addressing the spirits. As well he might be. Ugh.

"Do you know what I've been thinking, Russell, since we were separated, Dustin and me?" Louisa redirected the light at Marco's gestures. "I've been thinking, what would Dustin do? Caroline is afraid, what would Dustin do? He would comfort her. Grant needs a ride, he would offer it. He faces endless auditions, all beneath the burden of your ridicule, Russell, but he doesn't stop, does he? Even when he was told to give up all of that just to take care of me. An angry, addled old woman trapped in the past.

"Why?" She broke off, and Russell did not want to hear the answer. His son was a rube, easily manipulated, that was why, but her rant trended in a different direction.

"Because his own father—my son—tried to ruin his life. Grant's been saying so all along, hasn't he? He's been suspicious of you, and so has Dustin himself. Because there you were, pulling the strings. Getting my medications, getting your son to leave his own life to look after me. And I thought, who does that to a child?" She gulped, and the tears flowed faster. "Who knowingly undercuts a child's needs and casts them to the wolves?"

"Then I thought, oh. I do." She drew a shuddering breath. "I did."

Aha—signal! "Jeanne." Russell spoke to the air, looking up at that beckoning slice of sky. Nothing. He took another step. "Jeanne?"

"Now who's leading the seance?" Marco kept working. "Caroline—get the other side of this."

"Yes, Mr. Casaverde?" Jeanne's voice sounded distant, but they had connected.

"Jeanne. We need a helicopter with a rescue crew, as close as possible to this location."

"I understand, sir."

"You made the voice, didn't you. Joshua's voice. And you made Dustin keep me calling him." Mother's gemstones rapped against Russell's torso.

"Stop doing that, Mother, for god's sake!"

"The ghost. Did you make him, too?"

"I'm not the one into ghosts and spirits. I'm the rational one—you do remember that, don't you?" The stress needled him from all sides. He needed to calm down and play the role he written for himself. He was a beneficent dictator, after all. Putting on a softer demeanor, Russell said, "Mother…do you believe that you actually saw Joshua?"

"In the desert. With Grant. We both saw him."

Russell sighed. "Oh, Mother. He was—apologies, Caroline, but it's true—he was high as a kite. I don't know how long he's been using. Maybe it was his first time, and that's why it hit him so hard. If you'd been taking your medication, you wouldn't be taken in by another person's hallucinations." As he finished, he realized the sounds of moving rocks had gone silent.

"Whoa, whoa, whoa." Marco sat back on his heels. "You did all of that. You got him high, you made him see his father's ghost—Jesus, Russell, what the hell?"

"Don't be ridiculous. Why would I do such a thing?"

Marco's eyebrows notched up toward his helmet, then his glance flicked to the mound of treasure.

"This is all conjecture. There's no evidence. None at all. The whole suggestion is preposterous."

"You called us a ride. Now get down here and help." Turning back to the collapse, Marco stretched his back, and set his hands on the next rock.

"I am maintaining communications. Shall I get you some water from your pack? Poor Caroline's looking a bit piqued."

Caroline lifted her chin, staring straight at him, then she reached into a cargo pocket and produced a gun, aiming it directly at Russell. "Get down here. And help."

"You're crazy." He jerked back from her. "Who trusted you with a gun?"

A smile ghosted across her face. "Grant did. He knew he'd be searched, and figured I wouldn't." She cocked the prime.

"You wouldn't dare. Look what happened last time." He gestured toward the wall that covered his sister.

Caroline rose slowly, keeping the gun trained on him. "Not if the bullet's fired close range, into the body." She circled toward him like a stalking cat. "Down! Now!"

Stumbling forward, Russell dropped to his knees near Sharon's feet. "For goodness' sake, woman, don't shoot. You wouldn't kill family."

"Maybe not, Russell." Mother rose from her throne of gems and took the gun from Caroline's hand, without changing its direction. "But I would."


