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PART ONE



THE DEVIL’S EYE




There comes a time in every rightly constructed boy’s life that he has a raging desire to go somewhere and dig for hidden treasure.


—MARK TWAIN
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IN SHIMMERING HEAT, Jimmy Bird smoked a cigarette and paced off a rectangle of dirt. About the size of a grave, a little wider, a little longer. Jimmy wasn’t good at math—that algebra in high school where they mixed letters and numbers together had been his undoing—but he could eye a piece of ground and calculate how long it took to clear and dig to a certain depth. Ditches. Garden beds. Graves. The earth on Black Jack Point fed salt grass and waist-high bluestems and Jimmy pictured a hole six feet across, six feet down. He figured it would take him and his partners three hours of steady digging, being a little slower in the dark. Then an hour or so to sort through the loot, load the valuables on the truck, and good-bye poverty. In a few days he’d be poolside in the Caribbean, chatting up coffee-colored girls in bikinis, fishing in water bluer than blue, buying a boat and lazing on its warm deck and watching the world not go by.


But he felt uneasy even with millions in the dirt under his feet. What if somebody sees us? he’d asked this morning.


Then we take care of them, Jimmy, Alex had said.


What do you mean take care of them?


I mean just what you think. Alex said it with that odd half smile, caused by the little crescent-moon scar at the corner of his mouth. Like he was talking to a child.


I don’t want none of that, Jimmy Bird said, and as soon as he said it he knew he’d made a big mistake. It showed a lack of drive, a complaint he’d heard about himself from his wife, his mama, his daddy, even his little girl.


Alex had kept smiling like he hadn’t heard. That smile made Jimmy’s bladder feel loose.


I mean we shouldn’t leave a mess, Jimmy quickly amended. That’s all I meant.


Alex smiled, patted Jimmy’s back. No messes. I promise.


Jimmy Bird took a stake with a little flutter of fluorescent orange plastic ribbon topping it and drove it into the middle of the ground. Make it easier for them to see in the dark. He felt relief that old man Gilbert wasn’t going to be up at his house tonight. He couldn’t see the Gilbert place through the density of oaks, but that was for the best. No one to see them. No one to get hurt.


No messes. I promise.


Jimmy Bird didn’t like those four words the more he considered them—maybe he had gotten demoted to mess—and he patted the pistol wedged in the back of his work pants for reassurance. Patted the gun three times and he realized it was just the bop-be-bop rhythm of his little girl patting the top of her teddy bear’s head. He’d miss her most of all once he left the country. He’d send her some money later, anonymous like, for her schooling. She might get that math with the letters and numbers mixed together way better than he had.


By his reckoning he would go from ditchdigger to multimillionaire in about twelve hours. Jimmy Bird slung the metal detector back over his shoulder and moved through the heavy growth of twisted oaks.


They drove home early because the bedsprings squeaked.


Patch Gilbert was a romantic but a bed-and-breakfast full of artsy-fartsy bric-a-brac was not his idea of a love nest. But his lady friend, Thuy Linh Tran, had wanted to go to Port Aransas, even though it wasn’t terribly far from Port Leo and could hardly count as a real getaway. Thuy thought Port Aransas romantic because it was actually on an island; you rode a little ferry to get there, and you could watch the porpoises darting in the ferry’s wake. They’d had a nice dinner and red vino at an Italian place, Patch had taken his pill to rev his engine, they’d snuggled into bed, and he didn’t even have Thuy’s modest gown off before they discovered the bedsprings on the genuine antique bed screamed like banshees every time they moved.


“We’re not making love in this bed, Patch,” Thuy said.


“But I took a pill.” At seventy he felt no erection should be wasted.


“No.”


“It’s Monday night. This place is mostly empty. Ain’t nobody gonna hear us, angel.” He started nibbling on her ear.


“No.” She was sixty-nine and more stubborn than he was. So they had quarreled—the trip was her idea but it was for his birthday, and he wasn’t happy with this squeaking turn of events—and in a fit, they got dressed and checked out and just drove back to Port Leo, to Patch’s old house on Black Jack Point. The drive was mostly awkward silences. It was midnight and they were both in sour moods and Patch suddenly worried that Thuy needed a little courting. She wanted to go straight home when they got back to his house but he convinced her to come in and make up and drink a little wine.


She wasn’t sleepy. Arguing had riled her up, made her more talkative; so he was hopeful she’d spend the night.


“How long’s it been, baby, since you walked on a beach late at night?” Patch Gilbert poured Thuy another glass of pinot noir. “Now that’s romance, a beach real late at night.”


Thuy smiled. “I ran across a beach at midnight, with three children in tow, hoping not to get shot and to find a spot on the boat. When I left Vietnam, Patch. It wasn’t romantic.” She leaned over and kissed him, a chaste little peck against his wine-wet mouth. “I should go. I haven’t been up this late in years.”


He felt their time slipping away. Her kiss gave him that shivery energy of being twenty-five. At least inside. “Come down to the beach with me.”


“I thought you retired from sales.”


“Well, honey, if I have to sell you on the idea—”


“You didn’t sneak another one of those pills, did you?”


“Don’t need ’em.”


“Shameless.”


“We don’t have time for shame. Listen, we’ll just get the sand in between our toes.” His voice went husky and he took the wineglass from her hands. “It feels good, the wet sand against your skin.”


“Patch.”


“Baby.” He kissed her gently, almost shyly. He felt the neediness in his own kiss, the hopeful wondering—not felt since high school, before the marines, before selling drilling equipment for so many years, before cancer took Martha and left him alone—if there was going to be any dessert on his plate. He loved Thuy but had never broken the habit of lovemaking as careful conquest.


“I’m too old for anyone to call baby,” Thuy said.


