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"My friends on the mainland think just because I live in Hawaii, I live in paradise. Like a permanent vacation - we're all just out here sipping Mai Tais, shaking our hips, and catching waves. Are they insane? Do they think we're immune to life? How can they possibly think our families are less screwed-up, our cancers less fatal, our heartaches less painful?”
                                                                                    -The Descendants

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
              The car was already waiting downstairs, the driver behind the wheel, the taillights glowing red in the darkening evening as Thomas Zall stood staring out the second story window of his home. He knew that lodged inside the trunk of the Mercedes S-Class was his garment bag and shoulder carry-on, enough supplies between them to keep him away for the better part of a week. The only thing he had to do was say a single goodbye before walking downstairs, climbing into the backseat, and heading towards the airport.
              Despite the moment of his departure growing closer with each passing minute, he stood rooted in place, his gaze rising from the car on his driveway to the city of Honolulu below. Stretched out in a sweeping one hundred and eighty degree arc from his home atop Tantalus he could see the lights of town twinkling all the way from Pearl City to the north on down past Waikiki to the south. Cutting through the middle of them was the H-1 highway, the evening traffic still locked up tight, an unending chain of red and yellow lights.
              A sigh passed Zall’s lips as he raised his wrist and pushed back the cuff of his Armani suit coat, checking the time. The glowing face of his Cartier watch showed it to already be after nine o’clock, his flight scheduled to leave in less than an hour. 
              “Okay,” Zall said, turning back to face his son, his voice far away. “I have to be going now. Is there anything you would like to say to me before I do?”
              He waited a long moment, his expression blank, hoping for a response, knowing it wasn’t coming. It was the same thing that happened every time he left town, a mirror image of what he knew was waiting for him when he returned. 
Often he had heard children of a certain age were difficult, tending to act distant, or even standoffish with their parents. This was different though, something far worse than Zall ever would have imagined the first time he held his young boy in his arms. 
This wasn’t just a case of youthful reticence. His son wouldn’t speak to him, wouldn’t even look at him, no matter how hard he tried, no matter what he attempted to make it right.
              “Okay,” Zall said, another sigh passing his lips, a hint of moisture tugging at the corners of his eyes. “I’ll be back on Tuesday.”
              Hands shoved into the pockets of his slacks, he headed towards the exit, stopping just inside the door, giving one last look before departing. “I love you.”
              Silence was his only response.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter One
              The Hawaii State Capitol stood as the centerpiece of the state’s collection of buildings designed in the Hawaiian international style of architecture, an offshoot of the famed Bauhaus movement. Finding the simple geometric shapes and clean lines appealing, then-Governor John A. Burns was adamant in his wishes that the Capitol employ the Bauhaus techniques when it was built in 1969. 
Like most things in Hawaii though, he was also explicit in stating that the building needed to contain certain aspects to make it uniquely their own. To meet this directive a series of specific features were added, ranging from the reflecting pool surrounding the building, indicative of the Pacific Ocean that enveloped the islands, to the conical shape of the open ceiling above, representative of the volcanoes that formed the state. Eight columns served as the center supports for the building, culminating on the second floor in a fanned top, a nod to the royal palm trees that dotted the native landscape.
The centerpiece of the entire design was a mosaic on the floor of the open-air rotunda. Roped off from visitors, it was a perfect circle of greens and blues, located directly beneath the gaping ceiling five stories above. 
It was that mosaic, or more importantly what lay on it, that had summoned Walter Tseng from his bed in the middle of the night.
There were certain duties that came with being the Chief of Police. Tseng understood that five months prior when he was named to the post after the sudden and abrupt retiring of his predecessor. He’d grown to know it even better every day since as the list seemed to expand exponentially.
This was a first though.
The clock on the dash announced the time at a quarter to two in the morning as Tseng pulled his Chevy Tahoe up alongside the curb outside the state capitol. He put the SUV into park and let the engine idle, staring at the glowing digits and trying to put together what he knew.
There wasn’t much.
A quarter hour earlier he had been summoned on his cellphone by Tim Hall, Chief of Staff to Hawaii Governor Dwight Randle. He had told – not asked, certainly not requested, but told – Tseng to be at the capitol in twenty minutes.
Half asleep and shuffling into the living room to avoid waking his wife, Tseng attempted to wrap his mind around what was happening. He tried to press Hall for details, but was informed only to stop in the rotunda on the way in before reporting to the Governor’s office.
No other staff. No calling for backup.
Leaving his rig parked on the curb, Tseng set his flashers to blinking and turned off the engine. He stepped from the car and headed up the concrete walkway towards the capitol, his soft-soled shoes falling silent against the ground. Given the hour he had opted against his formal uniform, dressing in a pair of slacks and aloha shirt, loafers on his feet.
Two in the morning or not, he was still going to see the governor.
The downtown area around the capitol was subdued as he approached, a few errant sounds of urban life the only noise. Somewhere in the distance a car door slammed, a bus pulled away from the curb. A warm ocean breeze blew across his face, mussing the thick black hair atop his head.
Tseng paid it no mind as he walked through the columns welcoming him to the capitol and straight towards the black curtains rising ten feet high, stretched tight across the rotunda floor. He had no idea what to expect behind them, but figured it must be what Hall told him to see before coming up.
It had to be. Nothing else was out of place. And it was the only time in his entire life spent on Oahu he had ever seen them there.
As he approached, a soft yellow glow could be seen rising from behind the curtain. Eyes narrowed, Tseng strode across the middle of the capitol floor and stopped at the corner of the spread. Two upright steel poles held the canopy in place and he knocked on one of them with the back of his knuckles. Using his right hand, he peeled back the makeshift screen a few inches and peered inside.
Staring back at him were three members of the governor’s security detail. They looked straight ahead, their expressions stony, hands clasped in front of their stomachs. A single lamp threw harsh yellow light across them.
“Chief Tseng, please come in,” the man in the middle said. 
A small nod lowered the top of Tseng’s head as he stepped through the curtain and let it drop closed behind him. Any residual noise from the outside world fell away, the tiny space unnaturally quiet.
Tseng paused just inside the cloth and took in his surroundings. Across from him stood the three, each of them dressed much like he was. The men on either end were no more than five-ten, their hair shorn tight. Both of Polynesian descent, they tipped the scales well above three hundred pounds.
In the middle was Duke Kalakona, head of the governor’s security and a rare holdover from the previous administration. Two inches taller and a few pounds lighter than his counterparts, his dark hair was a bit longer and gelled into place.
Given their respective positions, Tseng had worked with Duke on a few issues before, largely security for public appearances by the governor. Most people that worked with Duke found his no-nonsense style grating, even a little prickish.
Tseng admired his straight-forward nature.
“Duke,” Tseng said, nodding for emphasis.
“Chief,” Duke replied. “I assume you’ve been briefed?”
“Not at all,” Tseng responded, twisting his head at the neck for emphasis. “All I was told was to check in here before heading upstairs. What’s going on?”
Duke turned over a shoulder and nodded to the man on his left, a simple up-and-down movement that covered no more than an inch. On command, the man reached out and flipped on a second lamp, this one aimed at the mosaic on the floor.
The breath slid from Tseng’s lungs as he stared down at what the light revealed.
Lying in the exact center of the design was a young girl, somewhere between late-teens and early twenties. No younger than sixteen, no older than twenty-five. Caucasian, her skin was unnaturally tan, mottled with bruises and scuffed with splotches of mud. Flat on her back, her head was aimed up towards the night sky with her arms outstretched to either side. The left leg was extended straight out beneath her while the right was twisted at the knee, her foot perfectly perpendicular to the rest of her body.
Tseng barely noticed any of those details at first glance. Instead, he focused in on the cruel slashes that striped her throat and abdomen. Uneven torrents of blood had spilled straight down onto her chest and thighs, crusting against her flowered sundress. The blood was so thick it was almost black, beginning to harden in the night air. A few flies were already starting to buzz about.
Taking a deep breath, Tseng flicked his gaze up at the three men across from him, all seeming to be waiting for his reaction. He wasn’t about to give them one.
A beat cop in Waikiki for eight years before moving into administration, it was far from the first body he’d seen on the job. As much as he hated to admit it, it was a long way from the most gruesome he’d encountered either.
“Who is she?” Tseng asked.
Duke paused a moment, still seeming to assess him. Once he was content with Tseng’s reaction, he nodded a tiny bit. “We’re not sure.”
The response raised Tseng’s eyebrows a fraction of an inch, but he didn’t press it. “How long has she been here?”
“Her body was found by a night janitor forty-five minutes ago,” Duke said.
Tseng noted that he didn’t directly answer his question, stating when she was found and not how long she’d been there. His next question of who found her had already been answered so he pressed forward, trying to glean out the key facts before heading upstairs.
“Is anybody en route to process the scene?”
“You’re the only person that has been contacted so far,” Duke said, his hands still clasped in front of him.
“Seriously? After forty-five minutes?” Tseng asked, his eyebrows tracking a little higher.