Chapter Ninety




"What was he paying you for?" Grant slowly raised his hands. At least ten yards of sloping, damp stone separated him from Stryker. A sprint and tackle attempt would more likely end in concussion and drowning than actual victory. Plan B: keep him talking until another opportunity presented itself.

Stryker's face remained invisible, his form silhouetted against the sky outside, but he moved slowly closer, his voice low. "I've got no idea what you mean, Casey."

"Really. You're the one who drew me into this. The only thing I can figure is, you're looking for a scapegoat. Someone to blame for Victor's death, even though it's meant to be a heart attack. Why not let it go? Because somebody maybe killed your cash cow."

Stryker stopped again, still too far to trust a run-up. "How d'you figure any of that? I'm just a cop out to do my job."

"The first time you flinched was in my office, when my lawyer suggested Victor's assets be frozen and his financial records open to audit. Then you and Ramirez had a private consult, after which you tried to kill her while you could implicate me. Either you've got a grudge against me, personally, or there's something in Victor's records that won't look good for you." Grant smiled. "It's not an accusation, Stryker, just an observation. One I'm not the only person to make. Even if you take me down, even if you can pretend that's in the line of duty, whatever you're trying to hide won't stay hidden."

Next came the connection that stopped his heart, just for an instant. "You knew the wreck was still there. You were on duty, that night." Grant's lungs fought to expand. His entire being focused on Stryker and the moment that linked them. "Victor killed my parents."

Stryker's chuckle sounded indulgent. "See? You do have a motive after all."

Because they stole from Victor the items that would've brought him here. Because they rejected his control, changing their last name to dissociate their family from his. The burning fury that fueled his youth flared to life in an instant—against a dead man. Would he have killed Victor if he'd known? Grant couldn't be sure.

"You've been covering for him for decades."

"Now, now. It's not like it was murder-in-the-first. All he did was mix a few drinks, with a few special ingredients. Your grandpa didn't think about you gettin' in the back seat. Wish you could've been there when he told me. All he wanted was to soften them up, get them in a real suggestible state. He wanted them to hear him out, maybe work with him on this whole thing. Instead, they took off, and, well, you know what happened next.”

Yes, he did. Intimately.

"I figure living with the guilt was punishment enough. That and a little extra for keeping the secret." Stryker waved the gun at the cave behind Grant. "Is it really there, the treasure?"

"Yes."

"Show me." Stryker's gun urged him to turn around. Like Hell.

"It's a long walk, and I'm a little tired."

"You must've brought something with you. A couple doubloons? A necklace or something?"

Grant shook his head. It hadn't been top of mind.

"You're telling me you found a Spanish treasure and you didn't stuff every damn pocket?" The gun straightened and he squared off. "You're bullshittin' me." He primed the weapon.

"What do you want to bet they're still fighting in Heaven?" He gave a little snort of derision. "When you find out, you tell your woo-woo auntie to let me know, m'kay?"

Could he reach Stryker before the bullet reached him? At least he'd die trying.


Chapter Ninety-One




Dustin dragged his eyes open. The soft waves made it so easy to keep sleeping. Farouk's phone vibrated inside of his sling, resting against his chest like a little square kitten.

"It's been a long time, don't you think?" Farouk asked softly.

"It's a cave, who knows how deep it goes?" Tommy told him. "He'll come back in a bit."

Using his left hand, Dustin pushed to sitting, shifting to face them. Their small boat rocked gently alongside a larger one, tied off to a ledge of stone that curved into the dark mouth of a sea cave. The other two men stood in the pilot house, leaving space for him to rest at the back. No sign of Stryker. Why was the phone buzzing? Should give it back to the nurse—he likely had friends and family who wanted to hear from him. Except they believed he'd taken a lucrative private gig for a few days.

In fact, the lock screen showed Farouk with a pretty young woman, each of them holding a child and laughing toward the camera. Across this charming family image scrolled a sequence of alerts from Jeanne, transcriptions from an ongoing conversation. Rather a monologue. One which included the details about Uncle Joshua's so-called accident.

