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      "I will have such revenges on you both, that all the world shall—I will do such things —what they are, yet I know not: but they shall be the terrors of the earth."

      — King Lear (Act 2, Scene 4)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Flash was on an early morning run near his new home on the island of Kauai when he reached the turnaround point, Spouting Horn Park. He’d been daydreaming, remembering the simple life of high school football. The ball snaps to the quarterback. Flash springs toward the right side of the line of scrimmage, takes the ball from the quarterback, breaks through into the open field, and hears someone in the stands shout, “Run, Flash, run!” And here he was, still running, deep into middle age, forty-six and counting.

      Veering left toward the ocean, he jogged across the empty parking lot in the direction of the Spouting Horn overlook. There, he grabbed the guardrail and bent to catch his breath. In the sky, white puff clouds spread above the Pacific Ocean. The first sliver of orange sun appeared on the horizon to his left.

      Suddenly, a plume of water burst thirty feet into the air. Spouting Horn was a blowhole in a volcanic rock table that stretched hundreds of feet between him and the ocean. Water, forced under the rock by the rapid incoming surf, exploded up and out of the blowhole twenty or thirty feet into the blue sky. Actually, this rock table had two openings: one was the blowhole known as Spouting Horn, and the other was a larger opening that didn’t eject water but wind, which produced a loud, low-frequency, moaning sound, said to be the voice of a giant lizard named Kaikapu, who once ruled this area of the coast.

      Each plume from the blowhole was caught and feathered by the onshore breeze, dousing acres of the black lava platform. Flash watched and listened as one, two, and then a third eruption rose and sent spray toward the shore, accompanied by the apparent displeasure of the groaning lizard below.

      As Flash’s pulse slowed, the breeze brought down his body temperature. He would rest for three minutes and then jog back home. Having arrived on Kauai eighteen months prior, Flash had told everyone he was retired, which was true as far as that story went. He loved this place, had recently bought a cottage next to a great body-surfing beach, and was working at becoming a local eccentric beach bum.

      Flash’s Apple Watch buzzed, signaling the end of his rest. Just as he turned to leave, he noticed something red far out on the lava field. A towel, he thought, or maybe a piece of surfboard or a swim fin. He looked harder and squinted but still couldn’t identify the object. The wind-blown spray didn’t help.

      At first, he thought, Screw it. I’m on a run. I need to keep going. But again, he saw movement. Flash was hooked. He climbed over the rail, carefully worked his way down through large black boulders, and set out across the glistening lava plateau. The spray blinded him, so he swerved off to one side, making a large arc around the blowhole to approach it from the windward side. Moving away from the curtain of spray gave him a clearer view, and he saw the foreign object as he moved closer from the ocean side. It was not a surfboard or towel; it was a body. Obedient to his sense of law and order, he pulled his iPhone out of a small fanny pack and called 911.

      Yes, this was a crime scene, and yes, he knew all about crime scenes. Be careful, don’t taint the evidence. Yet this crime scene had been washed by the prior night’s rain and the repeated spray from Spouting Horn. The only piece of useful evidence at this scene was the body itself, a man lying on his side as if he were running in his sleep, arms pumping and legs churning, dressed in jeans, a torn bright-red t-shirt, no shoes, only half of his face visible, matted black hair, an empty eye socket, and part of the flesh over his cheek eaten or torn away, revealing a patch of white zygomatic bone. Identifying this guy was going to be hard.

      Flash squinted, looking for bullet holes, stab wounds, or an apparent cranial injury, the typical murder signs. But no luck. He looked more carefully at the man’s ear. The top of a very large silver-gray galvanized spike stuck out of the earhole, two inches or so. Jesus.

      He would wait near the body until the cops arrived. He knew all of these people, cops, EMTs… Most of them were his friends, in fact, and he’d hate to have to explain if a rogue wave came through and washed away the body. So he stood between the body and the ocean, just in case. For fifteen minutes, the waves rolled in, Spouting Horn erupted, the spray blew toward the shoreline, and the old lizard complained until sirens and flashing lights announced the arrival of the cavalry.

      Sergeants Kellie Jackson and Bob Murphy questioned Flash, the three of them standing beside their white and green Kauai Police SUV in the Spouting Horn parking lot. Kellie was in charge, even though she was younger than her partner, Bob. Her hair was blonde, naturally sun-streaked, cut short, and combed back over her ears. She was shorter than Bob, five foot two, but carried herself like the athlete she once had been, hands on her hips, attentive blue eyes, and an even-toned voice. This morning, Bob and Kellie wore short-sleeved khaki uniforms, badges flashing in the morning sun.

      She said, “Do you know who he is?”

      Flash shook his head. “No.”

      “Did you see anyone else in the park or maybe driving away toward town?” asked Bob.

      “No, no one.”

      Kellie’s eyes moved from Flash to Bob and back again. She said, “So, Flash, how does this happen? You’re like the angel of death.”

      Flash smiled. “Maybe,” he said, “but I’m also a good citizen, don’t you think? I mean, I called it in, knowing you guys would have something to say about me finding a body, another body.” He was referring to several encounters involving murder and mayhem he had shared with the Kauai Police in the recent past.

      Kellie smiled, then said, “I don’t know. Bob, what do you think—angel of death or what?”

      Bob, who Flash knew wasn’t his best friend, settled both feet and said, “Yeah, that’s our boy. No point in trying to figure it out, Kell. He’s just a guy who attracts bad juju. Know what I mean?”

      Bob was five foot ten, the same height as Flash, but fifteen years older. His face screwed up as he took a drag on his cigarette, blew out smoke, half smiled, and shook his head. “I’m not sure Kauai will ever get used to it, Flash, you and trouble. Like Kell says, it’s amazing. The good news for us is that you’re a witness this time, so you won’t be sticking your nose into our investigation. That’s a plus.”

      Kellie squinted and said, “Jesus, Bob.”

      Bob raised one hand as if to half-surrender and said, “Okay, just sayin’, Kell.” Bob had a paunch and slouched. His well-trimmed hair was salt and pepper, with the salt winning two to one. His hands were dark-tanned, veined, and wrinkled, old hands. He was sixty-one. Retirement was just within reach. He took another drag on his cigarette, exhaled, and said, “All right, tiger, how about dropping by the cop shop later this morning or early afternoon to give a statement? Can you do that, you know, toot-sweet like?”

      Flash said, “Yeah,” but he was thinking, Fuck you. He was tired of Bob’s digs. But now wasn’t the time. Kellie, who was a good friend, would be in charge of the investigation. She didn’t need the added grief of refereeing a pissing match between Flash and her partner.

      Flash said, “I’m off. See you at the station.” He turned and jogged down the road toward home.

      

      Back at what he called his old-new cottage, Flash showered, dressed in shorts, Hawaiian shirt, and flip flops, and fired up FaceTime to talk to his on-again, off-again girlfriend Marilyn Bell, Ph.D. She once had been the chief criminologist for the city of Los Angeles, then was in private practice as a famous criminologist for hire, and later chief science officer for the now defunct Omega Security International of Beverly Hills, CA. If anyone could find out about nails in the ear, she could.