“The governor asked that we secure the area and wait until he had a chance to speak with you directly,” Duke responded. “Trust me, the scene is secure. Nothing will be disturbed until you dispatch whoever you think should process it.”
Tseng opened his mouth to speak, but thought better of it and closed it. He looked at Duke once more and nodded, not sure if he should be flattered at the deference shown to him or disgusted at the wanton disregard at the loss of life before them.
After a moment, he opted to let it go. These men were just doing what they were told, summoned from their beds the same as he was. Any moral qualms he felt could be addressed upstairs in a few minutes time.
“I’m sure there’ll be a lot more for me to see here, but right now I should head upstairs,” Tseng said, already taking a step back towards the corner of the makeshift space.
Duke nodded, a look bordering on approval on his face. “I unlocked the mauka elevator for you. The front door to the office is open, they’ve been expecting you.”
“Thank you,” Tseng said, glancing once more at the young girl before retreating back past the cloth and walking towards the bank of elevators in the corner. The sounds of the night rushed back in around him as he went, a thousand questions fighting for top position in his mind.
One at a time he dismissed each of them, focusing on the conversation he suspected waited for him on the fifth floor.
The last thing he noticed before stepping into the elevator was his SUV still parked on the curb, its flashers almost begging him to climb back in and forget this entire night had ever happened. 
Using the automatic sensor on his key ring, he locked the doors and turned off the lights.
Something told him this was not going to be a short conversation.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
Danilo Cruz could feel the warmth of his delivery as it balanced across his thighs. The thin black plastic did little to insulate it as the gelatinous material inside conformed to his legs, gravity forcing it down atop his cloth shorts.
Every few moments he glanced down at it as he drove, making sure the bundle was still sealed tight, not going anywhere. Once before he had made the mistake of placing it on the seat beside him, a fact made apparent when a sudden application of the brakes sent it hurtling down onto the floorboards.
It was a faux pas that would never be repeated.
The importance of the project was too great to allow for such careless behavior.
The late night streets were almost deserted as he wound through them, the occasional orange fluorescence of an overhead lamp punctuating the darkness. In the distance, the sounds of the highway could be heard growing faint, most of the island fast asleep.
Towering palm trees lined the streets as he eased his Chevy Avalanche through the quiet neighborhood. The vehicle was a recent acquisition, a reward for his continued participation in the project. While not absolutely necessary to his work, he had made no objection when the offer was made, knowing better than to refuse his employer’s benevolence.
The offer had been made with little more than the batting of an eyelash, just one more part of the effort by all to see the task through to its completion.
With twenty thousand miles under the tires, the SUV-truck was old enough not to draw suspicion on the highway, new enough to pass unnoticed through the nicer neighborhoods Honolulu had to offer. Despite the clock easing past two in the morning, he could have just as easily made the trip twelve hours later and gotten no more attention.
Not that any of that really mattered though. For the son of a Filipino immigrant worker, he himself a gardener not long before, it was more an extreme point of pride.
Danilo’s journey came to a stop at the darkened end of a cul-de-sac, heavy foliage encasing the street on either side. Pulling back on the gas, he idled forward to the black wrought iron gate at the rear of the lane, the nose of his truck just inches from it. Leaning out the driver’s side window, he pressed the red call button on the intercom system raised three feet off the ground, the box almost hidden amongst oversized leaves.
Just moments after pressing the button, the intercom cackled to life.
“Yes?” a voice asked. The accent on it was unmistakably Asian, the word a bit distorted over the line.
Danilo glanced up at the cameras recording him from every angle and smirked. They knew who it was, but forced him to go through the motions every time anyway.
“Special delivery for the Doc,” Danilo said, blowing out a long sigh to voice his displeasure.
The intercom cackled once more, but no sounds came out. Instead, the hum of the gate filtered in through Danilo’s open car window, the iron bars swinging back to the side. He waited until it was no more than a few inches wider than his truck before moving through, eager to make his delivery and get far away.
At this point, there was absolutely nothing on Earth that he was afraid of, but the place still gave him the creeps. His scalp began to itch as the truck rolled forward, his ears tuning in for every sound around him. In the background, the gate slid shut as he maneuvered a winding drive, wrapping his way through palm trees and artificial koi ponds. 
The brick drive ended less than a hundred yards from the gate at the base of a building originally constructed to be a home. Formed in a Mediterranean style, it featured a white stucco façade and red tile roof, the windows and doorways all with oversized arches. Thick swaths of hibiscus and red ginger plants encased everything, giving the air a fragrant lilt as Danilo parked and stepped from the truck.
Balancing the package across his palms, he walked up to a side door and kicked at the base of it before taking a step back. A moment later the door opened and a man in his mid-twenties appeared, looking Danilo up and down once before stepping to the side. Despite the hour, he was dressed in a dark suit and matching shirt, his blue-black hair combed into place.
“Doctor Saiki is in the basement. I told him you were coming.”
There was no doubt it was the same voice Danilo had heard over the intercom a moment earlier.
Without speaking, Danilo lowered the top of his head in acknowledgement and stepped inside. It was not the first delivery he had made, his feet carrying him through the deserted first floor, past the fully furnished rooms that served only as a decoy. 
To his knowledge, not once had the couches ever been sat on. Never had he seen anybody use the kitchen.
Stepping down the main hallway, Danilo nudged open a door and took a stairwell into the basement. As he descended, the temperature dropped considerably, the dry-wall and carpet around him changing over to stainless steel and tile.
What was on the first floors a warm and welcoming home served as window dressing to a state-of-the-art basement laboratory. The first time Danilo was shown around, his jaw dropped at the expansive assembly before him. 
Now, it didn’t even register.
A wall of glass separated the stairwell from the rest of the lab, a single door in the middle cased in steel. Danilo walked directly to it and pressed the air release with his elbow, the package still resting atop his hands. The sound of air escaping filled his ears as the door popped forward an inch, his foot catching it and dragging it open so he could step through.
“Mr. Cruz,” a familiar voice said as he entered, “how good of you to stop by.”
The right corner of Danilo’s mouth turned up in a smirk that resembled a snarl. “Would you be saying that if I had arrived empty handed?”
A thin man in a white coat turned from the table he was working at and laughed, the movement throwing his face towards the ceiling. “My friend, there’s no point in even considering such a thing. You’ve never once arrived empty handed.”
He peeled off a pair of latex gloves and dropped them on the table, walking towards Danilo with a hint of a smile on his face. 
Dr. Yuto Saiki was a research scientist brought in specifically from Tokyo for the project several months before. Standing just a few inches above five-feet tall, he wore thick-framed glasses beneath a thatch of black hair. His age was almost undetectable, save a few stray grey hairs and a couple of smile lines developing around his mouth and eyes.
Upon first meeting one another, a heavy wariness existed between the two men that over time had ebbed away, both given to appreciate the way with which the other performed their tasks.
While each possessed very different skill sets, both valued the efficiency their counterpart displayed.
“What have you got for me tonight?” Saiki asked, rubbing his palms together in anticipation.
Danilo nodded towards an empty steel table to the right and asked, “Same place?”
Saiki extended a hand towards it and nodded. “Of course, of course.”
With practiced movements, Danilo laid the makeshift bundle down and slid his hands from beneath it. He took a step back and waited as Saiki pulled on a fresh pair of gloves and took up a set of surgical shears.
Starting at the end closest to him, Saiki snipped a small horizontal cut into the sack and inserted one blade of the shears. In even clips he extended the cut the length of the bag before tossing the instrument aside and peeling back the flaps.
The pungent aroma of blood and amniotic fluid seeped into the room as Saiki cut the flaps away and examined the specimen before him. 
Lying flat on its back was the lifeless form of a fetus, somewhere in third trimester. There was no hair on its head, almost no visible way of determining gender, but there was no mistaking the miniature form as it lay unmoving.
All four limbs were coated in bodily fluids, splotches of blue visible beneath its translucent skin. Heavy maroon streaks striped the figure, the result of blood starting to settle and pool. 
Lying on its stomach in a coiled heap like a snake preparing to strike was the umbilical cord, the entire thing intact.
Danilo watched with partial detachment as Saiki examined the form, his mouth peeling back into a smile, his tongue running out over his bottom lip in anticipation.
“Oh, yes,” Saiki muttered. “Yes, this will do nicely.”
The scientist’s unnatural proclivity for the macabre was one of the few things Danilo genuinely hated about the man.
Danilo waited another moment, watching the scene with his arms folded across his chest, his face twisted up in disdain. When it became too much to stomach any longer, he cleared his throat and asked, “So, we good here?”
“Oh, yes,” Saiki said, bobbing his head for emphasis. “Yes, indeed. Thank you so much, Mr. Cruz.”
The comment drew another eye roll from Danilo. He dropped his arms to his sides and retreated a step, content to leave the good doctor behind to do his work.
Despite the recent change in his job description, death and all the various accoutrements that came with it did nothing to rattle Danilo. Seeing a grown man revel in it like a child on Christmas morning was quite another matter.
“Alright,” Danilo said. “If you need any more, you know where to find me.”
“Yes,” Saiki said absent-mindedly as Danilo turned for the door. His hand made it as far as the handle before the doctor called out to him, stopping his progress where he stood.