"Tommy, fire up the boat!" Dustin swung his legs down, a movement he instantly regretted as pain streaked through him.

"Mr. Casaverde? Please don't move so fast."

"Yeah. You've been through a lot." Tommy walked a little closer, but not much.

"You would know. Start the boat." Dustin fumbled to cast off the line near him. "Farouk, get the bowline."

"We're not just leaving Detective Stryker?" Tommy glanced around.

"No, we're going after him."

Farouk unwrapped the bowline and dropped it at his feet. "We don't know how far the water goes."

"Further than I can." Dustin drew the pistol from his pocket, aiming it at Tommy. "Here's your last chance for a redemption arc, Tommy. Let's go."

Sighing heavily—so put-upon by life! Good grief—Tommy turned the key and motored the boat. "Your father is paying for this. If we wreck the boat, Dustin⁠—"

That was Tommy all over, wasn't it. "Just go."

With a rev of the throttle, Tommy obeyed just as the shooting began.


Chapter Ninety-Two




With a sudden racket behind him, Grant dove out of the way, literally. Lights bounced from the tunnel at his back. In seconds he'd be trapped between his enemies.

He aimed for a shallow slice into the water. Tide was up, hiding what lay beneath the surface of the inlet. Absolutely a bad idea, but maybe better than taking a bullet to the heart. Maybe. At least the bullet would likely kill.

The water rushed over him, his outstretched hands glancing against a rough protrusion from the bottom. He pushed off, sweeping for the surface behind Stryker's position.

"Is that him? He's armed!"

Grant ducked his head beneath the water again as bullets flew. With the open side, the echoes died faster. No reason to wreck his hearing all over again.

Beams of sunshine undulated through the water near the entrance. A hand cut through, a pistol sliding away as the gunman's body plunged after, a graceless, sidelong thrust that sent swirls of blood into the waves. Stryker bounced with the water, waving goodbye.

A motor throbbed louder by the moment, and Grant swam along the ledge, trying to keep out of sight, and out of the way. The boat approached the entrance, displaced water pushing him toward the rock.

Bullets peppered the surface, slowed like a movie-moment. Two of them struck, but no longer with the force to kill. He'd been spotted. Grant dove deeper, his lungs already burning. He swept hard for the entrance, but the need for breath forced him higher.

The small boat swung hard and crashed into the ledge he'd just vacated, cutting between Grant and the gunmen. He burst to the surface, gasping a lungful.

Crouching, Farouk clung to the near side of the boat as it ground to a halt. He caught Grant's eye and flashed a smile.

"For God's sake, Bernius, don't shoot me!" Tommy's panic rang in the cave around them. The motor cut, sound and motion dying.

"You little prick. Why aren't you dead yet? Get that damn gun, Tommy."

Grant slid silently toward the stern of the grounded boat, keeping to its shadow. Someone in the boat was armed, and Bernius expected Tommy to deal with it.

"Where's Casey? Don't let him escape."

"I saw him in the water."

The bouncing echoes made it hard to pinpoint who was speaking and how many hostiles remained.

"I think we've run him over." Farouk straightened up. "There's a lot of blood."

"Oh, fuck," Dustin exploded. "Sorry, Grams."

Alive! Grant's hope surged. Three of them, against an armed group of at least four. Question was, what they could do about it. He tucked most of his body beneath the hull of the boat, letting it bump him a little with each wave. It struck at an angle, the port bow cracked against stone and water gurgled into the damaged hull.

Dustin spoke from the starboard side, not far from where Grant used the bulk of the vessel for cover. His hand gripped the edge, just a little over Grant's head.

"The boat's sinking. Can I—can we please get ashore?" Footsteps thudded against the hull and the boat lurched.

Grant slipped his hand up and touched Dustin's, the briefest pressure.

"Don't rock the boat! I'm gonna be sick." Dustin twisted his body, head bowed over the edge. "Four men," he mouthed, and his bracing hand flexed to emphasize the four fingers. He mimed vomiting, complete with the terrible sound of retching.