“Never too young,” Patch said. “Let’s go.” He took her hands in both of his and stood. Gentle insistence worked wonders. After a moment, she stood with him.


The night was clear but the moon was an ill-lit curve. Patch frowned, because he loved the moonlight on the bay, on the sands, on the high grasses. It silvered the world, made it lovely as a dream. Tonight was too dark. He and Thuy walked down the long path, a line of gravel threading through the salt grass, down to a small curve of beach. The blackjack oaks were gnarled and bent from the constant wind from St. Leo Bay. He and Thuy slipped off their shoes—boots and socks for him, espadrilles for her—and they walked to the edge of the surf, the summer-warm water tickling their toes.


“The Milky Way.” Thuy pointed at the wash of stars. “We call it vãi ngan há.”


“What do you call kissing?”


“Hôn nhau.” She ran a finger down his spine and he grinned at her. “I counted those same stars as a little girl. I wanted to know exactly how many there were. I wanted them all. Like most children I was a little greedy.”


“I’m greedy for you,” Patch said.


They kissed, and she leaned into him, the surf wetting the cuffs on his jeans. He was sliding a worn hand under the silk of her blouse when he heard a motor rev steadily, then purr and die. He leaned back from her.


“Patch?”


“Listen.”


He heard it again, a truck motor, the engine rumbling, a door slamming, down the beach and over to the west, deep in the grasslands, in a thick growth of oaks, from the southern end of Black Jack Point.


“Damn it,” he said.


“What is it?”


“Kids joyriding on my land.” He walked up the beach, smacked sand off the bottom of his feet, hopped, pulled on socks, yanked on his cowboy boots.


“Let them be. Let’s count the stars.”


“They’re trespassing,” he said. “Digging ruts in my land.”


“Maybe they’re looking for a makeout spot.”


“Not here. This is our spot.”


“Just call the police,” she said.


“Naw. I’m gonna go talk to them. You go on back to the house.”


“No.” She slipped on her flats. “I’ll go with you.”


“Might be snakes out there.”


“I’m not afraid.” She took his hand. “I’ll show you how to lecture kids.”


They walked up the beach, into the grasslands, into the darkness.
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AS STONEY VAUGHN wiped the smear of blood and brains from his hands, a sick fluttering twist in his guts announced: You just screwed up your life forever, buddy. It was an unusual feeling. Failure. Shock. The loss of control that flooded his heart. He glanced up at Jimmy Bird, loading the newly boxed coins into the dark hollow of the storage unit. Intent on his work, Jimmy wasn’t looking at him, or at Alex either. Alex was watching along the corridor of storage units, a gun in his hand, making sure that no one saw them. The only light was from the truck’s headlights.


Stoney wadded up the hand wipe Alex had thoughtfully offered, threw it on the floor, reconsidered the wisdom of that act, and tucked the bloody wipe into his backpack. Against the hard heavy lump of stone he kept wrapped inside. He had to be careful now. He swallowed the dryness in his throat, kept the shudder out of his voice. “Alex. This changes everything.”


Alex Black didn’t even glance his way. “Not really. I planned for this.”


“How, exactly, did you do that?”


“We lay low for a while. We can’t buy the land right away, obviously.”


“Obviously.”


“So we wait a bit. One of those nieces will be wanting to sell soon, and then you can unfold the wallet and play your little get-famous game.” Alex stepped back inside the storage unit, unclipped a flashlight from his belt, played it over the boxes. “Which one’s got the Eye?”


“There. Small box on the top,” Jimmy Bird said.


Stoney forgot to breathe. He felt the heavy weight of the emerald in his knapsack, feeling bigger than a fist, bigger than a heart. Oh, Alex would kill him. Alex pried open the box, played the light over the big fake green chunk of rock Stoney had slipped into the emerald’s place. He’d been so careful, going through the loot, finding the stone first, replacing it with the fake before the others even spotted the emerald. He waited, watched Alex glance over the stone.


Then Alex shut the box.


“Gentlemen,” he said, his head down, his round wire-rim glasses catching the glow from his flashlight, “here’s the plan. We double lock the doors. Stoney, you got the key to one lock, I got the key to the other. Alibis, those are your own problem. But none of us knows the others, none of us ever heard the others’ names.” He glanced over at Jimmy. “You come with me. We’ll clean up your truck, get rid of the evidence.”


“The bodies—” Stoney started.


“Aren’t going to be found for a long time,” Alex said. “If ever.”


“I knew him. The cops’ll come talk to me,” Jimmy Bird said. His voice was hoarse, trembling.


“Maybe not.”


“I don’t want to sit around. I want my cut now.”


Alex stared at him.


“I’m just asking for what’s fair,” Jimmy Bird said.


“Sure. I understand. But first, man, we got to get your truck cleaned up. We’ll give you your cut tomorrow, help you redeem it for cash, get you out of the country.”


“Thanks. I just want what’s fair.”


“Fine.”


After the three men stepped out of the storage unit, Alex slid down the door, fastened a lock onto one side. Stoney, his hands steadier than he thought possible, fastened the other. Click. Click. Locked.


“Now,” Alex said. “Mr. Bird. Mr. Vaughn. I know you’ll both behave. Now that you’re accessories.” He turned the flashlight’s beam up into his boyish face.


“Don’t threaten me, Alex,” Stoney said. “You don’t have a dig without me. You wouldn’t have any of this without me.”


“That’s right, Stone Man,” Alex said. “I also killed two people for you tonight. So maybe you owe me more than I owe you right now.”


Stoney kept his mouth shut.


“Let’s go, Jimmy. Stoney, we’ll talk in a week. Not before. Calm down. I just made all your wishes come true.” Alex smiled, slapped him hard on the shoulder. “Go home, sleep tight, don’t let the bedbugs bite.”