      “Hey,” said Flash. Marilyn appeared on the screen, blonde hair cut shoulder length, perfectly framing her smiling face. Her green eyes danced as she talked. Her face was rectangular, with thin lips, a straight nose, and smile lines beginning to show.

      “Hey,” she said. “What up?”

      “I’ve got a screwy one for you. Guess what happened to me today.”

      “Well, sweetie, how many guesses do I get?”

      “Never mind. I need to hurry over to Roasters for breakfast. Here’s my question. Could you do some research on murders where the vic was discovered with a spike or a long nail driven into the ear?”

      “Yuck,” she said. “Hope it wasn’t a friend of yours.”

      “Nope, no ID yet. The nail was galvanized, had a big round head, and may have been seven or eight inches long.”

      She looked to her left at what Flash presumed was another monitor. He heard clicking keys, and she said, “Okay, that’s a ninety or maybe hundred-penny nail, in construction talk. Was it a nail or a spike?”

      “Don’t know, could be either.”

      “Okay, So you want me to check for nails or spikes in the ear? Yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “K. I’ll check it out. Are you on the case?”

      “Nope. I found the body.”

      “Before breakfast, too bad.”

      “No problem. Text me if you find something. Otherwise, I’ll see you tomorrow at the airport at three p.m.”

      “So you’re picking me up, not Pika? Gosh!”

      “We’re picking you up. Pika’s driving. You know Kauai Taxi has a limo, very exclusive. I’ve notified the Odyssey hotel to prepare your, uh, our, suite, although I would be glad to have you stay here at the old-new cottage.”

      “No, thanks. Not while you’re remodeling. Besides, you like the Odyssey, remember? No cooking, no cleaning, gourmet everything, no yard to worry about—oh, and no fire damage and pesky construction guys coming and going. Best of all, we’ll be off the Kauai grid. You being the local hero, people can’t seem to resist talking to you, asking for autographs, and photobombing you with selfies. The Odyssey discourages such riffraff.”

      A green and white Kauai Cab pulled onto the gravel verge alongside the front yard. A horn beeped twice.

      “Okay, Doctor,” said Flash. “The Odyssey it is. Pika’s here, so I got to run. Let me know if you find anything about nails. See ya tomorrow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

        

      

    

    
      Flash and Pika walked side by side under one of the two great banyan trees that sheltered outdoor tables at Koloa Roasters bakery and coffee shop in Koloa, Kauai. Pika was Flash’s friend, his driver, a do-anything-anywhere-on-Kauai-entrepreneur, part-time taxi driver, and most importantly, Flash’s Kauai cultural advisor and insider. Flash was a haole, a not-native white guy. Pika was a native, born and reared on Kauai, and a local whisperer, especially when it came to gossip. He’d played high school football for the Kauai Red Raiders—linebacker—and at thirty-five, he still looked the part. With broad shoulders, muscled brown arms, big hands, he wore a white puka-shell necklace and was almost always smiling. His forehead was flat, his nose slightly pushed in, and he wore a small, thin gold ring in each pierced ear.

      “I heard you found a body, Boss,” said Pika

      “Jesus, that didn’t take long. Who told you?”

      “Text and the cab radio. News spreads, ya know?”

      Flash did know. On Kauai, gossip spread faster than a flash flood in the rainy season, and he’d been overrun several times by one bullshit story or another. Rumors were one of the ways the island culture stood up to the continuous pressure from waves of visiting tourists. Not that islanders were opposed to the tourist industry, simply that island life for locals was separate from tourist life. These people lived here and needed to stick together, and what better way to stay informed than speed-of-light tittle-tattle networks always listening, always humming, ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice.

      “What are they saying? Any idea who the guy is?” Flash asked.

      Pika said, “No, but let’s hear what Auntie Mia has to say. She’ll have the latest.”

      Pika waved toward a table near the trunk of a giant banyan tree where four people were seated. One of them was Flash’s old landlady and the so-called queen of Koloa, Mia Mahoe. She looked up and beckoned them to the table, though Pika pointed to the order station in the middle of two large glass bakery cases.

      The Roasters breakfast club was an informal but regular collection of locals who started each day together at Roasters. Some days, as many as ten or twelve cohorts might put in an appearance, but today, only four had gathered. Mia and her husband Reggie, whom everyone called Mr. Mia, were seated next to each other on one side of the table; Emma Pookalani, the chief financial officer for a local t-shirt outfit, and Janet Nakamura, Flash’s criminal defense lawyer, sat across from them. Flash, his meal now in hand, sat next to Janet, who looked as though she was dressed for court. Pika went to the other side of the table and sat next to Reggie.

      Mia said, “So, Beach Bum, you found a body. Tell me everything! It must have been fun for you.” She was short, olive-skinned, and sinewy in her yellow and green muumuu. She admitted to being sixty-two, although Reggie gave her a furtive look every time she made the claim. The two were Koloa-town royalty; she was the pushy extrovert, and Reggie a gentle introvert. They owned two buildings in the old town. Mia had bought the properties and acquired tenants, and Reggie was the property manager. They had been married for forty-five years.

      Before Flash could speak, Janet put her hand on his arm and said quietly, “Ah, Flash, remember where you are here? Discretion being the better part of valor. Know what I mean?”

      Flash was about to protest when she continued, “Look, you found a body. It looks like murder. I understand how much you dislike red tape. So, my advice as your lawyer is to resist Auntie Mia’s questioning and talk about, I don’t know, maybe the weather. Anything but the crime scene. Then, after breakfast, you and Pika go to Lihue and give Kellie your statement, or I’d be glad to drive you if you’d like.”

      Flash released a warm mango scone from its wrapper and took a large bite, followed by a slurp of double latte while looking at Mia. He swallowed, took another drink, carefully replaced the white crockery coffee cup on the table, and balanced the scone on the edge of the matching saucer. He could see Mia was twitchy and knew Janet was waiting for him to do something. Finally he said, “Mia, my lawyer advises me to eat up and go down to the police station and give them my statement, and that I shouldn’t talk to anybody else about the body.”

      Mia’s dark brown eyes widened, and she pointed at him with one finger. “Beach Bum,” she said. She often called him beach bum when she was upset. “You want to be part of our island community. You gotta share, ya know? Sharing is how we island people survive. Hoales don’t share. This is your big chance to be more like one of us. Being a hoale is a lonely existence. Besides, we island people need to know what’s going on. Murder, Beach Bum, this sounds like murder. We may be in danger.”

      Flash could conceive of no winning move here. Mia was stubborn as a mule. But he hated the idea of his name being leaked out into the World Wide Web along with words like ‘murder’ and ‘body’ and ‘a nail driven into a vic’s ear.’ At a deeper level, he didn’t want to encourage any outside curiosity about his new life on Kauai. He certainly didn’t want to trigger interest from aggrieved criminals or the forces of law and order who might still be curious about his secret life, especially regarding money and intelligence about big-time international criminal activity.

      He looked at Janet and said, “I’ll take you up on that ride. Let’s go before Auntie beats the truth out of me.”

      Janet took a mouthful of coffee and stood up. Mia’s eyes enlarged. Pika smiled and looked down at his cup as if something interesting might be in it.

