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 PART
I

In the crime scene photo Scott Drayco held
in his hand, the corpse looked like a cheesy haunted house
prop—stuffed into a long, cardboard shipping box, surrounded by
bloodied Styrofoam packing peanuts and bags of dry ice. He studied
the other photos. One, showing the back of the victim’s skull
bashed in, screamed of blunt force trauma.

There was something incredibly sad about the
macabre little tableau. A living, breathing human reduced to a sick
cartoonish joke. That alone was enough to make Drayco want to take
on the case, to give the victim a shred of the dignity denied him
in death.

His gaze turned to the turkey vultures out
the window as they hitched a ride on a thermal and soared in
circles higher and higher into the sky. He counted at least four.
The Pocomoke Indians who once lived on Virginia’s Eastern Shore
believed vultures were an omen of danger.

Not that Drayco believed in omens. No, there
was nothing superstitious or paranormal about this murder case that
led him to fly over from the District an hour ago. Even so, as he’d
piloted the little Cessna over the Chesapeake, he had plenty of
time to think about how luck played a role in whether you lived a
long life or died from disease, disaster, or some other devil.

Drayco turned to his companion, “You say the
victim also had a broken arm?”

“Broken ulna. But that’s all the interesting
stuff. Except that note in his pocket.” Benny Baskin, Esquire,
handed Drayco a piece of paper. “Here’s a copy. Just like I told
you over the phone. ‘17th Star of Apollo. 36-26-36.’ Guess he had a
thing for heavenly bodies.”

Drayco didn’t crack a smile at Baskin’s lame
joke. As many times as they’d worked together, he should be used to
Baskin’s humor. But between the corpse, the photos, and the
cramping in his right arm, he wasn’t in the mood. “I’m beginning to
understand why that law reporter in the Post called you a
pint-sized peacock attorney.”

“That’s my job. I crack wise. Besides, my
young crime consultant guru, you’re the brainy, sensitive, and
cultured half of our illustrious partnership.”

“Speaking of illustrious …” Drayco pointed
to the detailed artwork on the ceiling of the victim’s office where
they were seated. “Up there, we have a painting of the night sky
with constellations. Leo, Sagittarius, Aquila.” He waved his hand
toward the floor. “And on the wooden floorboards, a depiction of
the solar system. It’s a safe bet Pless was an astronomy buff, if
not a letch.”

“Well, then, boy-o, you two have something
in common. The astronomy bit, anyway.” Baskin grinned. “Wha’cha
think that note means?”

Drayco studied the paper. “Star of Apollo
was the Egyptian name for the planet Mercury. It also represents
fame and fortune if you’re into palmistry.”

“You telling me we gotta look for fortune
tellers? Goody. I’ll ask them about my stock portfolio. Hell, maybe
I’ll go undercover as a fortuneteller. More than one opposing
counsel told me I belong in a circus.” Baskin thrust a finger
behind his eye patch and rubbed the scar underneath.

Drayco felt some of the tension in his
shoulders relax. “I could see you under the big top, Benny, maybe
as a lion tamer. Right next to the bearded ladies and the hoochie
coochie dancing girls.”

He stuffed the paper and photos back into
their folder and handed it back to Baskin, who smiled wistfully,
“Always did want to do one of those acrobatty thingies on the
swings.”

As Baskin flipped through the papers in the
folder, Drayco looked out the window of the second-floor office. He
could see across the Chincoteague Channel out to Marsh Island, not
far from the wildlife refuge. They’d flown over this very spot when
he piloted the little plane from Manassas to the Accomack airport
this morning. The glassy serenity of the Channel waters lay in
stark contrast to the brutal crime scene photos. As if mirroring
his thoughts, a lone turkey vulture flapped its huge wings directly
in front of the window.

Drayco checked his watch. Fifteen minutes
since Hazel Labarr had greeted them, ushered them into the office
of murder victim Arnold Pless, and disappeared to deal with “an
important call.” Having taken in the broad details of the room from
where he was seated, Drayco launched out of his seat to get a
closer look at items scattered around the room.

The sheriff’s detectives had already combed
through everything in the five days since the murder, but Drayco
didn’t want to leave extra fingerprints behind. He wrapped the hem
of his jacket around his hand as he touched various objects.
Stopping in front of a night-sky globe, he asked Baskin, “What did
you get out of your jailed client?”

“Faris Labarr claims he and his partner
Arnold Pless didn’t get along, that they argued two days before the
murder, about business. He has no idea who would have hated Pless
enough to kill him. And he swears he’s innocent, natch.”

Baskin paused to take a breath. “And what
the hell are you doing?” He raised an eyebrow as Drayco pulled out
the drawers on the chest where the globe rested.

“You hired a crime consultant. I’m
consulting.”

“Well, do it toot suite before our host gets
back. And while you’re doing your—consulting—will you loan me your
Leatherman? These damn police report pages are stuck together.”

Baskin grabbed the offered tool and gently
used it to cut open the pages in his folder. He started scanning
the text. “Not much to go on. Faris Labarr, thirty-one, is the son
of the founder of Labarr Specialty Transport. Unmarried, no kids.
One sister, Hazel, ten years younger, whom you met. Faris was angry
at Pless for allegedly ruining the business. Their argument two
days before Pless’ murder was soap opera-worthy. Must have been an
entertaining show for the staff.”