Stoney forced a smile. He watched Alex and Jimmy Bird climb into the winch truck. Stoney got into his Porsche. He followed the truck out of the storage lot; it turned right, heading south back to Port Leo. Stoney turned left, heading up toward Copano Flats and the comfortable sprawl of his bayside mansion. He jabbed at the radio and head banger rock—Nirvana, great, he thought, the voice of a dead guy—turned up too loud, blasted the car.


He kept one hand on the steering wheel, the other hand in the knapsack where he’d placed the emerald. It felt hot in his hand, which was crazy; buried in the ground for nearly two hundred years, it should be cool.


You just stole a couple million dollars from a homicidal maniac, he thought.


Stoney Vaughn made it a half mile down the road before he had to pull over and throw up.
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FOUR O’CLOCK TUESDAY AFTERNOON, court done, justice dispensed, and the Honorable Whit Mosley wanted nothing more than to swim twenty hard minutes with his girlfriend in the warm Gulf off Port Leo Beach, eat a big steak at the Shell Inn, cuddle with Lucy on the couch, watch the Astros raise his hopes again, make love at the end of the game, right there on the couch like they’d done night before last while the postgame show droned. Lucy liked baseball as much as he did. But now Lucy was standing in his office door, frowning, not looking in the mood for a steak or a swim or a ninth-inning delight.


“I think Uncle Patch is missing,” Lucy said.


Whit shrugged out of his judge’s robe, let the black silk fall to the floor, glad to be just in his regular Hawaiian shirt and old khakis and Birkenstocks again. The air conditioner in the courtroom sputtered with signs of age, and this July in Port Leo had been blister-hot, everyone in traffic court cranky, and his robe smelled a little stale. He’d have to wash it tonight. Judicial laundry. Not listed in the job description.


“He’s not down here at the jail,” Whit said. “No senior citizen discount.”


“Don’t joke, Whit,” Lucy said. “He’s not at his house. His car is there—he’s not.”


“I thought he and Thuy went to Port A.”


“I called the B and B I booked for them and they checked out last night. Didn’t even stay a few hours.”


“Maybe they went to another hotel.”


“But his car is here, Whit.”


“What about his fishing boat?”


“Still here. His doors were unlocked. And there’s wineglasses out on the table. Two of them, one with wine still in it.”


“So they came home and didn’t clean up. Maybe he’s just out with Thuy in her car.”


“I called Thuy’s daughter. They haven’t spoken to her today either, which is unusual. They said she calls them every day. Whit, really, I’m worried. They’re old.”


“They sure don’t need chaperons.”


“You’re not listening,” Lucy said. “I have a bad vibe about this.” She fingered the little amber crystal around her throat. “Something has happened to them. Call your friends at the sheriff’s department, or help me go look for them.”


“The police won’t do much of anything for twenty-four hours,” he said, not thinking, and she burst into tears.


He had never seen Lucy cry before. He took her in his arms, let her rest her face against his shoulder. “Okay, Lucy, okay. I’ll call the sheriff’s office, all right? And we’ll start making phone calls. We’ll find them. But when Patch finds out you’ve made all this fuss, you got to take the blame for it.”


She sniffled. “I will. Okay, thanks, baby. My aura’s feeling calmer already.”


“Sure, Lucy.” He didn’t pay much heed to her talk of auras and vibes, but it was part and parcel of Lucy and part of loving her. He kissed her forehead, wiped away her tears with the ball of his thumb.


He dialed the Encina County sheriff’s office, figuring that within an hour or so Patch and Thuy would be found out fishing along a stretch of Black Jack Point, and all would be good and fine.


It didn’t happen.


The sheriff’s office, once called, found a broken window at the back of Patch Gilbert’s house. Lucy noticed certain items missing: a silver candelabra, a cookie jar in which Patch kept ample cash, a jewelry box that was a family heirloom. The search began.


Patch Gilbert owned over two hundred acres on Black Jack Point, and on late Wednesday morning, the searchers found the turned earth along the edge of his property. The disturbed soil was a hundred yards up from the beach, a rectangle of torn loam hidden among the thick fingers of the oaks, broken grasses draped over the ground like a shroud.


The deputies and volunteers started digging and Whit made Lucy wait up at Patch’s house.


“Wait here with me,” she said. “Please.” She was shaking, her freckled arms folded over each other, her hair a mess from having dragged her fingers through it nervously.


“I can’t, sweetie. I got to be down there.” He was justice of the peace, and because Encina County didn’t have its own medical examiner, he also served as coroner. If there were bodies he’d order the autopsies, rule on cause of death, conduct the inquest if it was needed. His chest felt sucked dry at the thought of Patch and Thuy murdered and buried. But he didn’t like the vacant, broken look in Lucy’s eyes.


He put an arm around her and turned to Deputy David Power. “Maybe I should wait with Lucy.”


David made a dismissive noise. “You’re supposed to be down there,” he said, as though comforting relatives of the dead was second-class duty compared to forensic investigation.


“You don’t need me until you find bodies,” he said, and he felt Lucy’s skin prickle under his fingertips.


“Sure, Judge, whatever.” David Power turned and headed down toward the thick copse of oaks.


Lucy watched him leave. “Well, he’s got lots of negativity.”


“He doesn’t like me,” Whit said. “I’m friends with his ex-wife.”


“Maybe you should go down there,” she said. “I’ll be okay.”


“I’ll stay here as long as I can.”


He and Lucy sat in Patch’s den, a dark room covered with thick brown paneling in turn covered with fishing trophies and a fake muscled marlin. He held her hand and watched All My Children to avoid thinking about what the shovels might be unearthing.


Lucy stared at the screen. “I cooked dinner for the two of them last week. Meatloaf. I burned it a little ’cause we got to talking and I was drinking too much beer. It tasted like a shingle. They didn’t complain, ate it with a smile.”


