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  ONE




  


   




  North Shore, Hawaii




  The walkway between the vendor stalls was packed with tourists and locals. Fresh pineapple, bread, organic meats and cheeses, soap, lawn ornaments, t-shirts; you name it, it was offered here. Being around people was like handing a lifeline to a drowning woman. I hadn't realized how starved for conversation I'd been. I suppose talking back to the television the night before should have given me an idea.




  I filled my bag with fresh greens, a couple of bars of soap and some banana bread. The dark clouds building in the distance and uptick in humidity signaled one of the North Shore's infamous winter squalls was about to unleash its fury, so I reluctantly headed for my scooter. I had just locked my purchases in one of the side compartments when I felt the skin on the back of my neck crawl. I turned, but saw no one.




  Shaking it off, I straddled the scooter and started the engine. As I began to ease out of my spot, I glanced behind me toward the crowded market. A dark haired man stared back at me, his arms covered in what looked like prison art. At least, I thought that's what he was doing. He wore a pair of dark sunglasses and might have been looking at something else. He took out his cell phone, punched in some numbers and turned his back. Despite the eighty-plus degrees I felt a cold chill skitter down my back.




  Stop it, Kate. You don't know he was looking at you. Have you ever seen him before? Besides, you don't look like Kate anymore. He couldn't possibly know it's you. As for recognizing him, it was hard enough to identify someone in sunglasses. I didn't get a decent look at the tats so positive identification wasn't possible. Salazar's people used very specific designs. They'd be easy to recognize.




  




  Unless he was an outside pro.




  




  I kept an eye on the rear view during the ride home.




  




  ##




  "So then what happened?" Gabby leaned forward, absorbed, and took a drink of his Mai Tai, complete with a tiny yellow umbrella.




  "They airlifted Sam to Anchorage, took my statement and brought me to the airport in time for my flight." Touching down in Honolulu felt like a death sentence reprieve in paradise.




  "Did Sam survive?"




  "He's on life support." I stared into space, despair being the only emotion I allowed myself to feel these days. True, Sam had lived, but not long after I left Alaska, they found Chief Miller's naked body in a shallow grave near an abandoned cannery. He'd had several digits severed and other things done to him I didn't want to think about.




  Gabby patted my arm and signaled the waitress to bring us two more. I looked at my almost empty Piña Colada. Maybe getting drunk would help.




  Then again, maybe not. I needed my wits about me. Stumbling back to my rental didn't sound like the smartest thing to do at this point.




  Not with a price on my head.




  The outdoor patio at Panama Bob's glowed with lit tiki torches that ringed the perimeter and candles flickering in hurricane lamps on the tables. The soothing waves of the Pacific Ocean crashed nearby, and the temperature hovered around a balmy seventy-eight degrees. I was dressed in less clothing than I'd ever had to wear in Alaska, and the geckos had taken care of the mosquitos.




  Any other time, this would be a perfect evening. Tonight's meal was marred because it would be the only time I could allow the two of us to be together. Gabby was a breath of fresh air, even though I vowed to never get in touch with him. I told him it wasn't safe, but safety never mattered to Gabby.




  I did.




  For five years in Alaska I'd been able to live a somewhat normal life, but eventually my luck ran out. Salazar's killers found me, and Sam and I had barely escaped with our lives. I didn't want to tempt fate.




  "And why aren't you staying at my place? You know I cook a mean pineapple chicken." Gabby's wiry gray hair surrounded his tan, unlined face like the mane of an old lion. Apparently he'd had a little work done since I'd been gone. His diametrically opposed love of the sun and endearing vanity required some serious upkeep.




  "Legendary. I know, and I'm heartbroken I won't be graced with your culinary excellence." I pushed my drink to the side and leaned forward, resting my hand on his forearm. "Gabby. I want you to listen to me. It's too dangerous. You will die. This isn't a joke. If you're in the way when they try to kill me the next time, they will kill you."




  Gabby waved my warning away. "Oh, pish. I'm not worried. My home is protected by ancient Hawaiian gods and one big motherfucking Samoan named Henry. I don’t think there'll be a problem." His eyes locked onto mine. "How many times have you been out since you got here?"




  "A couple of times. Mainly at night."




  Gabby raised his bushy eyebrows, reminding me of a middle-aged Einstein.




