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Chapter 1

 


Satellite Beach, Florida

Sunday, May 15

 


Bernie, a seventeen-pound, orange-and-white
tabby cat, was bored. He’d eaten his breakfast. He’d wrestled his
brother Elton until Elton, only sixteen pounds, had cried uncle and
escaped to the highest level of the cat tree in First Dad’s office.
He’d sharpened his claws on the sisal wrapping of the cat tree in
the TV room, he’d hunted through the house to make sure no lizards
had entered, and he’d used the litter box.

What Bernie wanted was human attention.

He slipped into the bedroom, where First Dad
and Second Dad were out cold. They’d come home very late last
night, which Bernie found unacceptable.

Time for payback.

He circled the bed, looking for the best
angle of attack, and found it right below First Dad’s head. He
judged his distance, gathered his legs under him, and jumped.

 


Justin Harris was jolted awake by the sudden
arrival of one of his cats on his head. “Argh! Who… Bernie! What
the fuck!”

Bernie meowed, sat on Justin’s chest, and
started cleaning his right front paw.

“Ugh. Little bastard.”

Beside Justin, his boyfriend of nearly four
years, Greg Marcotte, started to chuckle. Justin poked Greg in the
ribs. “You can laugh. He didn’t land on your head.”

“Would’ve been nice if he’d let us sleep a
little longer.” Greg rolled to his left side, opened one blue eye,
and squinted up at the cat. “Bernie, you ever do that to me, you’ll
regret it.”

Bernie expressed his disdain by switching to
his left front paw. Justin snickered. “Talk to the paw,
Marcotte.”

“Uh-huh.” Greg rolled to his back, stretched,
and groaned. “What time is it?”

Justin reached for his phone on the
nightstand. “Quarter after eight.”

“Gah. Too early.”

Justin and Greg, with their friends Mindy and
Jack, had attended a Dropkick Murphys concert in Orlando the night
before and hadn’t gotten home until nearly one in the morning.
Justin dropped his phone back onto the nightstand. “We could go
back to sleep.”

“Nah. Might as well start the day.” Greg
reached for the TV remote on his nightstand and clicked on the
small TV sitting on the chest of drawers across the room. “Let’s
see where the hurricane is.”

A pre-season tropical storm dubbed Amanda had
spun up a few days ago from the remnants of a cold front draped
over the Gulf Stream. She’d reached Category One hurricane status
yesterday afternoon and was heading straight west. The center of
the cone of uncertainty showed the hurricane passing right over
Satellite Beach.

Justin started stroking Bernie’s head. “Maybe
she’s dissipated.”

The voice on the TV said, “Hurricane Amanda
is now a Cat Two and is slowing down. Upper-level winds are still
steering her straight west. Bad news for Florida’s Space
Coast…”

Greg said, “Aw, shit.”

Justin sighed. “We have everything we need,
right?”

“Yeah. Think your mom needs anything?”

Justin’s mom lived in Cocoa Beach, between
Patrick Space Force Base and Cape Canaveral. Greg and Justin’s
house in Satellite Beach was only ten miles to the south. “I don’t
know, but I’ll ask.”

Greg turned the TV off. “Let’s talk about our
anniversary.”

Justin frowned. “It’s not for two
months.”

“I know, but we need to plan. I’d like to
take a real vacation. Something special.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. That’s why we need to talk
about it.”

Justin gazed at the ceiling, still idly
stroking Bernie’s head. “A bed and breakfast. I’ve never stayed in
one.”

“Neither have I. That sounds good.”

“Bet we could find one near your parents’
house.” Greg was from Swannanoa, North Carolina, in the mountains
near Asheville.

“I don’t know. The decent ones might already
be booked. I’ll do some searching after breakfast.”

“Mm.” Justin was starting to drowse off
again… until Greg’s phone rang. It startled Bernie, who dug his
claws into Justin’s chest and launched himself off the bed.

“Ow! Bernie, goddamn it…”

Greg was scrabbling on the nightstand for his
phone. He checked the screen and said, “Shit. It’s McCarthy.” Lt.
Col. Russell McCarthy, the commander of the Air Force Office of
Special Investigations detachment at Patrick Space Force Base, was
Greg’s boss. Greg was an AFOSI Special Agent; AFOSI was the law
enforcement arm of the U.S. Air Force and Space Force.