Whit squeezed her hand.


“I should call Suzanne,” she said. Her cousin, her only family other than Patch.


“Let’s just wait and see.”


They watched a commercial offering tarot card readings for a call-per-minute charge while an energetic woman with a doubtful Caribbean accent proclaimed the future to amazed callers.


“That approach is so misleading,” Lucy said. “Look at her. She’s hardly listening to that caller—she’s just slapping those cards down.” Her voice was flat as she pretended the searchers weren’t tearing up her uncle’s land.


“I’m sure your psychics do a better job, sweetie.” Lucy owned the Coastal Psychics Network, which, as she put it, served the needy and the bored across Texas.


“At two bucks ninety-nine a minute, that is robbery.” She fingered the amber crystal on her necklace. “I at least run a clean ship. Maybe I ought to advertise more. I’m cheaper than Madam Not-Reading-the-Cards-Right.”


He hugged her a little closer, gave her a tissue for her nose. “Need to tell you something about Patch.”


“What?”


“He was the one suggested I call you for a date.”


She laughed but it was half tears. “Did he now?”


“Called me up after you were in my court. Said I had given you too heavy a sentence for those unpaid tickets.”


“Not unpaid. Ignored on principle.” Same argument she’d used in court. A little more effective with him now. Patch had settled her five hundred dollars’ worth of fines. She’d done her community service, Whit checking on her a little more than needed.


“He said I ought to even it out by taking you to dinner.”


“Old men playing matchmaker is a bad idea.” Lucy wiped at her eyes. “Because they won the war they think they know everything.”


A deputy—young, sunburned, blond buzz cut bright with sweat—appeared in the doorway. “Judge Mosley? Could I speak with you?” His mouth barely moved as he spoke.


“Are they dead?” Lucy asked. “Is it them?”


“Yes, ma’am. It looks like it’s them. I’m real sorry.”


Lucy put her face in her palms. “Well. It was a bad vibe,” she finally said from between her hands.
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CLAUDIA SALAZAR LET the sun warm her closed eyes. She had dozed on the pool lounge chair, the water evaporating off her skin, thinking, I could get to like this.


Claudia’s past few days had been busy: finally closing out a series of burglaries on Port Leo’s south side, aimed squarely at the tourist condos, by arresting a repeat offender who sadly had three kids and was bound back to jail; covering two extra late shifts for a patrol officer friend who was down with a bad summer cold, because the whole Port Leo police department was shorthanded; and then the terrible Gilbert/Tran murders, which were beyond Port Leo’s jurisdiction but the sheriff’s office and the police department helped each other with high-profile cases. David Power, her ex-husband, had politely declined the police department’s help and her thought had been: Pride goeth before a fall. It was the most biblical thing she had thought in years. She wondered, without ego, if he was too irritated with her to want the department’s help.


She decided not to care. As of today, she was officially on vacation.


She opened her eyes, sat up on the lounge chair, watched Ben standing by a table between the pool and the French doors, fiddling with a stubborn cork on a wine bottle.


“What a rotten guest I am,” she said. “I fell asleep.”


Ben Vaughn pried the cork out and grinned. “You’re exhausted. Don’t worry about it.”


She smiled. If she’d gone swimming with David, drunk wine in the early afternoon, then dozed, he would have used it as a basis for analysis: Did I bore you? What’s wrong with me? Ben just let her be, and she was grateful for that.


Claudia stood, feeling self-conscious in a new purple bikini a bit too adventurous for her, pulled a long T-shirt over her head, and smoothed it out along her hips. “No more wine. Two glasses is my limit.”


“You’re on vacation,” Ben said. “I made lunch. Hope that’s okay.”


“I’ll find it in my heart to forgive you. So what can I do to help?”


“Just sit. You’re my guest.” Ben disappeared back into the house.


The deck for the pool ran along the edge of St. Leo Bay, and in the summer heat the bay water looked green as old glass, the waves like white lips rising to the surface for a kiss, then vanishing. She put on her sunglasses. Vacation. Well, a few days off and then back to the grind. But sitting on a multilevel deck, with a private dock, backed by the house that had to be approaching seven thousand square feet… well, it was better than eating takeout and watching old movies on video, which was how she’d spent her last vacation.


Ben returned, carrying a tray. Two huge shrimp salads, the shrimp firm and pink, perfect crescent-morsels, slices of avocado, a small crystal pitcher filled with a homemade dressing, rolls steaming. He set the lunch down in front of her.


“Where’s the chocolate?”


“Ingrate.” He poured them each wine again, held his glass aloft in a toast. “To a great vacation for you. And to old friends.”


“To old friends,” she said, clinking her glass against his. Friends. Funny word, she thought. It could cover too much ground. They’d been lovers long ago but she couldn’t look at him and think ex-lover. He was too different now from the shy, gangly boy she’d known.


“And we didn’t even have to catch the shrimp,” Ben said.


“Sometimes I’m relieved by that. Other times I think it’s a shame. My dad’s the last Salazar who’s still shrimping.” The smile dimmed slightly on Ben’s face and she set down her fork. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up an unpleasant memory…”


Ben smiled again. She liked his smile, warm and happy, with a front tooth slightly crooked. “It’s okay. My folks have been gone a long time, Claudia. I miss them but you keep going on.” His parents had been lost in a sudden storm on the bay’s edge, their shrimp boat swamped. Ben had been sixteen at the time, his brother, Stoney, just starting college. “I might have made a good shrimper.”


“You would have gotten bored.”


“But you’re your own boss.” Ben took a small sip of white wine. “Out on the water, out in the sun. Now Stoney, he would have sucked at shrimping.”