"Bernius?"

The hand pointed toward the entrance.

"I only see the one body. You sure you hit him?"

"I think I would've felt it," Tommy remarked.

Dustin's voice cracked. "He—he could be underneath."

Not a bad idea. Taking a deep breath, Grant arched under the hull, pushing off of it to let himself glide, eyes open, to the far side, aiming his head toward the shore.

He held his breath and willed his limbs to stillness. He imagined the bodies of his parents. The dead he'd never seen. Serenity suffused him as he drifted.

Wasn't the first time he died. God willing, it wouldn't be the last.

Clouded with blood and streaked with sunshine, the water veiled his vision. Shapes emerged overhead, shadowy forms descending from the roof of the cave toward the watery realm Grant now ruled.

From the realm above, a tall man with a bald head leaned down, his face splitting to a familiar grin. "I see him."

Kicking off hard, Grant bolted from the water, reaching up. He grabbed Bernius with both hands and toppled him over. Bernius screamed as the dead man burst to life, then he, too, plunged into the water.

Bernius flailed, twisting in Grant's grasp. Grant jack-knifed his body and slammed both feet into the other man's chest. The motion propelled them away from each other. Grant knocked against the boat.

Drawn backward, Bernius folded into the deeper water by the entrance. He cupped his hands, scooping furiously, kicking against the water's pull. His eyes flared, mouth gaping as his work failed and he sank away, still struggling.

He grabbed for his pack straps at last, slapping and groping for the buckle as he vanished from sight, dragged under by his heavy load.

"Michael!" The man with the cross dropped to his knees. One of the others leapt to guard his back, swiveling like a turret. A few bullets rang as Grant dove back under the water, then no more.

When his breath gave out, Grant emerged to a new order. The shooter sprawled on the stone, his body jerking, while the guy with the cross still crouched, hands up. Farouk stood behind him with a pistol. "It's true. I have one as well."

Still perched in the sinking boat, Dustin, pistol in hand, covered the man who remained on the far side, a man now whimpering in pain. "Call me 'Lefty.'"

Apparently Tommy had not retrieved the gun as ordered. A mark in his favor or just a mark of his cowardice. He pressed his back to the wall hands well above his head. "I don't want to die. Grant—tell them, please."

Grant stroked over to the shore next to Farouk's prisoner, where the other man thrashed against the ground. "What'd you hit him with?"

"Epinephrine. He should be all right." The nurse's arms shook, and Grant braced his hands, pushing himself out of the water. Pinkish drops splashed from him to the kneeling thug. He pulled the pistol from its shoulder holster. "Can you bind these guys?"

"It’s my new gig." Farouk stuck his own weapon into a pocket of his scrubs where it hung awkwardly as he worked.

"Dustin. How're you holding up?"

"Stuntmen don’t get paid enough." He nearly smiled, but the pain flickered across his face. "We should keep Stryker's bag. He seemed pretty attached."

With the two men trussed, the third clutching his bleeding side, Grant strode to the boat. "Tommy. Stabilize the prow."

"Uh, right." His grin appeared sickly.

"Not gonna kill you. Yet." Grant stepped carefully in and grabbed the duffel bag, tossing it toward shore. It landed with a clunk and rattle. Interesting.

Trying to keep the boat as still as possible, he worked down toward Dustin's perch, his feet sloshing in the water. "I got you, cuz. No idea how you pulled all this off, but it was some damn fine work. I can't wait to hear your side of the story."

Dustin slipped his left arm over Grant's shoulders, and Grant lifted him, bracing his legs as the balance shifted. He wobbled, and steadied himself. Dustin gasped a breath, his head tucked, then his tension eased. "You think I can play myself in the movie?"

"Shouldn't be any other way."

"Hey! How about me?" the injured man called from the far end of the cavern.

"Hold your horses," Farouk shook his head. "I should get the hazard pay."

"You got it," Dustin said as they passed.

