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        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.
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        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?"
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      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?"
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      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."
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      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.
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      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.
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      "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.
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      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."
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