  "No wonder you look so pale. How about I have Henry meet you in the morning with a couple of surfboards? He loves being on the beach at dawn and he can look out for you at the same time." He leaned back in his chair. "Not going out in daylight's a tad vampiric, if you ask me."




  "Cautious, Gabs, cautious. I've got a fenced backyard, so I can get out and play. I just want to limit my exposure to old friends."




  Gabby smirked. "Tell me. I had a hell of a time finding you. If it wasn't for Jimmie, I probably wouldn't have known you were in town."




  "Jimmie?"




  "You remember, the guy who owns Smiley's? His delivery kid mentioned a good looking brunette had rented McCallum's old place. One who had a tat of Honu on the back of her shoulder. Said it was some of the best ink he'd seen. He also liked the saying underneath it. Reminded him of Star Wars. That's when I knew it was you, brunette or not."




  So that was how he'd found me.




  I really needed to get the thing removed. I'd gotten the tattoo the last time I'd been on the North Shore. The sea turtle was small, but unusual. The most distinctive part was the intricate Maori design along its shell with the words 'There is no try' written below. I'd never run across another one like it. Not a good thing when you're trying to hide from contract killers.




  Gabby swatted at a fly buzzing near his drink. "Come and stay with Henry and me. I know he'd love to take care of you, not to mention I'd have somebody to talk to about something other than surfing."




  "Sorry. Much as I'd love to, I won't chance putting either of you in danger. It's risky enough being here with you."




  Gabby sighed. "Fine. But I'm going to dog you anyway. That way, it's all on me. You can't feel responsible if anything happens."




  I couldn't tell if it was heartburn from the drink or anxiety that lanced through my stomach.




  Maybe coming to Hawaii hadn't been such a good idea.




   




  


   




  


   




  TWO




   




  The next day I woke up early and headed for the water. I'd rented a two bedroom house in the middle of several other rentals a couple of blocks off the beach, and getting to the ocean was easy.




  Gabby was right. I couldn't live my life in fear. Besides, this time of day was probably safer than most.




  Not that killers slept in.




  The way I figured it, the less crowds, the more I'd notice anything unusual. Of course it cut both ways- it would be harder for me to blend.




  The pink light of dawn still painted the sky even though two days earlier the Kona winds had changed direction and the fog from Kilauea, or vog, cast a thick, gray haze over most of Oahu.




  The beach was all but deserted. I counted two surfers bobbing in the waves forty or fifty yards out. I dropped my towel on the sand and left my t-shirt on to cover my tattoo. The gentle breeze and soothing sound of the waves reached deep, melting the layers of cold steel I'd had to create inside of myself in order to function. The numbing grief of these past weeks slid away, my tears mixing with the ocean as I dove beneath the surface.




  North Shore waves were known to be challenging for swimmers during the winter, but this morning they lifted and dropped me in gently rolling swells. I swam from one end of the beach to the other, enjoying the sun as it crested the palms, sending golden beams to dance on my skin through the salty water. I floated further from shore and was rewarded with the company of a playful pod of spinner dolphins. I stopped to watch them, treading water, wishing the moment would go on forever.




  Too soon, their fins sliced past me as they swam toward open ocean and I was once again alone. I stayed out a while longer, hoping they'd make another appearance, but they were long gone.




  My arms started to tire, and I swam for shore. As I walked back to my towel I passed a good looking surfer with his board, headed for the water. He smiled and tipped his head my direction. I returned the gesture, noticing the carved necklace he wore; mother of pearl glinted from inside intricately carved bone. A complex tattoo decorated his bicep, running along his shoulder onto his chest. It had the hallmarks of Hawaiian, rather than Maori or Samoan, art.




  I turned to watch as he launched himself into the surf. Like most in the sport, he had a powerful stroke. Unlike many except the best, his movements had an elegance that made it seem effortless.




  The beach had started to fill with people. I made it back to my towel and shook off the sand, ready to leave. A large shadow near a bench by the tree line caught my attention. I smiled to myself as I sauntered over to say hello.




  Henry's brilliant white teeth glowed in his koa-colored face as he enveloped me in a fierce, Henry-style bear hug, lifting me off my feet. I hugged him back, laughing as he lowered me gently to the ground.
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