      Flash said, “Pika, I’m off to the cop shop. I’ll call when I’m done.” Pika, still looking down at his cup, held up one hand, flashing the V-sign for victory.

      

      Kellie and Bob sat with Flash at a round table in an open-plan office on the fourth floor of police headquarters in Lihue, Kauai. Linda Gunner, executive assistant to Samson Aukai, Kauai’s chief of police, had joined the group and sat next to Flash, taking notes on a spiral-bound steno pad.

      Linda said, “Officers,” nodding toward Kellie and Bob. “It’s a slow day in the executive suite, so Chief Samson suggested I come down here and help you out. If it’s okay with you.”

      Kellie was beaming. She said, “Thanks, Linda. We’re taking Flash’s statement. I have a stack of evidence tickets on my desk. Could you put them into the case management system?”

      Linda smiled and said, “Yes, of course. I have an hour or so before I need to be back upstairs.”

      Flash could see Kellie’s face was flushed. Apparently she was hugely amused by Chief Samson’s gesture, offering up his uber-talented executive assistant. She chuckled, nodded, and said, “Great, that’ll be a big help.”

      Bob watched but said nothing. He gave Linda a half-smile and nodded.

      

      An hour later, Flash was ushered into Chief Samson’s office, and Linda left to transcribe Flash’s statement. The room was large, with floor-to-ceiling windows on one side, looking out toward the Kauai County Courthouse and the ocean beyond. An imposing koa wood desk faced the door, a matching credenza against the back wall. On the wall hung Samson’s diploma from the University of Hawaii, an MA in political science, and directly underneath a diploma from the University of Hawaii Richardson School of Law, a JD.

      Arrayed on the credenza was a collection of color photos in ebony black frames, including husband Samson, grandpa Samson, decorated Samson in uniform wearing a lei alongside his wife and children and the governor of Hawaii. Then Samson and the Kauai Little League boys who were champions of the Pacific Region; Samson and Vice President Kamala Harris, both wearing leis, smiling and shaking hands.

      On the far side of the credenza stood a lamp constructed of a two-foot-high bronze statue of a blindfolded Lady Justice holding her sword and scales, topped by a pastel-green woven lampshade. Flash smiled every time he saw it.

      Sitting at his desk, Samson said, “Morning, Flash.”

      “Morning, Chief.” Flash pointed at the lamp and said, “Any chance I could buy that from you?” Flash sat in one of the chief’s two leather guest chairs.

      Samson was enormously popular, having received a seventy-nine percent approval rating in the most recent Garden Island poll. Looking at Samson, Flash saw all the signs of a man who felt justifiably secure in his job. In his early fifties, Samson had smile lines that spread from his eyes, neatly cut black hair parted on the left, and a calm disposition. He had olive skin, large hands, and was fifteen pounds overweight, which he lamented about before every meal. Today, he wore a Hawaiian shirt, blue with yellow flowers, and tan slacks. His mannerisms were slow and deliberate, not ponderous or indecisive, but calm—that was it. He was a calm human being. The chief’s high-backed executive chair squeaked as he turned to glance back at his lamp.

      “Hell no, I love that lamp.”

      “Yeah, okay. It is pretty tacky though, Chief. Let me rephrase that. It’s very tacky. Given your standing in the community, I think you should consider an upgrade. I’d keep it for you, at the old-new cottage. You could come and visit it whenever you wanted.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, piss off, Flash. My office, my rules. My lamp. I hear you found a body.”

      Flash sighed. “Yeah. On my run, at Spouting Horn.”

      “What’s this about a nail or spike?”

      “Yeah, pushed into his skull, through the earhole.”

      Samson grimaced and shook his head. “God, that’s all we need. The island telegraph will go nuts about this. And, worse, it scares the tourists. Ever seen anything like it?”

      “No, I haven’t. I’m guessing it must have been postmortem, right?”

      “We’ll see. We’ll get the preliminary autopsy report late this afternoon. No ID yet, either. Bad business. But that’s not why I wanted to see you.” He picked up his iPhone, unlocked it, flipped through several screens, and slid it across the desk.

      “I got an anonymous text this morning,” he said.

      Flash read the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Flash Michael, special consultant to the Kauai Police Department is a killer. He will be the death of you, Aukai.

      

      

      

      

      

      Flash said, “Wow, someone who has your cell number doesn’t like me. So what? Can Pablo trace it?” Pablo was the technology officer.

      Samson retrieved his phone and placed it on the desk to his right. He leaned back in his chair, looking hard at Flash, and said, “That’s the rub. Pablo says he can’t trace it, that it came from deep dark cyberspace, wherever that is. Every time he tries to chase it down, he gets ‘blown away’ as he put it, by some bot or defense code. He uses words like ‘out of his league, dark web, a kind of hell where they can get to you, but you can’t contact them.’ It doesn’t make any sense to me. Have you been stirring up some kind of trouble I should know about?”

      Of course Samson knew Flash’s back story. Flash told him how he was forced out of the Seattle Police Special Financial Fraud Division under a cloud of suspicion conjured by his now-dead old boss, who falsely accused him of mishandling ten-million dollars. The money was bait, a trap, commandeered from the fruits-of-crime-repository to ensnare an international money laundering operation in Zurich, Switzerland.

      The bait money was electronically transmitted into the worldwide financial network but somehow didn’t arrive at the money-launderer’s back door, as was planned. Flash transmitted the money, so the reasoning went that Flash screwed it up, or more likely, he was on the take. Only his accusers couldn’t prove it. After a brief but heated standoff, they declared a draw. Flash signed a non-disclosure agreement, was gifted a substantial “early retirement” stipend, and disappeared. He erased himself off the map, eventually reappearing eighteen months ago on the garden island of Kauai.

      Flash was always looking over his shoulder. He had plenty to hide, but none of it at the moment had to do with Samson, so he felt okay about saying, “Nope, no trouble I can think of. Wonder why someone would be bugging you about me? Unless…”

      “Unless what?”

      “Unless the Honolulu druggies are acting up, maybe on the move, restless natives and all.”

      Samson shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. We have people who know people, and everything we hear is they’ve pulled in their horns, at least for now. I mean, they’re still selling shit over here, but in drips and drabs, small time.”

      “Well, okay,” said Flash. “So, what now? We treat this text as some kind of warning to watch our backs, or as a prank, or what?

      “All of the above,” said Samson. “But since you seem to have connections or access to…how should I say this, sources in the underworld, admission we don’t have…” Samson held his hand up as if to tell Flash to wait. “I’m not going to ask you how you get your intel or anything like that, but if you could investigate or research the nail thing, I’d appreciate whatever you can find out. Ever heard of it before?”

      “No, never, but I’ll check.” Ha, I’m two steps ahead of you, Samson.

      Samson said, “Good. By the way, let’s keep this text between the two of us, okay?”
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      Kellie slept fitfully that night. She couldn’t stop the flood of images, ideas, suggestions—and, most of all—the parade of questions that flooded her consciousness. At midnight, she resorted to chamomile tea. She didn’t even like the stuff but kept a box on hand for a friend who swore by its soothing properties. The tea was a bust. She developed a headache, and then her legs ached, too, and her brain was still in overdrive.