“Actually, Mr. Cruz, I was hoping you could get me something a little different this time,” Saiki said.
The comment drew Danilo’s brow into a knot as he turned and motioned for the man to continue.
Saiki pushed himself away from the table, walking a step or two forward, the shears back in his hand. “Well, this is quite wonderful,” he began, motioning to the fetus behind him, “but it can be somewhat limiting.”
The answer did nothing to unfurl Danilo’s look of uncertainty. “Okay?”
“Teeth,” Saiki said, tossing the word out casually.
“Teeth?” Danilo repeated.
“Yes,” Saiki said. “A few dozen or so. No more than a couple children should be sufficient to get me started.”
The look of confusion grew even more pronounced on Danilo’s face. “Children?”
“Yes,” Saiki replied, adding an elongated nod. “Somewhere between four and seven if possible. After they lose their baby teeth, they’re of no use any longer.”
Unsure of where to even begin asking questions, Danilo shook his head and turned back for the door. It was late and his body was beginning to come down off the adrenaline surge of earlier. He rubbed his hands once over his face and nodded. “When do you need them by?”
“A few days?” Saiki asked.
“That should be doable,” Danilo said, pushing his way through the air-locked door without waiting for a response. Underfoot the stairs shifted from tile back to carpet, the stairs creaking beneath his weight as he ascended.
“Children’s teeth,” Danilo muttered, shaking his head as he made his way towards his truck waiting outside.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
“This is bullshit! Bullshit!”
The sound passed through the thick wooden door as if it wasn’t even there. It was an angry, hostile voice that rolled out over the fifth floor of the state capitol, followed a moment later by the muffled sound of something being knocked to the ground.
Walter Tseng paused a moment outside the front entrance to the governor’s office and took a deep breath, letting his shoulders rise and fall with the effort. Already he could feel the prickly sensation of heat and perspiration rising on his scalp, his body’s natural defense to what waited on the other side.
With every particle of his being telling him not to, he raised his fist and rapped his knuckles against the door.
“Get in here!” the same voice snapped.
Tseng shook his head in disgust and pushed inside, the floor-to-ceiling door heavy as he pressed his forearm against it and forced it into the room. Light spilled out onto the darkened fifth floor, throwing his shadow against the ground as he entered, the image swallowed back up as it swung closed behind him.
Despite being the Chief of Police, it was only the third time Tseng had ever been inside the office. The first was a photo opportunity with the newly-elected governor three years before, the kind of event where everybody smiles through gritted teeth and shakes hands a little harder than necessary.
The standard round of dick-measuring exercises that politicians felt the need to perform as often as possible.
The second time was a year and a half prior, a perfunctory briefing about an outbreak of food poisoning in the local school systems. The governor had handled the entire thing with as much disdain and boredom as he could manage, making it quite clear that the event was nothing more than checking off a box in case somebody ever asked what he had done to help the situation.
What he also managed to do was earn himself the ire of Tseng and every other person in the room that wasn’t paid to kiss his ass. Still an underling at the time Tseng wasn’t in a position to make such feelings known, but he made no attempt to hide them to anybody that asked.
The office was exactly the same as Tseng remembered it from his previous two encounters. The carpet underfoot was thick, cream in color, not a stray mark of any kind visible. An oversized desk sat to the right, so large it resembled a conference table more than a workspace for a single man.
Across from it was a pair of plush leather sofas, facing each other with a coffee table splitting the space between them. Glass cases lined the outside of the room, all featuring relics of Native Hawaiian culture ranging from baskets woven from the stalks of Ti leafs to handheld weapons from centuries past, their wood polished to a gleam, lined with razor-sharp shark’s teeth.
Inside the room were four men, all standing, all staring back at Tseng. In the corner was another of Duke’s security detail, wearing sunglasses with his hands clasped in front of him. Approaching six feet in height, he was a little thinner than the others downstairs, but no less imposing.
To the far left stood Tim Hall, the governor’s Chief of Staff that had called Tseng forty-five minutes earlier. He too was dressed in an aloha shirt and chinos, his thinning red hair combed straight back. Freckles dotted his thin arms and face, a veneer of sweat visible beneath the overhead lights.
Despite being just over forty years in age, he seemed to be trembling like a frightened child.
In the middle of the room was Allen Wong, a man Tseng had only met once before but knew to be the governor’s Senior Policy Advisor. He stood with his hands thrust into the front pockets of his grey slacks, accentuating the stomach that protruded before him. His face was round and puffy, forcing his eyes down to almost slits. Thick dark hair sat in a loose snarl atop his head, streaks of grey just starting to show.
He nodded to Tseng in recognition, the movement devoid of any emotion one way or another.
Completing his sweep of the room, Tseng settled his gaze on the governor, alone behind his desk. 
Even if they had never met before, two things would have immediately made it clear who he was as Tseng entered. The first was that while everybody else was dressed in work attire, the governor looked no more than two minutes removed from bed. A ragged grey bathrobe hung from his shoulders, swinging free atop a pair of blue boxer shorts and a plain white t-shirt. 
The few remaining tufts of white hair he had stuck up in various directions above a pinched face with a pointed nose and chin. His cheeks glowed bright red, taking his usual ruddy complexion and enhancing it with a healthy dose of anger.
The second indicator that he was The Honorable Governor Dwight Randle was that no less than three portraits around them proclaimed as much. As Tseng cast a quick glance about the room, he couldn’t help but notice they were in fact the only décor of any kind on the walls.
Randle stood in silence a moment, his breath coming in heavy pants. His desk chair sat upside down on the floor beside him, the source of the noise Tseng heard just before entering. “What took you so long?”
The animosity Tseng felt for the man ratcheted up another notch, but he managed to swallow down the retort in his mind. He paused a full beat before deciding to ignore the question and pose one of his own. “Who is she?”
He positioned himself so he could see all three men in his peripheral vision, though it took only a moment to realize that wouldn’t be necessary. Hall’s gaze never left his shoes and while Wong made eye contact, it was apparent he had no intention of speaking.
This was the governor’s show. They had just been called in to bear witness.
“How the hell should I know?” Randle snapped. “Forty-five minutes ago I was asleep in my specially-designed Posturpedic bed. Now I’m standing here at two in the morning talking to you twits.”
The itching sensation returned to Tseng’s skin, this time a product of animosity more than trepidation. Once more he forced back the vitriol fighting its way to the surface. “Why haven’t the police been called?”
The governor made an exaggerated expression and shook his hand at Tseng. “They have been. Who the hell do you think you work for?”
Moisture formed along Tseng’s lower back and across his lip. “I mean, why weren’t officers called to secure the area? Why isn’t a crime scene unit going over everything as we speak?”
The governor looked at Tseng in disbelief a moment before sighing and bending at the waist. With a low wheeze of exertion he righted his desk chair and flopped himself down into it, the force pushing it several inches across the floor. 
“Christ, you don’t know anything about politics do you?”
Tseng cast a glance to Hall before moving back to Randle. “Apparently I don’t, but I assume I was called here about a murder, not politics.”
At the mention of the word murder, Randle winced and leaned forward in his chair. He extended a finger straight out at Tseng and said, “That’ll be enough of that, in this office or anywhere else. For all we know, that is a suicide down there.”
Tseng’s head rose an inch as he smirked, trying to keep his face from breaking into a full smile. “A suicide? Really?”
The governor opened his mouth to respond, but Wong interjected with a question first, drawing the attention of the other four men in the room.
“What makes you say it was a murder?”
“Given the thirty seconds I had to examine the scene?” Tseng asked, cutting his gaze to Randle so there was no mistaking where his frustration was aimed.
“See,” the governor snapped, waving dismissively at Tseng, “he already admits he’s had less than a minute to review things. He has no idea what’s down there. That girl committed suicide, plain and simple.”
Tseng pushed forward without even acknowledging the statement.
“Based on my preliminary assessment, she had to have been murdered somewhere else and the body dumped here.”
“Reason being?” Wong asked again.
“For starters, there’s no blood,” Tseng replied. “There are two vicious slashes to that girl’s body, one across her throat and another across her abdomen. Those are two of the heaviest blood-flow areas in the body. Had those wounds been inflicted on site, there would literally be liters of blood on the ground around her.”
“You don’t know those wounds were the cause of death,” Randle snapped. “She could have been a jumper.”
Tseng rolled his eyes, letting the momentum of the movement carry his attention back to the governor.
“Ignoring the fact that every possible route to the fifth floor is locked at this time of night, save a possible broken leg there are no signs of impact. A fall from five floors onto concrete would have split her head like a melon and snapped most of the bones in her body.
“I’m sorry Governor, but this was a murder and needs to be treated as such.”
 Randle leaned back in his chair and stared across at Tseng, the anger receding from his features, taking a bit of the red hue with it. He rested his head against the chair and closed his eyes, shaking his head from side to side.
Tseng watched him a moment before shifting his attention to Wong. “But what does that have to do with politics? And why isn’t a tech unit on site yet?”