Claudia glanced around the deck, the private dock, the too-big-for-her-taste house. “It wouldn’t have paid the mortgage on this place.” She liked the pool, the lunch, being with Ben, but felt an awkward consciousness of being in his brother’s house, as though she were trespassing. She had kept glancing at Ben, trim in his modest swimsuit, with his nice hands and his smile, and wanting to kiss him, but she wouldn’t. Not here. If she kissed him she might not stop and his brother might walk in at any moment. “What exactly does your brother do? You said investments?”


“I can never quite figure it out. He did venture capital work out in California for a while, got a little singed in the dot-com meltdown, decided he wanted to come home. He does a lot of consulting for financial services firms in Dallas and Houston. He’s trying to get me into his business.” He shook his head. “Stoney used to steal my allowance, set up a lemonade stand with our money, give me a cut. We’d make more than our allowances put together. I think he’s still following that business model.”


“It seems to be working.”


“He has expensive hobbies. Cars. Boats. Treasure hunts.”


“Treasure hunts?”


“He’s financed some treasure dives in the Florida Keys—you know, galleons that wrecked in shallow water, got buried by the sands on the bottom. Takes a team to recover them. It’s his obsession. Crazy way to risk your money. You got to make the big bucks to play that game.” His tone went wry.


“And you’re not interested in the big bucks?”


Ben grinned again. “Me in finance? I’d be doomed. The clients would be doomed.” He shook his head. “I like teaching, but the pay sucks, and too many of the kids are unmotivated and the parents care even less. I’m starting to think you seriously got to have a call to teach, like being a priest.”


“Or a cop,” she said.


“Or a cop,” he agreed. “You ever think of giving it up?”


“Last year, briefly. But no, not seriously.”


“Living here with my brother—well, Stoney’s spoiled me.” Ben speared the last fat shrimp in his salad, pushed it through the little pool of dressing in his bowl. “But I don’t have a talent for making money.”


“Money’s not everything.”


“It can sure buy a whole lot of it.”


“Still.”


“You’re right. And Stoney’s not what you’d call happy. He’s nervous. Jumpy. I don’t want to think what he was like when he worked in a high-stress job.”


“Let’s talk about something other than your brother,” Claudia said. The three glasses of wine and lazing in the summer sun made her suddenly feel a little playful. “That was a delicious lunch. Thank you. I didn’t know you could cook.”


“I knew you’d had a hard week,” Ben said. “Least I could do. Citizens should support their officers in blue every way they can.”


A tease colored his tone and she skimmed her toe-tips along the muscle of his calf, just to flirt back a little. She stopped as the French doors opened. A man came out, tall and brown-haired like Ben, but a little thicker in the shoulders and the stomach, dressed in a summer khaki business suit, but no tie, the shirt buttoned to the throat. His hair was gelled, combed to Ken-doll perfection, and he didn’t smile until Ben turned toward him.


“Hi, bro,” Ben said. “Come on out.”


“Don’t want to interrupt,” the man said.


“It’s your house,” Ben said. “You can’t interrupt. Claudia, this is my brother, Stoney. Stoney, Claudia Salazar.”


Stoney Vaughn offered Claudia a hand with nails manicured as smooth as pearl. His grip was firm but the flesh of his palm was soft. “Claudia. I remember you from school. I was a few years ahead of you. Nice to see you again.” His gaze went quickly down her, to her breasts, her hips, back to her face, quicker than a blink but she saw it and was glad she had on the T-shirt.


“Hello,” she said. “You have a lovely home.”


“It’s comfortable.”


His modesty was so false she almost laughed. Instead she said, “Will you join us?”


“I can’t today. I’ve got to do some work up in my office. But you two enjoy yourselves.”


“Claudia’s taking some time off from work,” Ben said. “She’s an investigator with the Port Leo police.”


Two beats of silence. “Really. That must be fascinating,” Stoney said.


“If you find burglaries riveting.”


“Claudia likes to fish,” Ben said. “Maybe tomorrow morning we could take the Jupiter out into the Gulf, have some fun. Why don’t you take the day off, come along? Bring one of your girlfriends. Who’s on the A list this week?”


“None of them. I’m in the doghouse. I’ve been too busy to call. Work’s just been nonstop lately. Y’all go, though.”


“Please, do come,” Claudia said.


“Yeah,” Ben agreed.


“Sure,” Stoney said. “That sounds great. Claudia, lovely to see you. Enjoy the pool. Have fun.”


They shook hands and Claudia watched him hurry back in. She had the oddest feeling he wished her and Ben gone, out of his sight, out of his house.
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WHIT GRABBED HIS forensics kit and followed the young deputy down past the manicured lawn, through the thick growths of wildflowers and the high grass. Ahead was the wide bowl of St. Leo Bay; Black Jack Point occupied the northernmost stretch of the bay’s reach, with Port Leo south and at the middle of the curve. The bay breeze shuffled the hot, sticky air, and on the wind Whit heard the murmuring voices of the deputies, of the Department of Public Safety crime scene crew. For a moment, the crowd out of sight, the voices sounded ghostly, even in the eye-aching sunlight. He remembered being here as a boy, Patch telling the local kids he let fish and swim off his little dock, You know, Black Jack Point’s haunted by old Black Jack himself, and by pirates and Indians and settlers that got scalped, got their throats cut. Be sure nothin’ don’t grab your foot while you’re swimmin’. It won’t let go. They like a young soul best. Taste goooood. And the safe thrill of being scared and being fairly sure that Patch was joking. Mostly sure.


They hadn’t moved the bodies. The hole was deep, nearly six feet, the soil threaded with torn grass. He knelt at its edge while the DPS crime scene tech snapped off photos. The group was silent now, the buzz of the mosquitoes the loudest sound.