Benny stopped reading the magnum opus and
grinned. “Wish I’d seen that.”

Of course, he would. Drayco still found it
hard to believe the high-powered attorney liked to watch his TV
“stories.” Then again, Drayco liked crime dramas. Despite the
cringe-worthy detective work at times, it was kinda nice to see
things get wrapped up neatly in forty minutes instead of days,
weeks, or months. If at all.

Baskin continued, “The janitor, Mack
Jefferd, found the body. Rigor indicated Pless had been dead twelve
hours. Give or take.”

“Since he was found on Monday morning, that
means he was killed Sunday night.”

“Correct. The sheriff’s office thinks Pless
was pushed downstairs and then put in the box. No signs of forced
entry. Windows and doors are alarmed. Only Pless, the Labarrs and
Edward Keipert have the keypad combo. The sheriff’s office is
looking into someone hacking the system.”

“Anything missing from the building?”

“Nada.”

Drayco picked up the night-sky globe and
fingered the cool metal, half-listening to Baskin. The half he
heard sounded unremarkable. From their previous collaborations, he
knew the defense attorney was the best money could buy. But the
notes of this case weren’t just off-key, they didn’t even form a
melodic line. Not the kind of tune Baskin usually chose to sing in
court.

Drayco said, “So, to recap—no witnesses, no
fingerprints on the body box other than Faris Labarr’s. And no
alibi for Faris?”

Baskin shrugged.

“Not much to go on for a defense.”

“If my lawyerly instinct counts for
anything, my substantial gut says he’s innocent.”

Drayco studied the almost-imperceptible
furrow in Baskin’s caterpillar unibrow and the brief eclipse of
light in his pupils. What was the man holding back? Drayco put the
globe back into its mount. “Why’d you take on this case?”

“The Labarrs are friends. At least, my
client’s aunt and uncle are. Never met Faris or Hazel before. Don’t
know much about them or the victim.”

“You trust this aunt and uncle?”

“Immanuel Gabel—that’s the uncle—and my
father played in the same Dixieland jazz band. He and his wife
Carlotta and my parents survived that starving-artist thing
together. They stayed in touch ’til Dad died.”

“Yet the aunt and uncle didn’t hire you,
their niece Hazel did.”

“On their recommendation.”

Baskin was uncharacteristically silent, and
Drayco didn’t push the issue. Baskin could talk the spots off a
cheetah, except when it came to his father’s losing battle with
Alzheimer’s. So that was why Baskin had come along today, rather
than sending Drayco off to pull his “proverbial rabbit out of the
fedora,” as the attorney was fond of saying. The Labarrs were one
of the few links left to Baskin’s father.

Drayco lightened his tone of voice. “You
should have stayed behind in your comfy office as usual, Benny,
waiting for my updates. Now you’re going to miss your evening
cognac.”

Baskin waved his hand in the air. “You keep
going on about the crab cakes around here. Wanted to find out for
myself if they are all they’re cracked up to be.”

Drayco winced at Baskin’s latest lame
attempt at humor. Truth be told, it wasn’t really Benny’s jokes
that irritated him. He was uneasy having the attorney tag along,
sentimental reasons or no. Baskin wasn’t exactly the type who’d
blend in easily. Anywhere.

The attorney was brilliant in the courtroom,
but his naïveté outside of it could make him a target, like a duck
in a carnival shooting gallery. Or like that incident six months
ago when the estranged wife of one of Baskin’s clients took a
potshot at the attorney with a Ruger .327 Magnum and nicked his
side. Drayco looked over at the diminutive Baskin, who must be
reading his mind because he was rubbing his chest.

Drayco picked up a small leather box on top
of the desk and opened it, taking a whiff. Bergamot, citrus,
ammonia. Fresh snuff tobacco. He stifled a sneeze and returned the
box to its original spot. The desk drawers held surprisingly
little, save for a couple of odd items that seemed out of place.
There weren’t any papers. Had they been removed by the deputies? Or
Labarr staff?

Next, he knelt down beside the filing
cabinets to peer around them, running his hands along the wall.
Never know when you’d find a good hiding place. “After I got your
call, I did a background check on some of the key players
surrounding your client. One source told me Arnold Pless had a side
business in stolen goods. The shipping company would make a good
cover. My informant said Pless hinted he had a big deal he was
working on. Potentially lucrative.”

Drayco pulled his hand away from behind the
cabinets. No hiding places, no dust, not a stray rubber band. The
janitor was good. A little too good, perhaps? “Pless also traveled
often on business, despite the fact the company’s shaky finances.
Most recently, he flew to the Bahamas, Switzerland, and three times
to Malta. The pool of suspects may be deeper than we thought.”

“So now we get to trade fortune tellers for
a bunch of gangsters, racketeers, and other nasties? Faris Labarr
didn’t breathe a word about any of that.” Baskin slammed his police
file folder shut. “What’s the fascination with Malta? Honestly, how
many packages does a company send to Malta in any given year from
the backwater of Virginia?”

“Maybe they do a booming business in falcon
statuettes.”

“And you think my jokes are bad, Drayco.
Who’s your informant?”

“Now Benny, that would be informing.” Drayco
sat behind Pless’ desk and started pulling out more drawers. At
Baskin’s raised
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