Carrying Dustin outside to place him in the larger boat, Grant hollered back, "Tommy. Bring that bag."

"Yes, sir."

As he got Dustin settled, a helicopter's whir grew overhead. "Dad's ride," Dustin murmured. "Helicopter for five. Jeanne says." He patted his sling where, Grant supposed, his cell phone resided.

Five. They were okay, even Sharon. Well enough to travel. He took his first full breath in far too long.

Tommy walked past awkwardly, setting down the bag nearby. "Do you want me to drive? We should get Dustin to a hospital."

He wasn't wrong. Inside the bag, bundled with some clothes, lay an unfamiliar device with a cracked casing. Grant rolled it inside the bag without touching it. The device had an internal battery, and a few ports for A/V cables, with a lens at the top. A projector. Bits of rose petals and thorny twigs protruded from the casing. Not unfamiliar after all: Grant had flung an object this shape on that very dark night. Ghosts in the desert. Ghosts that more than one person could see.

"Tommy?"

"That's not mine. I don't know anything about it."

Letting the bag close, Grant tucked it into a bench and straightened up, strolling toward his brother. Half-brother. Tommy plopped into the pilot's chair, hands rising again.

"Be cool, bro. I told you I wouldn't kill you." Grant squatted in front of him. Blood-stained water still dripped from his fingers and hair. Some of the blood was likely his own, but nothing serious. "No, I was thinking we should do some bonding stuff."

Tommy's frown felt familiar, their father's features expressed in each of them in their own way. "Like what."

"Wrestling?"

Tommy flinched, and Dustin's laughter brought a smile to Grant's face. "No? Okay, how about testifying against our uncle in a court of law, detailing every rotten trick he's pulled since I landed."

"I don't know what you're talking about." Tommy's shoulders sank, his hands pressing together, then seeking his elbows, hugging himself.

"Grandma's meds," Dustin sighed. "I didn't want to be right."

"Spiking my lemonade," Grant said. "Faking my father's ghost."

"Having me stuffed in that goddamn trunk." Dustin lay on a bench protected by the awning, his good hand clutching his forehead. "Tell me I'm wrong. I really, really want to be."

Grant sat back as the helicopter flew over, slowing to begin its search for the others. "We can't choose our family, Dustin." He thought of D.A. and Nick, back in Somerville, Gooney—whom he didn't even like most of the time, and somehow loved anyway. "Usually."

"If I could, I'd still choose you."

It wasn't something he ever expected a Casaverde to say. The truth surprised him. "I'd choose you, too."


Chapter Ninety-Three




"…take leave of the King, and then will it be seen who they are who love you, and will continue in your company. Amadis answered, greatly shall I esteem those who at this time will so honor me, yet do I not say, that if they can profitably remain with the King they should not do so, for of a truth so good a Lord cannot soon be found," Louisa read, then paused for a sip of iced tea. She was back on some of her medications, under proper medical guidance, and her tremors had gone. Her supposed dementia hadn't returned.

"You've been reading this together, seriously?" Marco shook his head. "I don't get it."

Grant, seated on the grass near his brother said, "What, you never wanted to be a knight?"

"I mean, Round Table and all that, sure. I wouldn't mind going off and having adventures.

"I am so done with adventures," Caroline declared. She lounged nearby in a swimsuit, complete with dark glasses.

Louisa closed the book on her lap, stroking the cover.

"Valid." Dustin relaxed in his chair. Befitting his occupation, he'd chosen a dramatic wheelchair in Victorian style, but with upgraded mechanics. A more compact bandage replaced the heavy wrapping on the side of his face, but he still kept his words to a minimum. "This adventure was a little much."

At the top of the lawn, the French doors opened and Sharon appeared, walking slowly in deference to the bruises from her own part in the adventure.

"Probably means it's time to go." Grant rose smoothly.

"Nooooo!" Caroline jumped up and wrapped her arms around him. "Can't you stay forever?" He concealed a wince of pain, still battered from the week prior.