      The leg thing was the last straw. Restless leg syndrome, damn it. It had been a curse in her teens. So much so that she’d fallen into the habit of taking two aspirin before going to bed at night. Exercise helped, though, and as she grew into adulthood, her leg aches and aspirin habit faded. Then finally, at two-thirty, exhausted, legs still aching, she swallowed two Advil and washed them down with three ounces of brandy from a bottle she’d had for a couple of years. She wasn’t a big drinker, but if this kept up… The next thing she knew, morning had arrived.

      At the police station, at eight a.m., feeling a little rough, Kellie convened the first meeting of the current murder team. Gathered at a round table in a small conference room was her boss, Lieutenant Charles “Chip” Alana, head of the General Crimes Unit; her partner Bob Murphy; Abbey Moana, the Crime Scene officer; computer nerd Pablo Lui, IT; and Criminologist Zoe Fairweather.

      The conference room was at the back of the large open-plan office on the fourth floor. A glass wall separated the conference room from the open space plan General Crimes Unit that occupied most of the fourth floor of cubicles and workstations scattered in the middle. Large electronic screens on wheels collected in the far corner, while several breakout areas with round tables and floor-to-ceiling windows stretched along one wall, providing a view of the park below, Nawiliwili Harbor, and the Pacific beyond. All of this was Chip Alana’s domain.

      “Chip, you want to start?” asked Kellie.

      Chip looked around the table as if gathering his thoughts. He was forty-nine, his black hair combed with a part on the left over a broad, olive-complected face. A kind face. He had been promoted to lieutenant and put in charge of the unit three years before and subsequently had gained twenty-five pounds. He was soft-spoken and a believer in collaboration and team values. Today, he wore the Kauai civilian-friendly working cop uniform: Hawaiian shirt, khaki pants, and badge on his belt.

      He said, “Just to confirm the obvious, the natives are already going nuts. So, we’ll need to issue daily briefings starting this afternoon. Give us half a chance to manage the message to the extent we can. Other than that, this is Kellie’s case. I’m just an observer and part-time contributor. So, carry on.”

      Kellie said, “Okay, Abbey, what have we got?”

      Abbey was a fifteen-year veteran, a detail-oriented biologist turned evidence maven. She was five-foot-four, today wearing the regular khaki short-sleeved uniform, was fair-skinned, with freckles on her cheeks and arms, and with henna-colored hair, a narrow face, a thin nose that gave her an air of purposefulness, and pale blue eyes. Her hair was cut mid-length. Her laptop was open, and she was scanning the screen.

      She said, “Okay, very early days, but here’s what I have so far. The spike, or more correctly an over-large nail, a 100d galvanized spike nail, sometimes called a 100-penny nail, was inserted postmortem.”

      Abbey looked up from her screen as if to check for a reaction or questions and continued after a short pause. “This is all very preliminary, but the victim appears to have been shot in the head with a small caliber gun, probably a twenty-two pistol. Actually, the ME, who is Dr. Etana, said the bullet entered under the vic’s chin, upward. No exit wound. So we’re probably looking at his being shot, followed by the spike bit.”

      The crime scene officer paused again, glanced up, and scanned her audience. Then, she looked back to her screen and said, “On that, the nail or spike thing. Dr. Etana says the killer would need a hammer-like object to insert the spike. She says it couldn’t just be pushed in by hand. So a stick, hammer, rock, or something like that was used to pound the spike through the bone, cartilage, and tissue. Ugh, right?” She looked up for a reaction once again.

      Kellie said, “Ugh, that’s right. Go on.”

      “We’ve searched the area,” Abbey said. “No rock, no stick, no hammer. He was found on that flat lava formation at Spouting Horn. You’ve probably seen it. It spans a hundred-and-fifty yards along the shoreline, extending eighty yards from the shore. The surf was running pretty good last night and this morning, so the place has been washed over and over by Spouting Horn, plus maybe rogue waves, and it rained early morning, from three to six, so… Well, this is to say no surprise that we haven’t found anything on the platform except the body.” She glanced up again. Her dark brown eyes checked out the audience yet once more.

      Kellie felt her frustration building. Not enough sleep, a mini hangover maybe. The brandy giveth, and the brandy taketh away. She said, “So what else… like his phone, ID, wallet, any idea how he got there?”

      Abbey tipped her head and said, “Okay, what I’ve given you so far is the early ME stuff. Let me finish my part and then to Zoe. We’re closely searching the Spouting Horn parking lot. I’ve assigned a two-person team to go house to house along Lawai Road and interview anyone who might have noticed activity yesterday morning. All the houses are on the beach side, but of course, they look out at the ocean, not the street. A bunch of those houses are empty, you know, Airbnb or second or third homes to the rich and famous, so, well, anyway, we’ll go two miles back toward Poipu, interview everyone, and see what we get.

      “You may not remember, but that stretch also has a pretty active marina at Kukuiula Park. So we’ll make a public appeal on Facebook, put up some posters, and publish the appeal on the Kauai news website and the current affairs blog, fingers crossed.

      “Lastly, we didn’t find a phone or any ID. And as of now, we have no idea where he was killed or how he landed out there on the lava. The victim weighed one-hundred-eighty-seven pounds. One person might have been able to carry him out there, but, well, a really strong person. I’d guess more likely two people.”

      Abbey looked up and again paused. Kellie was reminded why she liked working with Abbey; she was intelligent, attentive, and a good communicator.

      “Zoe?” Abbey said.

      Zoe was a transplanted Brit. She came to America on a student visa, studied criminology at the University of California, Irvine, and loved sunshine and warm weather, so she’d trolled Hawaii and California job postings for her first job. The call for a Kauai County Police Department Criminology Officer was a perfect match.

      Zoe used little makeup, and her peaches-and-cream complexion was slightly sunburned. She wore trim-tight jeans, a colorful Hawaiian shirt, and green running shoes and carried a cellphone and badge in her front pockets.

      “All right, this won’t take long. We haven’t found a phone or ID. We’re running the fingerprints as we speak. The man’s face is too shredded to circulate a photograph. I’ll text any results as we populate the case management system. The ME’s early info is interesting but doesn’t give us much to investigate… yet. We expect to have her report later today or early tomorrow morning. We’ll try to create a sketch of how he might have looked before the crabs and sea birds got to him. Tomorrow morning for that, too.

      “One little tidbit is a pale patch that suggests he wore a wedding ring. Maybe we’ll be lucky, and his partner, or whoever, will be wondering where he is, and get in touch with us. Maybe.

      “Oh, one other thing—he wore jeans and a t-shirt, which I know is no big deal. These were custom-made, though, by CutterHouse. Five hundred for the jeans and one-twenty for the garnet-red t-shirt. We’re trying to reach the Memphis factory to see if they can tell us who ordered the jeans. We might have a serial number stitched on the inside of the waistband. I mean, for five-hundred dollars, at least you should get a serial number, don’t you think?” Her English accent made each word sound important.

      Kellie shook her head and said, “So, more waiting.”

      Zoe said, “Yes, but lots of stuff in the hopper, so by tomorrow morning, we might be swamped with clues, fingers crossed.”