Patch Gilbert lay on his back, arms spread, dirt still covering most of him, his mouth open wide and loam pooling between broken teeth. His face was ruined, beaten into pulp, a plane of graying hair askew on his scalp, little broken tiles of bone peeking through his forehead. Thuy Linh Tran lay atop one of Patch’s arms, as though he cradled her in a comforting hug. Dirt was scattered on her bloodshot irises. A bullet hole marred her forehead.


Whit slipped plastic bags over his shoes, carefully stepped down into the grave, touched Patch’s throat, then Thuy’s. He wrote down the time on his death scene form. For the record. Suddenly the promise of tears burned at the back of his eyes and he wanted to cry for this funny, good old man and this generous woman, but he didn’t want to lose it. Not in front of this crowd. He felt David’s stare against his back.


Whit stepped back out of the grave. He began his work of detailing the scene for the inquest report and the autopsy orders, keeping his eyes on the papers. It was easier that way.


David knelt down by Whit. “I think the man got hit with a shovel. Hard. Repeatedly. Probably even after he was dead. Wonder why the killer shot her, though. Maybe broke the shovel on him, couldn’t use it on her.”


“Patch would have fought hard,” Whit said.


“He’s an old man,” David said.


With about ten times the heart and guts you’ll ever have, Whit thought.


“Makes me think of a case I read,” David said. “Up in Oklahoma, ’65 or ’66, old couple got killed while out walking, buried right off a hiking trail…”


Whit tuned him out. David loved to recite old police cases from true crime collections as though they held all the beauty of love sonnets. All the details and none of the context. Whit bit his lip. When David paused for breath, Whit asked one of the techs to take extra photos of their faces, of their wounds. The techs did, and measured the depth of the bodies, carefully clearing more dirt back from the corpses when one of them gave a little cry of shock.


“What is that?” The tech stepped back from where Thuy’s feet still lay partly buried and Whit saw two curves of brownish skull exposed.


“Look here,” another tech said, clearing away dirt next to Patch’s knee. A crooked brown bone of finger, bent as if to beckon. “Old bone. Real old.”


“Don’t touch it,” Whit said. “Stop the digging.”


“Why?” David asked.


“There’s other remains buried with them. I got to call the guy in San Marcos. This closes down everything.”


“We’re not stopping. This is a serious crime scene—” David began.


“They talked about site analysis in JP training. You have to stop the dig.”


David took a breath of infinite patience. “What guy in San Marcos?”


“Forensic anthropologist. I don’t remember his name. But he’s got to check out the site. They must’ve gotten buried in old unmarked graves.” Whit wiped the sweat from his brow. “You can’t move ’em until the FA’s here with his team.”


“Judge Mosley’s right, David,” one of the DPS techs said quietly. “He’s talking about Dr. Parker. He can be here in forty minutes. DPS sticks him on a chopper and rushes him down here.”


“Fine,” David said. His lips went thin as wire. “Get this guy here, then, quick.” He turned away from Whit to confer with the DPS team.


Whit took out the notepad he used at death scenes, jotted down descriptions of the bodies, talked in a low voice with the DPS photographer while she snapped footage, told her what angles would help him at inquest. He tried not to look at Patch and Thuy’s broken faces.


Instead, he kept glancing at the old, worn bones.


The forensic anthropologist—a banty rooster of a man named Parker, a fortyish fellow with a shaved bald head and sporting a Yankees cap—arrived by DPS chopper within an hour, accompanied by a team of graduate students armed with dental picks, brushes, trowels, string, and stakes.


Whit left them to their work, spoke words of comfort to Lucy and her cousin Suzanne and the Tran family, all waiting up at Patch’s house. He came back down as the afternoon began to melt into night. The Port Leo fire department set up lights so the work could continue. Parker and David talked a lot, David losing patience and getting it back. The team sifted dirt from the site, carefully, and found more bone fragments, little pebbles of teeth. When Parker got up from his digging to gulp a cup of water, Whit cornered him at the jug on the back of a DPS truck.


“So what is this looking like, Dr. Parker?”


“Off the record, Judge?”


“Yeah.”


“Because I don’t like to commit before all the data’s gathered.”


“So don’t commit.”


“We haven’t removed bones yet but there’s at least two skeletons in there, more likely three. They’re badly disarticulated—they’re not laid out as if they were buried and then not disturbed again.”


“Why would the new bodies be on top of them?”


“I think these old bones were dug up, dumped back in the dirt, and your murder victims dumped on top of them. The whole site’s a jumble. I mean, bones that look that old, you expect it. Ground settles over time, bodies sink. But these seem, well, shuffled.”


“Anything other than the bones?”


“Latches. Nails. Locks. A few slivers of wood.”


“Locks?”


“Locks.”


That was freaky, Whit thought. Why would you put a lock on a coffin? “You said wood. From a casket?”


“Possibly.”


“Wouldn’t a casket have kept the bones better organized?”


“Apparently not these.” Parker finished his water. “Don’t think they were buried in caskets. Coffins would have mostly rotted away by now, anyway.”


“These bones… how old are they?”


“The wetter the soil, the browner the bones get over time. These are pretty brown. We’ll assemble the skeletons as much as we can tonight and tomorrow. We’ll probably remove the bones in the next few hours, once we’ve cleaned away the dirt, gotten samples, sifted, photographed, and mapped the site. If we can identify the make of the nails and latches, that can help us date the bones.”


“The family of the murder victims are friends of mine,” Whit said. “We’d like to get Mr. Gilbert’s and Mrs. Tran’s bodies out of there as soon as possible.”


“We’ll hurry,” Parker said, a softening in his tone for the first time. “You’ll need to transfer the old bones to my custody for examination, Judge.” Whit nodded and Parker headed back to the dig, flush with light from the fire trucks.