Marco rose as well. "I'll drive you to the airport. Be ready in a sec." He jogged toward the house that for so long had been closed to all of them.

"I'll be back for the trial." The whole hugging thing felt like a little much, too. But they each had their own challenges to face.

"You think we'll nail him." Caroline released him. "He's got all those lawyers."

Dustin pivoted his chair to better face them. "I got Jeanne to do a brain dump. Back at the Puerto Rico house."

"Nice work." Grant shook his cousin's hand. "Sounds like you had your own suspicions."

"Yeah. Very least, I wanted to see what he'd been up to while I was…out of it." Their eyes met. "Thanks. For everything."

"Mention me in your Emmy award speech."

“Might skip straight to the Oscars. My manager’s fielding requests.” Dustin eased back and elevated his feet.

Grant walked a few paces up to meet his aunt.

"You're heading out." She took his hands, her expression flickering from a smile to a frown. "I want to tell you something, but I don't know if you'll believe." Her glance fell.

"Try me." The week since their return from Mona Island had been packed with medical care, apologies and depositions. What was one more revelation?

"I know what I saw in Galveston was…an illusion."

Nice term for a deepfake projection made from Grant's own captured images. He held his tongue.

"But in the treasure cave, just before the shooting started, Joshua spoke to me. He'd been silent since Galveston, maybe he was afraid I wouldn't believe any more, but right then, I heard him as clearly as you're hearing me now." She gripped his hands. "He told me to jump. He gave me the faith to do what I did, Grant. Then…he stayed by me until Marco could move all those rocks. We'd neither of us be here without him." Her face radiated her belief, and Grant squeezed her hands.

"Thank you. Both for doing what you did, and for trusting me with this."

She planted a kiss on his cheek, then broke away with a slight wave to join his siblings near the pool. Louisa stood uncertainly between, the book resting on her seat. "May I walk with you, Grant?"

He tipped his head toward the driveway, and she met him on the path, slipping her arm over his. He matched her stately pace.

"We're all sorry to see you go."

He was even a little sorry to leave. "Seems like there's still something you and I should talk about."

She tensed, but nodded.

"Victor died with petals on his teeth." He paused, but she gave no reaction. "Petals from your garden. How did you find out what he'd done?"

She gazed into the distance, past her beds of flowers. "A day or two before, I think. It's blurry inside my head, the time when I was on all of those drugs."

"I understand." Given his own experience, he now suspected every flicker of vision or change in hearing to be drug-related.

"He had a drink every night when he came home, mixed it himself at that buffet. That day, I went out to meet him while Dustin was taking a call. He saw me, and made a toast to Joshua. 'Always reminds me of him,' he said. 'Maybe I shouldn't've mixed those drinks. But I didn't tell them to drive.' Then he shrugged." She imitated the gesture, careless and cruel. "He knew I wouldn't remember, or that, if I told Dustin, he wouldn't believe me. I was just a crazy old lady." For a few paces, she fell silent, then she said, "I was furious, and I couldn't quite say why, but I knew what I had to do. I had to."

A glance over her shoulder, and she added, “When I saw Sharon, after his death, I thought—she knows. Of course she does. And I…”

“You went to the pool.”

A nod. “And you saved me. Even though⁠—”

Grant stopped her. “You saved me, too.”

They reached the gate beyond which, Marco waited to take him to the airport.

"You knew, but you haven't told anyone."

And get an old woman arrested for avenging the death of her son, his father, and his mother whom they still conveniently forgot?

"You'd be justified, given what we did to you." She withdrew her touch, waiting with hands folded for his judgment.

In the distance, a large bird circled. Some kind of hawk, most likely, but he thought of the eagle sanctuary. Jimmy Jackson told him how some stories were poison, and maybe it was time for the poison to move on. "I'm working on letting it go."

"Safe travels, Grant." She stepped back as he opened the gate. "Come home soon."

"Thanks," he told her, but he was already going there.
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