      “And nothing in the parking lot or along the verge to give us a clue about how he ended up out on the lava?” Kellie asked.

      “No,” said Zoe. Abbey shook her head no, too.

      “Okay,” said Kellie, “that’s all for me. Over to you, Pablo.”

      Pablo looked up from his laptop, brow wrinkled, in what Kellie thought of as his naturally confused state. Pablo wore blue jeans, black trainers, and a black t-shirt and had black hair with a sloppy man bun. Pablo was deeply introverted, a native Hawaiian with Caucasian, Japanese, and Hawaiian bloodlines in his extended family. He was mainly self-taught as a hardware mechanic and programmer with a two-year diploma from Kauai Junior College.

      Pablo’s performance on the job well eclipsed what he lacked in formal credentials. He had quietly taken hold of the department’s unreliable computer systems four years prior, supervised purchasing the new equipment the department needed, and made it all work.

      “Okay, Kelly, the John Doe murder inquiry is set up and running on the case management system,” Pablo said. “All your officers are plugged in and authorized for input and research. We don’t have much in there right now, just some photographs, a couple of witness interviews, the Flash Michael witness statement, and the ME preliminary memo. But we’re ready.” He lowered his head and focused back on the open laptop.

      “All right, folks. Let’s go to work,” Kellie said. “We’ll have an end-of-day check-in at five this afternoon. Morning scrum at eight each morning till we’re done.” They all stood up, and most of them headed for the door. Kellie reached out, held Chip’s arm, and asked, “Do we need to see Samson and give him an update?”

      Chip nodded and said, “Good point. Why don’t you get going with the troops? I’ll inform Samson. We both know what he’s going to say. ‘Don’t scare the tourists. The native drums are working overtime, and people will ask why we don’t have more to go on.’ You’ve got important fish to fry, Kel, so leave him to me.”

      Kellie thanked him. She was relieved. This was the worst time ever in a case. A shocking crime had been committed, and they had almost nothing to go on. Her stomach hurt. Brandy backlash. God, what was I thinking?

      

      Flash watched from the passenger seat of Pika’s cab as United Flight 1295 touched down at Lihue airport. In the driver’s seat, Pika was fiddling with his phone.

      “One o’clock, right on time. I’ll text you when we collect her luggage,” Flash said. His arm was hanging out of the cab window as the plane disappeared behind the terminal building. The blazing sun gave rise to heat waves in the atmosphere, while hundreds of overheated cars packed together on acres of black pavement distorted the scene like a queasy Impressionist painting.

      Flash opened the door and set out toward the terminal. He loved the heat. Here he was in November, three weeks away from Thanksgiving, and his new hometown was hotter than hell. In Seattle, the day would be cold and rainy. He didn’t need to check the weather app to verify his forecast. He didn’t have to. Seattle was always cold and rainy in November, December, January, and so on into late spring or early summer. Except for his nineteen-year-old daughter, Pippa, and his aging dad, he didn’t miss Seattle one bit.

      Flash walked along a shaded sidewalk to the exit where the United Airlines passengers would have picked up their luggage and passed through agriculture control. He looked at his Apple Watch and saw a text notification. It was from Kellie. The message read, The galvanized spike, ring a bell?

      He took out his phone and typed, “No, but I’m researching, maybe something later. Any ID yet?”

      “No, too soon for missing persons.”

      Yes, it was, thought Flash. He looked up at the crush of people and luggage leaving the terminal, and there she was. Marilyn had flown first class, so she was among the first to leave the terminal. She wore flat sandals, probably handcrafted Italian flip-flops, and a green silk jumpsuit. Her straight, shoulder-length blonde hair flashed in the sunlight as she came out onto the sidewalk. She spotted him, waved, and veered away from the other passengers. Her green eyes were locked on his, holding him in place. He stood still, waiting.

      She wore a man’s solid gold Rolex that hung loosely on her left wrist, along with three colorful twine peace bracelets. Her nail polish, toe polish, and lip gloss were a muted coral. He remembered the inscription on the back of the watch. “To the Brightest Star in the Firmament.” The guy who gave it to her may have been cheating on his wife, but he certainly knew how to make a point. Marilyn Bell, PhD, was indeed the brightest star in any firmament. She let go of the handle on the roll aboard case, put her arm around Flash’s neck, and planted a moist, warm, floral-scented kiss on his lips. She held the kiss and pulled at the back of his neck a little harder as the tip of her tongue found his, then released.

      “Hey, sailor, know where you can get a stiff drink around here?”

      “Sure, lady,” he said. “Odyssey Hotel! The best and most expensive stiff drinks on the island. Let me escort you to my limo, and we’ll be there in no time.”

      They laughed, kissed again, and walked hand in hand toward Pika’s cab.

      “Pika!” she shouted as they approached the cab. Pika jumped out of the car, and they hugged. “Pika, oh Pika, I’m so happy to be here and to see you.”

      Pika was all smiles. He hugged her, and even though she was three inches taller, he picked her up, both feet off the ground, then let her back down slowly.

      “Aloha, Marilyn, welcome back. We’ve missed you. He’s missed you.”

      Flash and Marilyn sat in the back seat of the cab, holding hands hip to hip as they pulled away from the airport. She told him about her flight, how she had decided to take a sabbatical from work for a while, and that she didn’t know what she would be doing when or if she decided to return to work.

      Her job had evaporated in an FBI investigation, her ex-boss, an ex-FBI agent turned entrepreneur, was facing multiple indictments, was under house arrest, and she had cut a deal with the prosecutors in exchange for her testimony. So, she wouldn’t be working as a criminologist for a while.

      “Oh, and here’s a funny thing,” she said. She reached inside her green leather Valentino Garavani Roman shoulder bag, extracted her iPhone, flipped a couple of screens, and held the phone so both could see it. “I received this message when I landed. Any idea what it’s about?” Flash looked down at the screen. The message read:

      
        
          
            
              
        Flash Michael is a killer. If you aren’t careful, Doctor Bell, he will be the death of you.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Shit,” said Flash.

      “Yes?” said Marilyn with a smile.

      Flash paused, released a breath, and said, “Someone who you won’t be able to trace doesn’t like me. Chief Samson got one just like it yesterday. I wonder how they know who you are and that you’d be arriving on Kauai?”

      Then he caught himself. His logic was flawed. The sender didn’t need to know Marilyn was coming to Kauai; he/she could send the message from anywhere on the planet to anywhere on the planet. But even so! Why Marilyn? Their relationship wasn’t a state secret, but he was pretty sure only Pika, Kellie, Samson, and probably Linda, and Kellie’s partner Bob knew that Marilyn and Flash were an item. First Samson, then Marilyn.

      Marilyn said, “Wow, creepy. Should we be doing something about it? I mean, before the stiff drinks, a swim, nap, and a long candle-lit dinner?”

      He squeezed her hand and said, “Nope, let the games begin.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

        

      

    

    
      Kellie, Bob, and Zoe were seated at a small round table in the newly opened cafeteria on the third floor of the police building. The “lunchroom,” opened to some degree twenty-four hours a day, offered a mix of round and square cafe tables, metal straight-back chairs, a stainless-steel counter, and a glassed-in case, displaying pastries, snacks, and entrees. The lighting here was soft.