“It has everything to do with politics,” Randle said from across the room without opening his eyes. “And there will be no tech unit. You have the next few hours to ascertain everything you can, and after that the scene will be scrubbed clean in time for a new day here at the capitol.”
“What?” Tseng spat, incredulity permeating the word.
When the governor made no movement of any kind, Tseng looked to Wong and then Hall and back again. “What do you mean there will be no investigation? No processing the scene?”
Tseng added as much acrimony as he could to the tone of his voice, finally drawing Randle’s attention enough to open his eyes.
“What you don’t seem to understand is that this is the state capitol building, in the middle of a legislative session, three months away from a very heated gubernatorial primary election.”
Tseng’s eyes bulged. “You think that down there was done because it is election season?”
“Of course it was,” Randle said, his own voice rising. “You think it is just coincidence that a pretty young blonde girl was found directly beneath my office? She is there because somebody is trying to jumpstart a political scandal right before the polls open. And I’ll be damned if I let that happen.”
Randle pushed himself up from his chair and walked forward, putting his fists down on the desk. He leaned forward onto them, staring at Tseng, the bathrobe hanging down on either side of his torso.
“So here’s how this is going to go. You, and you alone, are going to go back downstairs and get everything you can from that scene. You can take notes, but I get copies of everything, and they are to be shared with nobody in HPD, FBI, CIA, anybody.”
Tseng sighed and rolled his head to the side. The odds of that young girl being something that any of the alphabet agencies would be interested in was just one more example of Randle’s extreme overestimation of his own importance.
“And then what?” Tseng asked. “I wage a one-man investigation?”
“No,” Randle said, his gaze boring down on Tseng. “You go back to doing exactly what you always do, but when you’re not on the clock, when nobody is around, you monitor it. You keep close tabs on everything, and you report back to me.”
Disbelief roiled through Tseng. His jaw dropped open as once more he examined each of the faces in the room, trying to make sense of the madness he was hearing.
“Keep tabs on what?” he asked. “There’s no going over the scene, nobody on the force is allowed to know about this, I’m not allowed to touch it.”
“We’ve got someone in mind for that,” Wong said, drawing Tseng’s attention to the side.
“But we’ll get to that,” Randle said. “In the meantime, we have to know you’re onboard with us. After you leave this room, this conversation never took place. Come morning, that girl was never here.”
“You think you can just make this disappear?” Tseng asked. “There is a young girl murdered downstairs. She had a life, a family. She deserves to be investigated. Her killer must be brought to justice.”
“She will, and they will,” Randle said, his voice as even as if he were reporting the score of the previous night’s University of Hawaii baseball game. “But it will be done quietly and with discretion.”
Tseng drew his mouth into a tight line to keep himself from snapping back and began pacing. He thrust one hand into his slacks and other he drew into a fist, pressing it against his chin.
“And if I don’t? You realize I have the beat reporters from KHNL and KHON on speed dial, right? I could have crews here in minutes, cameras rolling.”
“But you won’t,” Randle said, same deadpan voice, now bearing a hint of condescension. 
“Why won’t I?” Tseng said. “What’s to stop me? You?”
“No,” Randle said, shaking his head, “though I could.” He pressed himself up from the table and walked back over to his chair. He folded the robe across his midsection and sat down, crossing his right leg over his left. “No, the person stopping you will be you.”
“Me?” Tseng asked.
“Yes, you,” Randle said. “Self-preservation will keep you from doing any of that, because if you did, I would have you removed from the Honolulu Police Department. No pension, no letter of recommendation. Good luck ever getting a job again after that.”
Tseng’s face twisted into anger. “Are you threatening me?”
“Not just you,” Randle said. “I know all about your wife Sharon. Be awful hard for a school teacher to ever work again after an accusation of being a child molester.
“Or your son, Walt Jr. You must have been so proud when he got that scholarship to UH. Can you imagine how damaging it would be if it got rescinded?”
Tseng took three quick steps across the room and slammed his hands down on the desk. “You lowdown son of a bitch.”
From the corner, the security agent matched Tseng’s movements, coming to a stop just inches from the governor. 
Randle glanced over his shoulder at the backup and smirked. “Because of the situation, I will allow you one outburst, Chief Tseng, but you would be well served to remember where you are and who you’re talking to.”
Tseng kept his hands against the wood of the desk for several seconds before pushing himself back. Again he returned to pacing, running a hand back over his hair.
“So you’ve got me over a barrel here. You’ve drawn me into something I had no part in, no choice on, and now I have to participate?”
The guard receded back into the corner as Randle shook a hand at Tseng. “Oh, don’t be so dramatic, it’s not like this comes without benefit to you. Help me take care of this and when we get through the election, the favor will be repaid in kind.”
Tseng stopped pacing and again glared at the governor. “What?”
Randle smiled. “Do you have any idea how much discretionary funding I have access to every year? How easy it is for me to pay out a bonus to a civil servant doing a good job? Provide scholarship monies for a student in need?”
“You’re going to bribe me into being complicit?” Tseng said, his face contorted, the word tasting nasty on his tongue.
“No, I’m going to blackmail you into helping me,” Randle said. “I’m just going to pay you for your service so we both sleep better at night once it’s done.”
Tseng kept his gazed aimed towards the floor, watching the cream carpet pass beneath his feet as he paced back and forth. He could feel four sets of eyes watching him as he went, but made no effort to speed up his thoughts or let them press him before he was ready.
It was clearly the most amoral, unethical thing he had ever heard of, let alone participated in. The mere thought of taking part made his stomach curl.
At the same time, he thought of Sharon and how much she adored those children. Of Wally and the time he spent working in the library to maintain his grades.
The truth was there was no way he couldn’t go along with this scheme. 
And the worst part was that everybody in the room knew it.
Tseng paced a full five minutes before coming to a stop, his face ashen and disgusted. He looked at every person in the room in turn, letting them register his disapproval, before asking, “So who’s this investigator you have in mind?”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
Dark red blood coursed from the open wound, spilling down Kalani Lewis’s chest. The stain showed shiny under the overhead street lamp, the only thing differentiating it from the black shirt of her HPD uniform.
“Don’t look at it,” her partner Ben Jacobsen said to her over and over, his body hovering above hers, his hand on her collarbone, holding her down against the pavement.
“How bad?” Kalani managed, her voice ragged as she drew in shallow breaths. The entire right side of her body felt like it was on fire, like a hot iron poker had been jabbed into her chest. One at a time she touched her thumb to each of her fingers, willing them to maintain sensation, forcing herself to stay in the present.
“You’re going to be fine,” Ben said, looking down at her and trying to force a smile, the rest of his face betraying his worry. He held the glance for no more than a second before looking away, his right hand raising a two-way radio to his face.
“Officer down! I repeat, officer down, on the corner of Kapiolani and Kapahulu,” Ben barked, strain evident in his voice.
Using every bit of strength she could muster, Kalani forced herself to stay awake. She drew in as much air as possible and blinked her eyes repeatedly, not allowing herself to succumb to the darkness creeping in on the edges of her vision.
“Where the hell is everybody?” Kalani gasped, trying to raise herself up only to be held down by Ben.
“Stay down,” Ben said without looking at her, his head twisting at the neck to survey the street around them. 
Kalani watched as he started to raise the radio back to his mouth, only to drop it halfway there, letting it clatter to the pavement with a sickening crunch. The moment it hit, his hand found the standard issue Glock holstered on his hip and drew it.
The pressure on Kalani’s collarbone disappeared as Ben released his grip on her and raised the gun with both hands, his arms fully extended in front of him.
“Police!” Ben bellowed. “Free-“
Kalani never heard him finish the word. The first bullet struck him in the stomach, pushing his torso back and extending his head and shoulders forward. The second hit him square on the cheekbone, throwing his head backwards, his entire body silhouetted in the streetlight as it arced away from her.
For one brief moment he hung suspended in air, his arms flailing in slow motion by his side as the Glock slid from his fingers, twisting away into the night. As he floated, the bullet punched through the back of his skull, bits of bone and hair, thick globules of blood and brain matter, all visible as it ejected into the darkness.
Kalani’s eyes grew large as air stopped finding its way into her lungs as she watched, her body flat on the ground. 
It was the same place she woke up every time. Just before Ben hit the ground, not long before she herself lost consciousness. 
At the time, the trauma of the moment was too much to force herself to stay awake. Now, it was too much for her body to remain asleep.
The satin sheets were slick with sweat as Kalani raised her palms to her eyebrows and ran them back over her forehead. Thick beads of sweat peeled away from her skin, streaming back into her hair line. She could feel her pulse pounding through her temples and could see the tan sheet covering her body rising and falling in rapid succession.
              Running her hands along the sheet to dry them, she rolled over onto a shoulder and stared wide-eyed at the clock. Square red digits told her it was half past seven, just minutes before the alarm was scheduled to go off. The idea of closing her eyes, of trying to catch a few more fleeting minutes of rest, entered her mind but was dismissed just as fast.
              She had seen this situation play out enough times to know what was waiting for her behind closed eyelids.
              Ben, her partner, her confidante, her best friend, silhouetted against the street light, the bullet and his soul both passing from his body in tandem.