The diggers worked tenderly, quietly around Patch and Thuy, as though the couple slept and the techs were gentle spirits, come to grant them sweet dreams. Finally they were done. The bodies were lifted out slowly, placed on clean sheets. Whit filled out an authorization for autopsy, had David countersign it. He watched the bodies taken away by the mortuary service for autopsy in nearby Nueces County. The service people carried the bodies carefully on their stretchers. The forensic anthropologists continued their work around the old bones, industrious and steady as ants.


By midnight, Wednesday fading into Thursday, the FA team had put an astonishing assortment of bones—including three human skulls, brown as walnuts—into paper bags. Whit signed over the bones to Parker and the FA team headed to Corpus Christi to sleep and finish their work. Lucy slept upstairs. Whit had showered and lain with her until she dozed off, then come down to Patch Gilbert’s empty den at two a.m., unable to sleep. He watched an old Perry Mason rerun. Perry’s was a perfect world for you, one where justice ticked along sure as clockwork.


Whit let the TV mumble along and sat in front of the bay window. He cracked open the window so he could hear the murmur of St. Leo Bay. The night was dark, the moon shy behind clouds, the fireflies glowing and vanishing like candlewick embers, just snuffed out between wet finger and thumb. The fire truck lights still blazed over the now-canopied site, an officer standing watch.


The old house was full of the old man, his laughter, his teasing. On a side table there was a bottle of Glenfiddich that Whit had seen Patch open only last week. He found two shot glasses and picked up the bottle. He poured the shots of fine Scotch, one for him, one for Patch.


He didn’t touch either drink for a long moment, then downed both. The Scotch burned his throat a little, made his eyes water. Closest to tears he would get.


Patch. Thuy. Promise you. Whoever did this won’t walk.


He went to bed, curling next to Lucy, shielding her from the night.
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PATCH GILBERT WANTED a hundred thousand dollars. Raised real quietly,” Gooch said. “You know how I feel about publicity. I’m not talking to the police, but I’ll tell you about the deal.”


Gooch opened a Shiner Bock. He and Whit watched the noontime sun play along the ripples in the Golden Gulf Marina. The summer live aboards were gearing up for lunch, the inescapable Jimmy Buffett tunes drifting across the waters, lunchtime beers popping open, hungover throats clearing and gearing up for another half day of lazy life.


“Am I supposed to be grateful?” Whit pulled a soda from the cooler. “Gooch, don’t you do this to me.” Thursday morning court had been full—traffic and small claims—but Whit was distracted, bug-eyed from lack of sleep and anxious to hear back from Parker on the bones and the Nueces County ME’s office on the autopsies.


“I don’t know that I was the first or only person Patch approached.” Gooch leaned back in the lounge chair, took off his T-shirt in the bright sun, closed his eyes. His chest was big and broad, dark with tan but white where the scars lay. One, small and blossom-shaped, looked like a bullet wound, another like a healed slash across his abdomen, another like a long-ago stab in his shoulder. He never talked about the scars.


“Why would he ask you for a hundred thousand bucks?”


Gooch opened one eye to stare at Whit.


It was strange to have your closest friend stay an enigma. Gooch could stare down hired killers, practice the intricacies of hand-to-hand combat, and make troublesome people disappear into federal custody. He was a fishing guide, captain of a premier boat named Don’t Ask, and yet something far more. He was one of the ugliest men Whit had ever seen, with a face a mother might reluctantly love, but he had charisma that drew certain people like moths to flame. Gooch had saved Whit’s life several months ago, disposing of drug dealers with all the ease of a priest dealing with tardy schoolgirls. And Gooch had made it clear that explanations as to the how would not be forthcoming. Whit had sensed that Gooch waited then, to see if the friendship would survive, if Whit would respect his obsessive need for privacy. Whit was glad to be alive and pretended like nothing had happened.


“People consider me resourceful and discreet,” Gooch said.


“Ah,” Whit said. A heavy sailboat crawled into the marina; on it, three women in bikinis turned their faces and flat bellies toward the warm sun. Whit watched them lean against the rails in glorious idleness.


“So what level of detail you want?” Gooch asked.


“Go deep.”


“Fine. Patch was a steady client of mine. Took him and some of his old army friends fishing. He knows I know a lot of people. People with money. So he asked me if I knew of folks who might be interested in a very quiet, private investment. People who could part with a hundred thou and not blink.”


“Patch could have sold some of his land if he needed money.”


“Apparently not an option he considered,” Gooch said. “I told him I would need to know more. He said he’d tell me more if I got an investor or two willing to talk to him. I told him I couldn’t waste the time of wealthy people, that I had to consider these folks were my clients and if this was some harebrained scheme it was going to make me look bad. Maybe he was selling life-size Chia pets, you know?”


“He gave you no indication why he needed this money?”


“Just asked me to line up some multimillionaires. Which, frankly, represents a very narrow slice of my client pie.”


“And you think he approached other people?”


“He struck me as being in a hurry. I asked why he couldn’t go to a bank; he said he wanted it quiet. But fast. I believe the term he used was ‘hot and big enough to blow this town off the map.’ ”


“So he wanted no attention now, but whatever he was working on would create a great deal of attention later.”


Gooch sipped beer. “So there’s your anonymous tip. Was it good for you?”


“Maybe he was blowing smoke, Gooch. Maybe he owed someone a big chunk of money. Someone decided to collect.”


“Possibility,” Gooch said. “You knew him better than I did. Was he a gambler?”


“No. He was always just the nice guy who’d let you swim and fish off his land. I’ve never heard of him having debt problems.”


“Blackmail?”


“Patch? He bragged about taking Viagra. He was incapable of being embarrassed.”


“An old man bragging about medicated hard-ons is one thing,” Gooch said. “Maybe he had a deep dark secret that had finally grabbed him by the throat. Or someone close to him was in trouble and needed the money.”