      Four of the twenty or so tables were occupied by uniformed and plain clothes cops, talking, some eating meals, most just drinking coffee or soda, or Red Bull, a local special request from those who didn’t drink coffee or tea but wanted to be hyped up. The room was carpeted in industrial gray, or ‘designer’ gray, depending on one’s point of view. The carpet and the high ceiling dampened the sounds of cups, saucers, plates, and silverware, the grinding and hissing of the espresso machine, and people talking.

      Kellie was caffeined out. She took a sip of soda water from a sweating can. While Bob stirred his regular black coffee to cool it, Zoe drank from her ever-present screw-top water bottle that she kept charged with pure distilled water, as she often informed others. Zoe put down the bottle, handed a Missing Persons report to Kellie, and said, “We’ve had four people reported missing today. This is the only one that’s a possible.”

      Kellie quickly read the report, Mark Nakaya, Pomaikaʻi Street, Kapaa. “Huh,” she said. “Nice area.” She looked at the bottom of the page. Submitted by Sandra Nakaya, spouse. She looked up at Zoe, “Anyone talk to her yet?”

      “I called her,” Zoe answered. “She said he went to work yesterday, left the office at five, and didn’t come home. She was expecting him for dinner.”

      Kellie stared at the form again. “Oh dear, that must be Mark Nakaya, owner and CEO of Suck Um Up Ts? He’s Emma Pookalini’s boss—you know, my Roasters Breakfast Emma. She’s his vice president of finance.”

      Zoe said, “Yeah, that one, and his wife is frantic. She says he’s never once fallen off the radar screen in twenty years of marriage. Never. We need to talk to her as a courtesy, you know, he being a Kauai celeb. I looked him up. He bought a failing t-shirt storefront and grew it into Suck Um Up Ts, with seven stores. Employs sixty people.”

      Kellie’s phone vibrated. She held up one hand toward Zoe and answered the phone. “Hey, Pablo, what have you got?”

      “Fingerprints, kind of weird.”

      “Meaning what?” She was puzzled.

      “Well, maybe not weird.”

      “I need more, Pablo—don’t be so cryptic.”

      “K, sorry. The victim’s prints match a juvenile offender named Jason Tom. Same prints seven years later, Jason Tom is a Honolulu cop who became an ex-cop.”

      “Okay, good,” she said. “Maybe the kid turned his life around and came back from the dark side. Could be that, right?”

      “Right,” agreed Pablo.

      “So what’s weird about it?” Kellie asked.

      “Jason Tom seems to have disappeared. The public records trail went dark right after he left HPD.”

      “Really,” she said. “Well, keep digging. The records trail may be missing, but Jason Tom’s body is obviously in the morgue.”

      “Yup, I know. Okay, I’ll keep digging. Just saying, it’s weird.”

      Kellie put the phone back on the table, looked at Zoe, and said, “Our vic’s prints match an ex-Honolulu cop named Jason Tom, so scratch Nakaya. That’s a relief. Okay, I’m off. I’ll stop by and talk to Nakaya’s wife on my way home. After all, he is the T-shirt King.”

      Forty minutes later, Kellie exited the Kauai Police SUV in front of the Nakaya residence, a modern single-story house on a three-acre lot in the foothills west of Wailua. Like other houses in this upscale neighborhood, the lawn was manicured, gardens edged, and plants pruned to create a tropical vibe, with the impressive house as its centerpiece.

      Kellie guessed the house was at least thirty-five-hundred square feet, with a high cedar shake roof, modern lines, lots of glass and beams, and an oversized front door painted red. The time of day was dusk, and as soon as she stepped onto the gravel driveway and moved toward the front door, the yard lights turned on as if by magic.

      The front door swung open, revealing a woman inside, silhouetted by bright lights. Seeing Kellie, the woman shouted, “Do you have any news?”

      Kellie held out her badge in her hand in a calming gesture toward the woman, who was now half bent over as if to protect herself from a body blow. As she came closer, Kellie said, “No news, nothing yet. I’ve just come by to ask a few questions, but no news. Do you mind if I come in?”

      Sandra Nakaya uncoiled, stood straight, inhaled, pushed auburn hair off her forehead, and said, “Oh Jesus, Jesus, Jesus.” She exhaled. “Of course, come in. You are?”

      “Sorry. I’m Kellie Jackson, Kauai PD. We received the missing person report about your husband, and I thought I would come by to see how you’re doing and ask some questions.”

      They sat in an open living room with spare, modern furnishings, a long ell-shaped black leather couch, two white leather easy chairs, and a large, thick-glass coffee table. Kellie sat in one of the chairs, and Sandra sat at the end of the couch closest to Kellie. She was petite, five-foot-one or so, and Kellie guessed about a hundred pounds. She looked fit, mid- to late-forties, her hair cut with bangs she kept pushing off her forehead, hazel eyes, and developing wrinkles radiating from both her eyes and the corners of her small mouth.

      Sandra wore jeans and an oversized man’s white dress shirt. She had no makeup on, and her eyes were bloodshot. Kellie assessed the woman as sober, so the rundown look was probably due to fatigue and worry. Sandra leaned back into the couch, intertwined her fingers and hands in her lap, and said, “You have questions”?

      “Yeah. I’ve read your report, but to clarify, what time did he leave yesterday morning?”

      “Eight-fifteen, same time every day. He gets up at six, does a thirty-minute fast walk, has toast and coffee while watching CNN, takes a shower, and leaves at eight-fifteen to be at the Lihue office by eight-forty-five.”

      “You sound sure, very precise.”

      Sandra half-smiled and said, “I’m sure because he’s very reliable and precise. He follows the same routine, every workday.”

      “Okay, good to know.” Kellie tendered the wife a kind look. “The report says you expected him home for dinner. Is that part of the pattern, too?”

      “Yes, unless we’re going out or entertaining or he has some sort of emergency at the office, he’s always home by six-thirty.”

      “What happens if he has an emergency, say?”

      “He calls. He always calls. He’s considerate that way.”

      “So he didn’t call?”

      “No.”

      “Then what did you do?”

      “Well, at seven-thirty, I called his assistant at home, and she told me he left the office at five-fifty-five, right on time. She seemed surprised he wasn’t home yet. Then I called his cell phone. I’ve called it over and over. Nothing, it goes to messages.”

      Kellie took a deep breath. The picture was troubling. “What about family and friends? Have you talked to any of them?”

      “God, yes! I called our three closest friends. Nothing. My family, nothing.”

      “What about his family, relatives?”

      “He doesn’t have a family. Mark was raised in foster care on Oahu. He’s an orphan.”

      Kellie considered. Though this didn’t look encouraging, no answers came to mind. “Do you have children?”

      “No.”

      “Does he have any health issues that might be of concern?”

      “None. His doctor says he’s the poster child for clean living. He is a bit of a health freak.”

      Kellie kept running down her mental list. “Does he have a cell phone?”

      “Yes.”