              Once more she ran a hand over her sweat-soaked face and wiped it on the sheet beneath her. A pained groan passed from her lips as she pushed herself to a seated position and twisted to the side, tan feet finding the floor beneath her.
              “Here we go again,” she muttered, rising and making her way towards the bathroom.
              The harsh glow of the overhead light hurt her eyes as she went to the toilet and did her business before crossing over to the sink to wash her hands and face. When she was done, she stood back from the mirror and examined what she found, the corners of her mouth turning downward in a reflexive frown.
              The product of a father just one generation removed from the vineyards of Bordeaux, France, and a mother born on the windward coast of the island she now called home, her features were an amalgamation of the two. Her last name, blue eyes, and light complexion she drew from her father. The first name, thick dark hair, and round face were direct byproducts of her mother.
              In some places, the odd mix might have gotten her picked on as a child, might make her stand out now even in her early thirties.
              On Oahu, it went almost completely unnoticed.
              The frown grew a little deeper as Kalani stared at herself in the mirror, noting the dark circles that belied each of her eyes. She rolled her shoulders forward to see if her collarbones were actually as prominent as they seemed and poked at the nodules of her sternum which now showed plainly beneath her skin. In a move practiced every morning since the accident, she pulled the strap of her tank top aside to see the wound the bullet had made that night.
              The slug that was dug out of her was a nine millimeter, consistent with the scar a little wider than a centimeter on her skin. The edges of it were raised just slightly from the flesh around it, the wound sealed but still bright pink. The doctors had said she was lucky, the shot being a ricochet that imbedded itself in her flesh just short of doing any major damage.
              Kalani ran a pinkie across it, noting the smooth feel of the new skin beneath her fingertip, her face impassive as she did so. She rocked forward onto the balls of her feet and leaned her body in close to examine it in the mirror, her daily inspection interrupted by the sound of knocking at the front door.
              The air slid from Kalani’s lungs as her heart pounded in her chest, her body sliding into a balanced stance. She shuffled two quick steps out of the bathroom and peeked through the drawn curtain in her bedroom, trying to determine who would be calling on her at such an early hour.
              Wincing at the sight of early morning sun, she strained to see if a known car was parked in her driveway, but could make out nothing. 
              Letting the heavy fabric fall back into place, she scooped a long sleeve pullover up off the floor and tugged it on, walking towards the nightstand as she did so. Pulling the top drawer open, she shoved aside a pile of tissues and magazines to find the holstered .38 Special revolver her father had given her when she joined the force almost a decade before.
              Sliding the leather casing away from the weapon, she tossed it on the bed and waited as a second round of pounding erupted from the front door.
              Images of that night on the street swirled into Kalani’s mind as she crossed down the hallway and into the living room, gun raised by her ear. The entirety of the house was shrouded in artificial darkness, every last shade drawn as low as it would go.
              Cursing herself for leaving the house without any kind of visibility, Kalani took a deep breath and stepped up to the door, her bare feet silent on the floor. She paused as her eye sighted in on who stood outside before recognition set in and she stepped back, turning the heavy dead belt and wrenching the door open.
              There, standing on her doorstep, was a clearly exhausted Walter Tseng.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
              Kalani’s sandals slapped against the heels of her feet, tossing sand up onto her ankles and calves as she walked. Most of the time she wouldn’t have bothered putting them on, letting the white sand sift between her toes, but given the circumstances she thought some kind of shoe might lend a little more formality to the occasion.
              She was, after all, still in her pajamas.
              The warmth of the coffee she held in either hand passed through the beige ceramic mugs and into her palms, adding a bit more perspiration to them. She could think of a dozen different reasons why Chief Tseng would be showing up at her front door so early in the morning, none of them good. 
              In her ten years on the force, she had known Tseng peripherally both before and during his tenure as chief. While never reporting directly to him, she knew a handful of officers that did, all of them giving the same assessment of him when pressed.
              He was honest, fair, and loyal to those that deserved it. He also had a bit of a reputation as a teetotaler, a fact some on the force frowned upon but Kalani never minded. 
              In the limited interaction she had with him following the incident, she found the summary to be pretty accurate.
              Kalani walked in a straight line across the white sand that served as her front lawn towards a picnic table nestled at the base of a Banyon tree. Thick vines and twisted branches hung down in a serpentine formation, making the trunk seem twice as wide as it really was. Bunches of heavy leaves hung in clumps, most of them stopping a few feet above the table.
              Tseng sat with his back to her as she approached, perched on one side of the table, leaning forward onto his elbows. Kalani could see the profile of his face as she walked, his eyes looking out over the Pacific, pinched in thought. For a moment she considered sitting across from him before opting against it, sliding down on the opposite end of the bench.
              She sat a cup of coffee down before either of them and waited.
              It took almost a full minute for Tseng to snap himself away from his thoughts, the smell of the drink wafting up and penetrating his consciousness. He gave a sheepish smile as he looked down at his mug and then at Kalani, reaching forward and wrapping his hands around it.
              “Sorry,” he said, “long night.”
              “No problem,” Kalani said, trying her best to sound casual despite the deep-rooted nervousness that gripped her. 
She waited while Tseng took a long drink and sat the cup back down, keeping his hands on either side of it.
“Nice place you’ve got here.”
The statement pushed Kalani’s eyebrows up a fraction of an inch, the words a far cry from what she was expecting to hear. “Thank you. It belonged to my parents.”
“Oh,” Tseng said, dropping his head. “I’m very sorry.”
A half smile crossed Kalani’s face as she stared out over the ocean, watching the azure waves roll up with soft white peaks. “No, no. They’re fine, they just left it to me when they moved back to Pennsylvania a few years ago.”
“Oh,” Tseng repeated. “I thought you meant...What took them to Pennsylvania?”
“That’s where my dad was from originally,” Kalani said. “Only person you’ll ever meet that left Hawaii to retire back in the Midwest.”
A small chuckle rolled out of Tseng as he nodded his head in agreement. “Yeah, that sounds a bit backward.” He paused, drawing in another swallow of coffee before setting the cup down and pushing it a few inches away from his body. He laced his fingers together and said, “So you’re probably wondering what I’m doing here.”
Kalani glanced over at him and gave a small nod, the tension in her stomach returning. “Are you here to ask when I’m returning?”
Tseng pursed his lips and tilted his head to the side, his gaze focused out on the morning coming alive before them. “How you sleeping these days?”
A handful of responses ran through Kalani’s head, ranging from claiming to be one hundred percent fine to telling him she had a bad night every so often, but nothing she couldn’t handle. For whatever reason though, she couldn’t bring herself to say any of them. 
Instead, she just sat in silence and waited, hoping he would pick up on the insinuation.
The moment seemed to drag on forever, every second feeling like a lifetime to Kalani, before Tseng nodded and said, “The answer to your question is, I’m here to tell you you’re returning.”
Without processing the words, Kalani’s jaw dropped open and mouth went dry. She could feel her heart rate spike, beads of sweat appearing on her brow. “Sir, I know I’ve been out a couple months now, but—“
Tseng held up a hand, cutting her off. 
“This isn’t my idea,” he said. “What you went through was hell. It shook up most of the cops that arrived that night, just seeing what happened. I can’t even imagine what it did to you.”
For the briefest of instants, the same image that had woken Kalani less than an hour before passed through her head, Ben arcing backward, his body weightless as it hung suspended in the air.
She forced it away with a shake of her head.
“So then...?” Kalani asked, leaving the question open ended.
A long, slow puff of air passed through Tseng’s nose as he hung his head down and stared at the wooden table surface in front of him. He remained posed like that several moments before again raising his head to the ocean.
“Last night, a body was found atop the mosaic on the floor of the state capitol building. Governor Randle has asked that you specifically investigate it.”
The words hit Kalani like the head of a sledgehammer, smashing into her stomach and forcing the air from her lungs. Three times her lips moved to protest the directive, though no sounds escaped.
“Believe me, I have no idea why either,” Tseng said without looking over at her. “I explained to him that you were on leave right now and that you had just been accepted into detective training when the incident occurred, but he was emphatic. You and only you would handle this.”
Kalani’s head spun as she tried to make sense of the words she was hearing. She released the cup of coffee she was holding and drew her hands back into her lap, twisting her fingers into a ball. She stared down at them for several long moments, trying to keep her breathing even, to slow the heartbeat she could hear surging through her ears.
“Look, sir, I’m not sure what the governor thinks he knows, but I assure you it isn’t true. There was a time I would have killed for this opportunity, but to be honest, right now I’m not even sure if I’ll return to the force.”
Tseng gave her a sideways glance at the admission, his face impassive. “I told him that too.”
“And what did he say?”
“Told me to get my ass up here and convince you to do it.”
Kalani met his gaze for a moment before shifting hers back out towards the ocean. She pulled her feet free of the sandals and stood, walking a few feet to the side and leaning against a twisted bunch of corded branches hanging down.
“May I speak freely?” Kalani asked without looking over.
“Please,” Tseng replied.