Justin grunted. “That can’t be good, this
time on a Sunday.”

Greg answered, “Good morning, sir. No, not at
all.” He listened for a moment. “Whoa. Do they think it’s
Indigenous? Of course. Yes, sir. On my way.” He ended the call and
swung his legs over the side of the bed to sit up.

Justin asked, “What is it?”

“Skeletonized remains on the Venture Space
construction site. I’m gonna grab a shower.” He walked to the
bathroom, allowing Justin to enjoy the view of Greg’s very
attractive naked ass.

Justin dragged his thoughts back to the
matter at hand. “If they’re Indigenous, they’ll have to stop
construction.”

“I know.” Greg turned on the water.

Justin sighed and went to start the coffee
maker.


Chapter 2

 


Cape Canaveral

 


Once Greg was clean and dressed, he went to
the kitchen, where Justin handed him a toasted bagel and a travel
mug of coffee and kissed him goodbye. Greg backed his white F-150
out of the two-car garage and headed north on A1A.

He munched his bagel as he passed Patrick on
the left, noting that the ocean on his right was already churned up
from the approaching hurricane. A few surfers were taking advantage
of the inflated waves. Greg scanned the beach for The Weather
Channel’s Jim Cantore and was pleased not to see him.

At least not yet.

As he entered the city of Cocoa Beach, his
thoughts turned to the case ahead. This would be the first homicide
investigation that his team would conduct under the direction of
Russell McCarthy. Greg had enjoyed a smooth working relationship
with his previous commander, Ward Vernon, who’d relied on Greg’s
expertise as an investigator and given him a good bit of leeway in
deciding how to handle their murder cases.

Greg had begun his investigative career as a
homicide detective in Charlotte, North Carolina. He was the only
person on the team who’d been a street cop before he joined
AFOSI.

Vernon had appreciated Greg’s experience and
used it to great advantage. Greg had no idea how Russell McCarthy
would manage this case.

McCarthy had arrived about four months ago,
in early January, after Vernon had retired at the military’s
mandatory age of sixty-four. He’d transferred from Holloman Air
Force Base in New Mexico. Holloman’s connection to the Space Force
was tenuous at best, and its physical environment couldn’t be any
different from that of the Space Coast. Patrick was his first AFOSI
command.

He had a steep learning curve. So far, he
seemed to be a quick study, and Greg’s interactions with him had
only been pleasant. But Greg was still unsure of McCarthy’s
abilities. And he figured McCarthy knew that Greg was still wary of
him.

Well. Greg would learn a lot about Russell
McCarthy’s management style today.

He passed Port Canaveral’s cruise ship
terminals and stopped at the South Gate of Cape Canaveral Space
Force Station to show his credentials. Once he was waved through,
he drove to the Air Force Space and Missile Museum then headed due
east, where Venture Space was building its launch pad on a barren
stretch of land just a mile from the ocean. He parked on the last
bit of sandy road and climbed from his car just as his friend and
work partner, Mindy Leonard, pulled up. Mindy and her boyfriend,
Jack Clauson, had gone to the concert with Greg and Justin last
night. She’d be as sleep-deprived as Greg was.

Mindy emerged from her car sucking on the
straw of a Big Gulp. Her light brown hair, usually done with a
tight French braid, was in a still-damp ponytail. She squinted at
Greg. “Why the hell are they doing construction at this time on a
Sunday morning? With a hurricane coming?”

“Probably because a hurricane is
coming. I bet they have something they want to finish before the
storm hits. Did you get any sleep?”

“A few hours. Same as you, probably. Jack’s
still in bed, of course. Did Justin get up with you?”

“Yeah.” Greg hoisted his travel mug. “He even
made me coffee.”

“Your boyfriend is better than mine.”

Greg laughed. “He’s got an ulterior motive.
He’ll be curious about this case, too.” Justin was a reporter on
the space beat for the Hughes-Simmons news syndicate, parent
company of the Orlando Tribune newspaper. He’d be writing a story
for the paper and its website about this skeleton sooner or later.
Knowing Justin, Greg figured it would be sooner.

“True.” Mindy took one final sip from her
drink and tucked it into a cupholder. “Ready?”

“Yeah.” Greg swallowed coffee and locked his
truck.