      “If you give me that number, we’ll put a watch on it. We have his car license and issued a bulletin to patrolling officers. The registration says he is driving a 1981 DeLorean, one of those stainless-steel jobs—is that right?”

      Sandra nodded and wiped her eyes with a Kleenex she’d been squeezing.

      “Okay, well, the car should be easy to spot. Also, give me the names and numbers of his close friends and his assistant. I’ll follow up with them tomorrow morning if we haven’t heard anything.”

      Sandra balled up the tissue again, and voice quavering, said, “Do you think he’s dead?”

      “We have no reason to think so, unless you know something I don’t know.”

      “No,” the woman whispered and shook her head. “No. We’ve been married for twenty years. He has always been, well, very, very predictable, and then out of nowhere, last night…”

      

      Kellie drove away thinking about Sandra Nakaya. She tried to imagine what being married for twenty years and then having the rug pulled out from under you might be like when hubby didn’t show up one evening the way he was supposed to. The marriage, to Kellie, felt claustrophobic. On the other hand, she had to admit, having someone, a friend even, maybe a lover, whose habits and patterns were part of your life, might be nice.

      Kellie crawled through the traffic snarl that developed along this stretch of Highway 50 near Kauai Community College and the Kukui Grove shopping center every late afternoon and early evening. Kauai rush hour. The early nighttime was dark, tropical dark, cut by glaring headlights and red taillights, all creeping along from one traffic signal to the next. Kellie counted six red lights along this road.

      She entertained a recurring thought that she should adopt a pet, a sentient being, a someone to come home to. She couldn’t have a dog, though, could she? She couldn’t leave the poor thing alone in the house all day. Maybe a cat or a parakeet? She chuckled to herself. Parakeets never pulled the rug out from under you. Parakeets didn’t go missing and break your heart.

      Kellie had joined the Kauai police force thirteen years before. She was quick off the block and immediately found herself on the fast track. She’d made detective sergeant four years ago by being promoted over six older, more experienced candidates—all men. Detective sergeant was where the fast track had slowed noticeably. The Investigative Services group had only three detective sergeants. The next rung up the ladder was lieutenant, probably years away, as the current occupant of that position, Lieutenant Charles “Chip” Alana, was only eight years older than she was.

      Of course, on Kauai, fast was a relative term because nothing happened fast on this island. This was why Kellie, born and raised on Oahu, had moved here. She went to the university on Oahu and then the police academy, and had spent her first two years as a cop with the Honolulu Police Department. Honolulu was fast, too fast, and the police department, primarily because of its size, felt cold and impersonal.

      Kellie pulled up in front of her house in Hanapepe. She’d just had it painted royal blue with white trim. It was small—two bedrooms, two baths, fifteen-hundred square feet all on one floor—but it was hers, and she loved it. She’d painted every room, re-carpeted where the carpet was in force, and refinished wood floors where wood dominated. Next, she would remodel the 1980s-style kitchen, starting maybe in a year. She didn’t want to take a loan. Her practice was to save the money first, and then make the improvements, cash and carry, project by project.

      She went to the kitchen and took out a couple of eggs, the butter dish, a small frying pan, and two pieces of bread. She fried two eggs, toasted the bread, opened a beer, settled at the kitchen table, and opened her laptop. She typed in her password, and a text message scrolled across the bottom of the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Flash Michael, special consultant to the Kauai Police Department, is a killer. He will be the death of you, Sergeant Peterson.

      

      

      

      

      

      She put down her fork and typed a command, hoping to uncover the message's originating phone number or IP address. Nothing. Jesus, Flash, what have you done this time?

      She reached for her phone and called Flash. The call went voicemail. She remembered then that he was meeting his new squeeze, Marilyn, and they’d be doing sleepovers at the Odyssey because he was remodeling his cottage. She left a message about the text and asked that he call her to explain. She thought about Marilyn Bell and Flash and their sleepover at the Odyssey, Kauai’s most expensive and exclusive hotel. She liked Marilyn. She liked Flash. She wasn’t quite sure how they would fare as a couple. Two super-strong characters coupled? Who knows?

      Then, she considered her own social status and smiled. A parakeet sounded about right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

        

      

    

    
      They woke up together at seven, him by habit, her because of the three-hour time shift from LA. He ran most mornings, so on autopilot, he tiptoed to the second bedroom, where his red North Face duffel was unzipped. He put on running shorts, a shirt, and shoes. She appeared in the doorway and said she’d like to run, too. He started to say he preferred to run alone, but caught himself. For her, today, he would make an exception. He’d slow his pace so they could run together.

      As they wound down the cliff trail from the hotel grounds to the beach far below, he discovered she was the one making the exception. Hard to believe, but she was obviously slowing, shortening her stride at one point, almost walking so he could catch up. Of course, she was younger, five years younger, but that didn’t prepare him for the fact that she was fitter and faster.

      Forty-five minutes later, they were climbing back up the same trail to the hotel, and she walked when he walked, even though that she could have effortlessly sprinted all the way to the top, leaving him in the dust, was painfully evident.

      “I’m impressed. You’re fast and fit.” He emphasized both ‘fast’ and ‘fit.’

      “You’re pretty fit yourself, maybe not so fast,” she said.

      “I love it when you talk dirty,” he told her.

      “Yes, easy for a fellow to say, but how does the fellow feel when I reach the finish line way ahead of him?”

      “That’s why I like to run alone.”

      “If you had run alone, you would have missed the experience of being beaten by a girl, a girl with a Ph.D., no less.”

      “Like I said, I love it when you talk dirty.”

      “Mmm,” she answered, “nice deflection. Let’s have breakfast in, shall we?”

      “Good idea. I’ll have them deliver it to the suite in ninety minutes?”

      The mid-morning sun was high above jungle-clad mountains that rose into the clouds to their left. Breakfast was laid out on a round, glass-top table on the balcony. Their chairs sat side by side, looking out across the turquoise-to-azure-to-green water of Hanalei Bay. Pods of surfers paddled to catch rides as the waves rolled in.

      The toast, pumpernickel and sourdough French bread, was wrapped in a basket with a white napkin and still warm. A clear glass bowl of yellow butter balls was set in a larger bowl of ice next to the bread. Marilyn was nibbling at a soup bowl of muesli, with fresh melon bits, cantaloupe, honeydew, papaya slices, and raisins, flooded by almond milk, offering a generous scoop of yogurt in the center. A slice of dry pumpernickel toast sat on the plate beside her cereal.

      The two shared coffee from a large French press coffee carafe. Flash had ordered a four-egg brie omelet, three large boar sausages, a roasted tomato, and cottage-fried potatoes spiked with jalapeño peppers. His place setting included two Heinz mini-ketchup bottles, now open and empty, and a micro-Tabasco shaker. While Marilyn picked away at her muesli, Flash swabbed his plate clean with a buttered slab of sourdough toast.

      His phone buzzed. He wiped his mouth with the starched white napkin, cleared his throat, and said, “Hi, Kellie. What’s up?”

      Kellie said, “Did you get my message about the text?”

      “Ah, no. I haven’t looked at my phone yet.”

      “Okay, well, I received an anonymous text yesterday that said, and I quote, ‘Flash Michael, special consultant to the Kauai Police Department, is a killer. He will be the death of you, Sergeant Peterson.’ End of quote. What have you done this time?”