“What the hell is going on here? Since when does the governor get to assign who handles a case? Especially to someone that isn’t even active duty, when there are dozens of able-bodied detectives ready to go?”
A long, deep snort rolled out of Tseng, lifting his head back several inches. “First of all, he’s the governor, so here in Hawaii he can pretty much do what he wants.
“Second, you think that’s weird, you haven’t heard anything yet.”
The comment came as a surprise to Kalani, who folded her arms across her chest and turned to stare at Tseng. For the first time, the slightest hint of curiosity was starting to creep in. “How’s that?”
Tseng unlaced his fingers and extended his hands out in front of him. He unfurled his right thumb away from his fist and said, “First, I’m the only person he called. If anybody ever asks, he did alert HPD about the murder, but I wasn’t allowed to bring in the crime scene techs, the detectives, not even the area patrol to secure the scene.”
“What?” Kalani asked, her eyes bulging. “So who’s at the scene now?”
“There is no scene now,” Tseng said. “I was given four hours to process what I could alone, then everything was packed up and scrubbed clean in time for another busy day at the capitol.”
“What?” Kalani repeated, her voice a mixture of shocked and appalled.
“Election season,” Tseng said simply, the only response he had. “Second, he wants you to handle the investigation because he knows you’re not active duty right now. You can move in relative invisibility.”
“Invisibility?”
“Yup,” Tseng said, nodding. “He wants this thing as quiet and as far off the books as he can get it. He’s convinced that this was the work of one of his political foes and he will not let this become all anybody’s talking about between now and the primary.”
Trepidations receding a bit, Kalani furrowed her brow, listening to the explanation being given to her. It was incomplete at best, a train wreck at worst, replete with dozens of gaping holes.
“But there are a hundred politicians at the capitol, why does it have to be about him?”
Another derisive snort rolled out of Tseng. “Have you met the governor?”
Kalani pushed on without acknowledging the question. “Chinatown is only three blocks from the capitol. Why does it have to be about politics at all?”
“Again I ask, have you met the governor?” Tseng deadpanned.
This time, his words struck a chord, bringing Kalani to a stop. She raised her hands above her head and rested them atop her scalp, trying to make sense of what she was being told. Around her the morning sun continued its ascent into the sky, bright rays of sun encroaching on their spot in the shade.
“Any idea who the victim was?” Kalani asked.
“None,” Tseng said.
“Much at the scene to go on?”
Tseng’s head shifted no more than an inch in either direction. “Physical evidence on the body. Otherwise surprisingly little for such a violent crime.”
Kalani nodded herself, linking up the information in her mind.
“So let me get this straight,” she said, her words slow and even. “Last night you were called to the capitol and told to process a scene by yourself. The second you were done, the body was removed and the entire thing washed away, which didn’t matter because there wasn’t much there anyway. And then you were told to come here and find me?”
“Your chronology is a little off, but you hit all the high points,” Tseng said. Still his voice was even and nearly void of emotion, his gaze locked on the horizon.
“And then what?” Kalani asked.
Tseng remained perfectly still for a full minute before rotating his head at the neck to stare at her. He ran his gaze the length of her body, Kalani feeling him assessing her attire and the bags under her eyes, before nodding once.
“And then you go find out who did it.”
A long moment passed as Kalani stared at him. She waited for another smirk, a half smile, any sign that he was joking with her. When it was clear that sign was never coming, she shook her head, making no attempt to hide her shock at the entire situation.
“I think Governor Randle has seen a few too many episodes of Hawaii Five-O. He needs Steve McGarrett on this case, not me.”
That drew out the smirk Kalani had been waiting on. “There’s no such thing as Five-O, but if there was, I’m sure he’d have called them instead of me last night.”
“Yeah, why did he call you?” Kalani asked, her trepidations, even her inhibitions, falling away bit by bit. “I mean, no disrespect sir, but if a full cover-up is what he was after, why bring you in at all?”
Tseng parted his hands and raised his palms towards the sky, raising his shoulders in a move that relayed he had no idea. “Best I can figure, he had no other option. By the time I got there last night, the girl was already cordoned off and her body was growing cold. They’d been there a while and clearly discussed every option before making the call.”
“So they decided...” Kalani began, letting the insinuation fill in the rest of her question.
“That they would call me and run an underground investigation,” Tseng said. “Keep it out of the papers, but give the impression everything was on the up-and-up should anybody go snooping.”
Kalani twisted her body away from Tseng, pressing her shoulder against the gnarled trunk of the tree. She nestled her narrow frame between two notches and crossed her left foot over her right, watching the perpetual motion in front of her, an unending cycle of waves fighting for supremacy, their ultimate goal being the first to reach the shore and deposit itself atop the brushed white sand.
“Politics,” she muttered, disgust dripping from the word.
“Politics,” Tseng agreed.
Kalani shifted her gaze over to Tseng, the scowl still splashed across her features. “What do you think?”
“Truth?” Tseng asked, looking over to match her gaze for a moment. “I think this whole thing is a disaster in the making. I don’t want a part of this any more than I can tell you do, but we don’t have a choice.”
It was the exact thing Kalani had been thinking for the past five minutes, though she appreciated Tseng’s willingness to say it out loud. “The governor calls and leans on you, you come out and lean on me.”
“No,” Tseng said, shaking his head, letting the movement take his focus back out to sea. “The governor is leaning on both of us, he’s just letting me be the messenger on this part of it.”
A comment about not having a choice came to Kalani’s mind, but she kept it to herself. Tseng had already explained that to her, there was no point in rehashing it.
She was going back into the field, whether she wanted to or not.
“How would I even go about this?” she asked, her tone detached, full of resignation.
Tseng picked up his mug and drained the remainder of his coffee before setting it down and smacking his lips. “You’ve been a cop for ten years now, you know how to run an investigation.”
“Yeah, as a cop,” Kalani countered. “What you’re describing is something different.”
“True,” Tseng conceded, raising his eyebrows and nodding a bit. “But I was able to lift the girl’s prints at the scene and while I may be stereotyping here, something tells me she’ll be in our system.”
“It’s a start,” Kalani said.
“I also got him to agree to let an ME examine the body. He doesn’t want anybody on the city or even state payroll to see it, so it’s being shipped out to Tripler as we speak.”
Another comment came to Kalani’s mind, but she let it pass.
“Beyond that, your point of contact will be me,” Tseng said. “For everything. Whatever you need, I will try to get for you.”
The word caught Kalani’s attention, pulling her gaze back over towards him. “Try?”
“What can I say, it’s a shit show,” Tseng said. “We’ll both do what we can with what we’ve got, and get out of this as fast as we can.”
Kalani fell silent, mulling over the situation. Calling it a shit show might be underselling the situation. An hour ago, she was asleep in her bed. Now she was being forced back to a life she had left months before and still saw every time she closed her eyes.
“You know, this might be the nudge you need,” Tseng said. 
Kalani shifted her attention back to him, remaining silent.
“What you went through...” Tseng began before pausing and shifting directions. “I don’t blame you for taking time off, and I’m sorry to be here now interrupting it, but this might not be a bad thing. Might be the kind of jolt to get you going again.”
Kalani stared at him a long moment, feeling her eyes narrow a bit in frustration. “You think?” 
“At the very least, it should give you some clarity on those questions you’ve been asking yourself,” Tseng said. “If nothing else, by the time this over, you’ll know whether to hang up your badge or not.”
The narrowed eyes and pursed brow stayed in place as Kalani slid her gaze back out to sea. What he was saying wasn’t wrong, she had already considered that fact herself, but something about him already thinking that far ahead didn’t sit right with her. She thought about commenting on it, but decided to let it slide.
She had another more pressing matter to get to at the moment. 
“I assume you don’t expect me to do all this alone?”
 
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
From the outside, the office looked just like a hundred, a thousand, others throughout Honolulu. A solid brick façade offset by evenly spaced windows, all of them stretching from a foot off the ground to a foot beneath the first floor ceiling. A standard glass and steel double door was placed in the center of the building, opening outward towards the street.
Unlike most other though, campaign signs covered every square inch of glass along the entire front. 
In most states, primary campaigns were something of a perfunctory exercise. The respective political parties came together months in advance and decided what individual would represent them in the coming election, the general thinking being not to expend precious resources eight months before the real contest.
Perhaps even more important, the idea was to not put their candidates through so much unnecessary bloodshed and provide their opposition a roadmap on how to defeat them.
In Hawaii, a state that saw as close to a single-party system as any in the country, this was not the case. 
Throughout the islands, the Democratic Party enjoyed a competitive margin larger than any other state. In the 2008 presidential election, it was the only one to give more than seventy percent of its vote to a single candidate. As it currently stood, there was but a single Republican in the entire state senate.
The cumulative effect of such one-sided representation meant that unlike other states, the real heavy lifting of campaign season happened in August. 
If a candidate wanted to obtain office, they had to do two things. They must first be a Democrat, and they must second survive the primary.