“Not Lucy.”


Gooch clicked tongue against teeth, cleared his throat, watched a little red sailboat putter out into the bay.


“Don’t start dumping on Lucy again,” Whit said.


“Lucy is lovely. Charming in a giddy, goofy sort of way. Impeccable derriere.”


“But.”


“I’m not sure she can read a book, much less a mind on the other end of a phone.”


“Why can’t you like my girlfriend?”


“I don’t want to see you conned.”


“She’s not a con artist.”


“Yes, telephone psychics are known for their high ethical standards.”


“You haven’t really gotten to know her.”


“That’s true. If you’re happy, I’m happy. Deliriously happy.”


Whit stood. “I’ve got to get back to the courthouse. I’ll let David know what you said.”


“But you’ll keep my name out of it?”


“Yes. I’ll try.”


“Patch wasn’t a quitter,” Gooch said. “I’d look hard to see if he found that money someplace else.”


“Found his wallet and her purse.” David sat in the one straight-back chair in Whit’s small office. It was shortly after one o’clock on Thursday afternoon. “Dumped in beneath the bodies. Cash and credit cards gone.”


“So this was a robbery gone wrong?”


“Burglary, Judge,” David said. “You know the difference.”


Maybe it was a robbery turned burglary, or the other way around, but Whit decided to be rock-solid polite. Act like a judge for once. Let David be acid; acid was just asshole with a different final syllable. “A burglary, then?”


“Yeah. Tran and Gilbert cut short their stay in Port A, head home two days earlier than expected, catch a perp breaking in the house. Perp kills them both, buries them on a remote stretch of the Point where they’re not likely to be found for a while.”


“The killer laid Patch’s head open. There’s no sign of that attack having taken place in the house,” Whit said.


“Then it didn’t. Maybe they took the old folks from the house, hauled them down into the oaks, killed them there.”


“They. Sounds like more than one person. And for all this effort they got a little cash and silver? They don’t bother with the electronics?”


“Look, Your Honor. You spend a little more time in this business, you’ll see things usually aren’t too complicated. Criminals are dumb as stumps. If they were smart they could go be investment bankers. Or judges.” A hint of amusement surfaced in his tone. “Killer or killers got surprised, they kill the old folks, they take off.”


“Why bury the bodies? Why not just dump them in the bay?”


“They’d float up faster.”


“It’s quicker to tie weights to someone’s feet than to dig down deep enough to hit old graves,” Whit said. He started to mention the anonymous tip from Gooch, but David raised a hand.


“Listen, Judge. You pretty sure you gonna rule these deaths as homicides?”


“Of course, yes.”


“Then that’s all you need to worry about, Your Honor. Anything beyond that, you’re stepping on my toes. And my toes, they’re real tender. They get hurt real easy. And my feet hurt, I’m in a bad mood. We’re clear?”


“Yes,” Whit said. “I’m going in to Corpus, to meet with the ME and with Parker and his people around four. They have to sign custody of the old bones back to me. You want to go?” He’d mention the tip then, let David squirm the whole thirty miles into Corpus. Better than listening to talk radio.


“Sure. That’s fine. I got a suspect to go question this afternoon.”


“You do? Who?”


“Pick me up around three. We’ll head into Corpus.” David winked, put on his Stetson, stepped out of Whit’s office, said a hearty hey to Edith Gregory, Whit’s secretary, then headed out down the courthouse hallway with a strut. “I’ll tell you about my suspect then if the mood hits me.”


“Oh, you’re gonna be in the mood,” said Whit.


Alex Black closed the door to his room at the Sandspot Motel and flicked on the light. With its overzealous air conditioner and an ongoing next-door groan-a-thon from a couple he dubbed the Honeymooners, this temporary home held few charms. He wanted to leave. He wanted to go to the storage unit and run his hands over the coins, feel the heft of the Devil’s Eye, say a silent screw you to every archaeologist and bureaucrat who had ever crossed his path. Instead he sat down and called his father on his cell phone.


“Bert Exton’s room, please.” He waited for the hospice receptionist to connect him, endured bad Muzak for a few moments.


“H’lo?” Tired, weak-sounding.


“Dad. How’s today been?” Alex said.


“Only about a three. Yesterday was a nine. Felt great. You shoulda called yesterday.”


“Well, soon as I finish up this dig, Dad, I’m coming to Miami. See you for a spell.” And get you out of that death trap, and we’ll go to Costa Rica. Let you die peaceful under a beautiful sky. Maybe near some ruins, just for old times’ sake, Alex thought. “How’s that sound?”


“That’d be great.” Weak cough. “You liking Michigan?”


“Sure.” What Dad didn’t know couldn’t hurt him. Dad thought he was on an Ojibwa artifacts dig. “Good place to spend the summer.”


“Bureaucrats giving you hell?” A little rally in Bert’s voice.


“No, sir. No one’s giving me hell.”


“That’s good. Proud of you, boy.”


What Dad didn’t know. “So tomorrow’s gonna be, what, at least a six? You keeping a good attitude?”


“Screw optimism. Yeah. We’ll aim for a six. You get here, maybe you sneak me in a six-pack, okay?”


“Sure, Dad.” He’d sneak in freaking Moet for the old guy. Alex said his good-byes, hung up. He had buyers lined up for the coins—dealing strictly in cash, no questions asked. And he could find a buyer—probably a Colombian trader—for the Devil’s Eye, but a big emerald like that he’d have to move carefully. Even getting it appraised would draw unwanted attention. He could be in Miami in a week, any loose ends wrapped up.


Stoney was the one remaining problem.


He lay back down on the bed and began to imagine various deaths for Stoney Vaughn. Quick ones. You didn’t want to spend any extra time with Stoney if you could help it.
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