      Flash sighed. “I don’t know what I’ve done. By the way, you aren’t the only one who’s been warned about me, so… Shit, I don’t know what to say. On a more important topic, any ID on the body?”

      “Sort of,” said Kellie. “The fingerprints match a juvenile offender named Jason Tom, arrested thirty years ago. We got another hit when he went to the police academy. Turns out, he later became a Honolulu cop and left HPD three years after that.”

      “What’s the ‘sort of’ mean?” he asked.

      “Sort of because his public records trail goes cold after he left HPD. Pablo is on it as we speak. Oh, and the nail? It was a hundred-penny nail, implanted post-mortem. He was shot in the head first, and no, we’ve never seen anything like it as an MO. His face is mostly gone, crabs and birds, according to the ME. But we now have a name, Jason Tom, and we’ll find out where he lived, eventually. By the way, I was thinking about you and your daily running routine. Has Marilyn told you she was on the university cross-country team as an undergrad?”

      “No, she didn’t, but as you know, I was once a detective, and by dint of that experience, I detected she might be a ringer. By the way, she sends her best and would want me to tell you she, too, is researching violent death by a spike in the ear. Thanks for the case info and the heads-up. If you’re sent any more texts, let me know.”

      He put the phone face down and pushed his empty plate a couple of inches into the center of the table, thinking about the text attack. Marilyn turned her chair toward him, reached out, put one hand on each of his shoulders, and said, “Another text?”

      “Yup,” he said.

      “So, Samson, me, Kellie, right? So far?” Her green eyes sparkled; it must have been a reflection from the water below, he thought, although it didn’t matter what caused it. He was drawn to her like he hadn’t been drawn to any woman in a long, long time.

      She pursed her lips. Then she squinted as if trying to squeeze something out of him or maybe to hold herself in check for some reason.

      Finally, he said, “What? What are you thinking?”

      “I’m wondering why you aren’t more worried about the texts. I’m wondering what the text sender knows about you that I don’t know. I’m wondering, are you a murderer? I’m wondering why you will be the death of Samson, Kellie, and me. That’s what I’m thinking. Now, over to you.”

      He was already inured to the fact she could be blunt. But that fusillade stung. He looked steadily at her still-sparkling eyes. She cocked her head slightly, her hands remaining on his shoulders, but otherwise, she didn’t move. She was waiting, he thought. Like she’d said, over to him.

      “No,” said Flash.

      “No, what,” she asked.

      “No, I’m not a murderer. I have killed people, as you know, but I am not a murderer.” He paused, still held by her gaze. She had the gift of holding a space, being able to sit, unmoving, a kind of quiet judo, exerting pressure without moving a muscle.

      He said, “Worrying about the texts is a mindless use of time and energy. Why do that when I can enjoy breakfast under the tropical sun on this glorious morning, eating a gourmet breakfast with a beautiful sandbagging track star? Whatever is going on with these texts will make itself known all in good time. When that happens, we’ll see if I should be worried. Until then, let’s take a nap.”

      

      Kellie was looking over Pablo’s shoulder. They were in the open bullpen area of the Serious Crime Unit at Pablo’s cubicle. The floor-to-ceiling windows created a cinematic postcard, a visual cliché of a low-rise town surrounded by green, punctuated by palm trees, a line of sandy beach beyond, and the achingly blue Pacific Ocean, a cloudless lighter blue sky above, and the blazing sun. Pablo was staring at his monitor while playing the keys at lightning speed; his fingers blurred, then stopped, then blurred again and stopped. He grunted and said, “Nope, nope.”

      Kellie said, “Sorry, nope, what?”

      “Nope, this guy Jason Tom. I find his driver’s license, voter registration, police department roster, a news clipping, and then around 2004, he’s gone, nothing after.”

      Kellie sighed, then said, “How could that happen? He’s in our morgue. He wasn’t homeless, wore good clothes, you know, expensive. What about the chichi jeans place?”

      Pablo said, “Dunno. Zoe has that.” He stood up and barked, “Zoe!”

      Zoe popped up several cubicles away. Pablo motioned her to come over.

      Zoe joined them and said, “Yup?”

      Kellie said, “Anything from the jeans people about our vic, Jason Tom?”

      Zoe’s face flushed. She said, “They just got back to me, a text. Those jeans weren’t made for Jason Tom. They were made for some other guy.”

      “So our victim was wearing someone else’s tailor-made jeans that just happened to fit him perfectly?” said Kellie,

      Zoe shook her head. “I don’t know what to think. I just got the text. It said ‘The CutterHouse jeans, serial number blah blah blah, were not sold to a Jason Tom. They were sold to another customer.’”

      “Who?” asked Kellie.

      Zoe shook her head, “My question exactly. I’ll call them back right now and find out. Only don’t hold your breath. I spent forty-five minutes on hold to get through the automated hell that is their so-called customer service line, only to be told by a recording that I was important to them, so I should leave a message. They texted me back six hours later. I’ll see if I can break the doors down and find a real person.” She left Kellie and Pablo and returned to her cubicle.

      Kellie said, “Pablo, I received an anonymous text, kind of ominous, and I wonder if you could trace it or whatever you do to find out who sent it?”

      Pablo looked up from his monitor. He had a three-day beard going; his brown eyes met hers. That was an unusual experience for her because Pablo was famously introverted. He didn’t do eye contact. Most of the time, he addressed his computer screen while talking to you. He looked away and said, “Is this a text about Flash?”

      “Yes,” Kelly said. “Look, I’m sure he’d like to know who’s sending them, so maybe you can help? The message is threatening. Can you do that?”

      In a confused-sounding voice, Pablo said, “Sure, only I’m not supposed to talk about those texts, and besides, I’ve already tried and can’t get anywhere. I’m stumped.”

      “Can you consult a help desk or hacker chat room?”

      “Are you trying to be funny?” he asked.

      “No, I’m not trying to be funny. All I am asking is if you have some place or person you can consult for help.”

      He held his hand out without looking at her and said, “Give me your phone. I’ll try something else.”

      “Can you tell me what that something else is?”

      “No, it’s private. I won’t have an answer for at least a couple of days. If I get something, I’ll let you know. Don’t ask me again about the texts. Chief said it’s secret.”

      Kellie handed him her phone. He attached a chord, typed on his keyboard, unplugged the phone, and returned it.

      Walking away, she remembered she needed to talk to the Medical Examiner when Pablo said, “Oh wow!”

      She turned back. “What?”

      He said, “That DeLorean you’re looking for, the missing t-shirt guy? What looks like a DeLorean car has been found nose down on a small beach at the foot of a cliff behind the Hyatt Golf course. Let’s see, okay, officers are on the way to check it out.”

      She immediately thought of Sandra Nakaya, bent over at her front door the previous night. “Pablo, tell them to contact me as soon as they arrive. I need to talk to them right away while they’re inspecting the site, and to get the license plate number first thing.”

      His fingers flew over the keys. He nodded but didn’t look up, then said, “Done. They’ll be on-site in fourteen minutes. I told them to contact you as soon as they arrive.”
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