The moment the front door of Mary-Ann Harris’s gubernatorial campaign office opened, both of those facts were announced with glaring obviousness. Stacks of campaign materials, ranging from yard signs to ink pens, stood piled on every available surface, all adorned with Harris’s name and the unmistakable Democratic elephant. Underscoring them was the catchphrase, “Say Aloha to change!”, everything done in garish displays of red, white, and blue.
Weaving their way amongst the stacks of materials were scads of workers. Some sat at desks wearing business attire, working the phones for campaign donations, trying to secure campaign stops for their candidate, rattling off information to concerned voters. Others wore t-shirts displaying the same name and slogan as the signs they carried, ready to head off for another day in the field.
At three minutes before nine, Mary-Ann Harris walked through the front door, a copy of the morning Star-Advertiser under her arm, a cup of coffee from the local house on the corner in her hand. Dressed in slacks and a red dress jacket, she caught sideways glances as she walked through the room, none of the workers daring to stop her as she went.
Standing right at five and a half feet tall with blonde hair giving way to white, she was far from an imposing figure. High-cheek bones accentuated a heart-shaped face, with watery blue eyes and thin lips.
What had everyone acting skittish was the appointment she had waiting in her office. Nobody was quite sure why he was there or what he was after, but there were only a few reasons a man of his repute could be waiting for her, few of them positive.
Sensing the demeanor of those around her, Harris kept her eyes locked straight ahead and strode to her office, ignoring the blatant looks coming her way. The noise of the headquarters dwindled away to nothing more than a low hum as she walked through, her square heels echoing off of the tile floor beneath her. Keeping her expression impassive, she walked to the rear of the room and entered her office, closing the door behind her. In quick order, she sat the coffee and paper down on her desk, walked to the bank window staring out over everything, and shifted the blinds closed.
Darkness enveloped the room as Harris felt her way along the wall and flipped on the overhead lights. She paused for a moment to let her eyes adjust to the pale white hue before turning, a smile affixed to her face.
“Thank you for coming.”
Across from her, slouched down into the leather chair opposite her desk, sat Kimo Mata. His compact frame was splashed sideways across the chair, his left leg draped over the arm and swinging free. He stared back at Harris with heavily lidded eyes, a shadow of facial hair growth spread across his face. Dark hair was a uniform half inch long clear around and his cargo shorts and aloha shirt were rumpled.
“I hope it’s worth my time,” Kimo said as way of a greeting.
Harris kept the smile in place and walked around behind her desk, ignoring the newspaper as she picked up her coffee and settled into her chair. “Looks like you’ve had a rough morning. If I had known, I would have brought you one of these too.”
Kimo shook his head and said, “I’m on the backend of a long night, coffee would just keep me up.”
“Oh,” Harris said, taking a drink and setting the cup down in front of her. “I will try to be brief then.”
“Appreciate it,” Kimo said, arching an eyebrow. He motioned back over his shoulder with a nod of his head and said, “You always have such a chilling effect on your staff?”
“Was it that obvious?”
“I knew the minute you walked in here,” Kimo replied. “Could have heard a pin drop, let alone those oversized shoes of yours.”
The remark drew a smirk from Harris as she measured the man across from her. She, as did most people in Hawaii, knew him quite well by reputation. It was the first time she’d ever met him in person though, a visage that didn’t quite measure up to the legend.
“Most mornings, no,” Harris said. “But I think their reaction today was more to you being here than my arrival.”
“Should I be offended or flattered?” Kimo asked, the arched eyebrow rising a little higher.
Harris extended her hands to either side and smiled. “You saw this place when you walked in. This is ground zero for a race to the governor’s seat that only has a couple of months remaining.”
A smug half-smile stretched across Kimo’s face. “So worried about things around here that my presence is enough to throw everyone into a panic?”
“You’re being modest, Mr. Mata,” Harris replied. “You’re well known as the best investigative journalist in the state. Wherever you show up, influential people tend to take a hit.”
“I’m taking that as a compliment.”
“You should,” Harris replied. “That’s why I called you.”
Silence fell between the pair for a moment. Harris watched as Mata ate up the praise, bobbing his head just slightly in agreement with her statements. She knew from a lifetime of working around men that he would milk the moment as long as he could before pushing forward, so she decided to let him have it.
Her next appointment wasn’t until ten. She could afford to give his ego a few extra seconds.
“Two things you should know right off,” Kimo said after a full minute. “I don’t give free passes, and I don’t do puff pieces.”
Confusion clouded Harris’s face for a moment. She twisted her head to the side and pursed her lips, motioning for him to continue.
“The first part is pretty straight-forward. If this is because you guys are under investigation for election fraud, have been receiving illicit campaign donations, hell, you’re screwing the kid that hands out buttons for you, I don’t care. If you called me here to ask me to look the other way, that’s not going to happen.”
A flush of indignation fired hot behind Harris’s cheeks. It took her several moments to quash it down, swallowing the hostility she wanted to fire back at him. “I understand, and I assure you that’s not why I called.”
“And the second part,” Kimo said, “should be self-explanatory. Your back story, an Army wife, the mayor’s wife, now a crusading widow, all of it, while admirable and a great human interest piece, isn’t my bag.
“Besides,” he added, motioning to the bookcase behind Harris’s head, “you’ve already written that story yourself.”
There was a slight urge for Harris to turn and look in the direction Kimo motioned, but she managed to refrain. The book wasn’t her idea and she wasn’t terribly proud of the way it turned out. It was done at the suggestion of many consultants who claimed she needed something to catapult her forward as a legitimate candidate before jumping into politics.
“That’s not why I called you either,” Harris said, her voice cool. So far Kimo had taken the upper hand in the conversation, but from this point forward it was her show to run.
“So why am I here?” Kimo asked.
Harris paused and took another long pull from her coffee, making sure she had his attention. She had thought all morning on how best to spring this news on him, finally opting for the straight-ahead approach. “I have it on good authority that a body was found at the state capitol this morning.”
There was no visible outward reaction from Kimo at all.
“Bullshit,” he said. “I have been working all night. If the police had gotten a call last night, I would have heard about it.”
Harris shifted her head at the neck from side to side, her white-blonde hair brushing against her shoulders. “The police weren’t called.”
Kimo opened his mouth to speak before pausing, his eyes narrowing. “What?”
“The body was found lying dead center of the mosaic on the capitol floor. Governor Randle didn’t want it getting out, presumably this close to the election, and ordered a complete cover-up.”
“Bullshit,” Kimo repeated, leaning his head back in his chair. “The governor is crazy, but he’s not stupid. No way he concealed something like that, especially this close to an election.”
Harris raised her palms to the ceiling. “I’m just telling you what I know.”
“Yeah? And how do you know this?”
“I’m sure a man like you can respect the need to protect sources,” Harris replied. “But I can assure you, it came from a very solid connection. If it was said this happened, it happened.”
Kimo paused, staring up at the bookshelf behind Harris’s head. He tapped his thumb in rapid fashion against his thigh, chewing at the inside of his cheek. Harris could see the questions and plot points forming in his head, his mind already trying to wrap itself around the enormity of what she was telling him.
“Who was it?”
“I don’t know,” Harris said. “All I know is it was a young woman, maybe early-twenties.”
“That’s pretty thin.”
Harris shrugged a shoulder. “I’ve got a campaign to run here. You’re the reporter. I gave you a golden lead, where it goes is on you.”
The statement came out a little harsher than planned, though the words did manage to find their intended mark. Kimo shifted his gaze from the bookcase to Harris, his eyes cold. He glared at her for several moments before leaning his head back in the chair again.
“I still don’t buy it,” Kimo said. “This isn’t television. These sorts of things don’t happen in real life.”
“That’s exactly what I said, but my contact was emphatic. Said they knew it to be true beyond a shadow of doubt.”
“Huh,” Kimo said, rolling the words around his mind. “And you’ll have to forgive me if I find you a less-than-credible source right now too, given what you stand to gain in all this.”
“That’s fair,” Harris said, nodding. “I don’t expect preferential treatment here, or any treatment for that matter. I just happened to catch wind of something I’m now sending up the line.”
“If that were really the case, you’d have called the police, not me,” Kimo bantered.
“And told them what? I think, based off nothing more than a late night phone call, that my opponent is hiding a murder? That’s a good way to get myself a truckload of negative press.”
“So you called me instead?”
“You’re a well-respected reporter that has been known to work with the police before. If this is something, you can bring them in.”
Kimo nodded his head slightly. “And if it’s not?”
“Then you were given a bad lead. Unfortunate, but not unheard of.”
Again Kimo worked at the inside of his jaw. Harris could tell that he was going through the required paces, feigning disinterest, acting skeptical, drawing the conversation out, but there was no way he wasn’t going to jump at this story. The possibilities were just too great, the implications too high, for him to resist.
If she were a reporter, there’s no way she would have let it slide by.
“If this does turn into something and the police ask where I got the lead?”
“Anonymous source,” Harris replied. Her tone was iron, making sure that he knew that part was non-negotiable. “Does that mean you’ll take a look into this?”
Kimo dropped his feet to the floor and stood. He hefted a shoulder bag up from the ground beside him and dropped the strap over his shoulder, the weight distorting his shirt across his chest. 