He and Mindy trudged across fifty yards of
sand and scrub to the scene, where their other two teammates, Zach
Wells and Tom Santos, were standing off to the side of a wide but
shallow hole in the ground. Zach and Tom both lived on base at
Patrick and therefore had a faster commute than Greg or Mindy, who
lived in Titusville.

Russell McCarthy was a few feet away from
Zach and Tom, talking to a man in a hard hat. Various workers were
standing around by enormous pieces of construction equipment,
drinking coffee and looking annoyed. Greg and Mindy skirted the
hole as they approached McCarthy; Greg took the opportunity to
glance in.

The excavation was only about three feet
deep. A skull, browned with age, had been dislodged by the diggers
and lay on its left side, grinning vacantly at the wall of its
grave. Not a recent death, then. The possibility that this was a
Native American burial had just increased.

Greg stopped and scanned the rest of the
hole. He thought he spotted a few vertebrae among the clumps of
sand. If they were lucky, there’d be more.

He nodded good morning to McCarthy and the
man standing with him. “Sir.”

McCarthy nodded back. “Agent Marcotte, Agent
Leonard, this is Curtis Gilbert, COO of Venture Space.”

Mindy and Greg spoke in unison. “Sir.”

Gilbert said, “Agents. I was just telling
your commander. We need to know ASAP whether or not this is a
Native American burial.”

Greg said, “Yes, sir.”

McCarthy said, “I was just explaining to Mr.
Gilbert that the Air Force only has one forensic anthropologist,
who works in Dover.” Dover Air Force Base, in Delaware, housed the
USAF’s medical examiner and related services.

That would explain the tension in the air.
Greg shot a glance at Zach and Tom, who were obviously staying out
of the way. Zach returned a smirk. Mindy asked, “Where’s Dr.
Massey?”

Drew Massey was an archaeologist and director
of the Cape Canaveral Archaeological Mitigation Project, a joint
effort with the University of Central Florida to catalog and
preserve archaeological and historical sites on the Cape. McCarthy
said, “He’s on vacation. In Alaska.”

Greg said, “There must be someone closer who
could at least tell us whether or not the remains were
Indigenous.”

Mindy pulled out her phone and typed, then
read. “Dr. Travis Weed, professor and forensic anthropologist,
UCF.”

McCarthy said, “Outstanding. Find him and get
him here.”

“Yes, sir.” Mindy moved away, still tapping
on her phone.

McCarthy addressed Greg. “Thoughts?”

“Those are old bones. I can’t tell how old.
At least ten years, but anything beyond that I couldn’t say.”

McCarthy nodded. “You, Zach, and Tom get your
forensics kits ready. If Dr. Weed says this isn’t a Native burial,
we have to get these bones out of the ground within the next twelve
hours. The first rain bands from this storm are supposed to come on
shore then.”

“Yes, sir.” Greg jerked his head at Zach and
Tom and headed for the parking area.


Chapter 3

 


Satellite Beach

 


As Greg predicted, Justin’s first thought as
soon as Greg left was his own job. He texted his editor, Caleb
Behnke, first. Good morning. Skeletonized remains
found at Venture Space construction site. Tell me if you don’t want
to pursue, otherwise I’m on it.

Caleb didn’t answer. Probably already out and
about. Justin went to his office, opened his laptop, and created a
fresh document titled “Venture Space Skeleton.” Then he called his
contact at Venture Space, their communications director, Ashley
Gill.

She answered immediately. “Hi, Justin. I
guess I know why you’re calling.”

“Hi, Ashley, how are you?”

She laughed. “Fine. Fortunately, you’re the
only person who’s gotten wind of this yet.”

“That’s because I live with an AFOSI agent.
What do you have so far?”

“Probably not much more than you. A human
skeleton was uncovered while digging the foundation for our launch
pad, so construction has halted until an investigation can be
completed.”

“Is that an official statement?”

“Yes.”

Justin typed as he talked, a skill he’d
crafted over twenty years of reporting. “Was Venture trying to
complete the dig before the hurricane hit?”

“Yes. That’s moot now.”

“Anything else?”

“No. You’ll probably know more about it
before I do. Can you hold off for a couple of hours? Give me a
chance to get dressed and go to the office?”

“It’ll take me at least that long to research
and write the
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