“You knew I would the moment you called me.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
Kalani knew exactly when her target would show up, the kind of knowledge accumulated from years of rote patterned behavior. In the off chance that something had changed in recent times she arrived a half hour early, parking her Jeep in the last free stall available in the Sunset Beach parking lot. Nothing more than two dozen spots marked out in faded yellow paint, she nosed the car into the last stall on the end and killed the engine.
For a moment she sat still, listening to the engine tick. The ground sloped up from where she sat, blocking the ocean from view, but she could hear the waves depositing themselves on the beach less than a hundred yards away. The smell of salt was heavy in the air, filling her nostrils and settling on her skin.
A half smile traced her lips as she climbed out and stepped over the knee-high concrete wall separating the parking lot from the grassy bank of Sunset Park.
Checking her watch, she saw she still had a few minutes, so she walked across the grass and stopped by the line of Koa trees that marked the start of the beach. In front of her mounds of clean white sand sloped downward for thirty yards before dropping off abruptly towards the sea, the end result of a winter of pounding waves. 
The smile on her face grew a bit larger as she stared out, a persistent breeze rolling off of the water and rushing over her face, pushing the hair from her neck. 
“Well, I’ll be damned,” a voice said from behind her, the sound familiar in her ears. She waited a moment with her eyes closed and the smile in place before turning on the ball of her foot back towards the parking lot.
There, standing in front of her, was Jon Ripowski.
Nearly three years had passed since she’d last seen him, though the only differences were his hair was a little longer and his body a bit leaner. Otherwise, he still had the same blonde locks and dark skin, both accentuated by a heavy dose of sun. His blue eyes sparkled as he smiled at her, a wide toothy grin stretched halfway across his face.
He was dressed in a winter wet suit, the top half off and hanging loose around his waist. The bottom half stopped just below the knee, his feet bare. A seven foot cutter surfboard was tucked beneath his left arm, the leash dragging along the ground behind him.
“Kalani Lewis,” he said, ambling towards her in an exaggerated walk, throwing one foot out in front of the other. “How the hell are you?”
“Hey, Rip,” Kalani said, approaching him in the same gait. She went straight to him as he extended the right hand away from his body, rising onto her toes and wrapping her arms around his neck. She felt his grip pull tight across her rib cage a long moment before the two released, stepping back a few feet to assess one another.
“My God,” Rip said, drawing the word out so it sounded closer to ‘Gawd,’ his Texas drawl on full display. “What’s it been now? Two, three years?”
“Anyway,” Kalani said, nodding. “Not since the retirement party.”
Rip had sent flowers after the incident with a card expressing his apologies for being on the mainland for the winter. At the time, it was seen as nothing more than a kind gesture. 
Now, it was the very reason for her being on Sunset.
“That’s right,” Rip said, smiling and nodding. “The retirement party. How is your old man? Still doesn’t want to move back to Hawaii?”
“Ha!” Kalani replied, the sound coming out more like a bark than a laugh. “He says every day he’s coming back, but we all know he never will. Pennsylvania is his home, no matter how cold it gets in the wintertime.”
Rip shook his head from side to side as she talked, a wistful smile in place.
“And how have you been?” Kalani asked. She waved a hand at the board and his attire and said, “I see you’re still taking full advantage of that military schedule.”
“Actually, I’m out,” Rip replied. “Signed on at seventeen, put in my twenty, got out four months ago.”
An exaggerated look of surprise rolled out of Kalani, her eyes bulging. “You’re retired? At thirty-seven?”
“Not a bad life, right?” Rip said, smiling and extending his arms to either side. He closed his eyes and raised his face towards the sun, letting it roll over his features. “Though if anybody asks, I signed up at eighteen and got out at thirty-eight. You know how the Army can be about their rules.”
Kalani knew about their rules far better than any person that had never served should ever have to. “Mum’s the word.”
“So to what do I owe the pleasure of your company today? You don’t appear to be dressed for the water, though I’ve got another suit in the van if you’re interested.”
“Oh God, the van,” Kalani said, bending at the waist to see past him. “I would have hoped that thing was long gone by now.”
“Hey, don’t make fun of Vanna,” Rip said. “She might not look like much, but she’s a classic.”
“Yeah, she looks like something that’ll get you arrested while sitting outside an elementary school.”
A deep snort rolled out of Rip as he shook his head, waving a hand at her. “Did you have a purpose in coming out here today? Or were you just looking to make fun of my girl?”
Kalani shifted herself back upright, the smile fading from her face. She waited as a pair of young men in wet suits with body boards sauntered by, each of them leering at her as they went. Once they were out of earshot she nodded to a bench overlooking the beach. “You got a minute?”
The smile fell away from Rip’s face as well, his face taking on a solemn expression. He nodded once, his eyes never leaving Kalani. “Alright.”
In silence they walked over and took a seat, Rip leaning his board against the backrest and perching himself on the top edge. Kalani settled herself on the seat and turned towards him, one leg curled beneath her.
She’d been trying to piece together all day how to best approach this, the right words still eluding her. She took a deep breath, forcing herself to remain calm, her voice even.
She was just here to ask for an old friend’s help. The worst he could do was say no.
“This morning, Chief Tseng paid me a visit at home,” she began.
Rip remained silent, watching her, waiting for her to get to the reason she was there.
Kalani glanced up at his unblinking face, then twisted and checked the area to make sure they were alone. On the opposite side of the park two young girls threw a tennis ball to a small mutt of indiscernible breed. In the parking lot a trio of oversized tourists in garish shirts loaded into their rented convertible.
Nobody paid them any mind.
“Last night a body was found on the floor of the state capitol. Governor Randle wants to keep it quiet, so he called Tseng directly, told him it stays off the books.”
“Damn,” Rip muttered. “Must have either been somebody important or foul play involved.”
“Definitely wasn’t the first one,” Kalani said. “Not sure about the second. Either way, he told Tseng he wants me personally to look into it, report everything I find back to him.”
Rip’s eyes shot open, surprise obvious on his features. “You?”
“Me.”
“I mean, no offense,” Rip said, “but are you up for that just yet?”
Kalani turned and looked out over the ocean, a dozen or more surfers dotting the water. She watched as they sat atop the turquoise water, nothing more than small dots rising and falling with the waves. “None taken. And, truthfully, I have no idea. But I didn’t have a choice.”
“Mmm,” Rip said, twisting himself to face forward. He leaned his elbows onto his knees and looked out at the ocean, the late day sun painting his body gold.
Kalani stared at him a moment, his attention shifted away from her. It was the first time since he arrived that he wasn’t peering directly at her, the opportunity she’d been looking for. If there was ever a moment when she could get her request out, this had to be it.
Another deep breath before plunging straight ahead.
“Look, I know this is random, and please don’t feel obligated in the slightest. Chief Tseng said I could work with someone on this, but they couldn’t be from the force, past or present.”
Rip remained silent a moment. “Doesn’t leave a lot for you to choose from.”
“No, that’s not what I meant,” Kalani said. She paused a moment and took another breath, trying to put together exactly what she wanted to say.
“My father always said you were the best MP that ever served under him. You know how the old man was, he didn’t just dole out praise like that.”
A small turn of the head was the only response Rip gave.
“You’ve been a friend of the family for years and years now,” Kalani said, “which makes this that much harder to ask. But at the same time, you’re one of the few people here I trust. If I’m going to get back out there, I have to have that.”
There were a few more things she wanted to add, but held off. Instead she turned back towards the ocean and matched Rip’s pose.
“Look, I know this is sudden,” she said. “I’m going to meet with the ME at Tripler tomorrow morning at ten. I’ll be having breakfast at Roy’s at nine. If you can join me, I’d love to have you. If not, it was good seeing you Rip, and thank you for the flowers. They meant a lot.”
Her resolve gone, Kalani rose and turned away. “Don’t be afraid to stop by some night for a beer.”
She walked back across the grassy expanse without turning around, climbed into her Jeep and eased away. The last thing she saw as she pulled onto the King Kamehameha Highway was Rip, still seated on the back of the bench, his board resting by his side.
 
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
Danilo Cruz lifted the second 5 Hour Energy to his lips and upended it, the few ounces of liquid caffeine tasteless as it slid down his throat. He tapped the rim of the container against his bottom teeth to make sure it was completely empty before twisting the cap back on and placing it in the cup holder beside him.
The van he was now seated in was a loaner, a vehicle procured specifically for the task at hand. Despite his love for the new truck and all that it symbolized, it was also easy to recognize and remember. If anybody were to catch a glimpse of him as he did this, he needed to make sure they recalled something that could in no way be traced back to him.
Danilo sat behind the wheel of the van and shook his head, willing the energy drink to do its job and jolt him awake. Years before he had sworn off ever drinking coffee, a tribute to his parents that spent so much of their lives being forced to pick it. As the years on his odometer inched their way towards forty though, he found himself more and more in need of an artificial jump start to the day.
Especially when so many of his days seemed to be starting as the sun was going down.
Curled up in a cage on the backseat was a small dog, a Westie-Terrier mix he picked up at an animal shelter on the windward side that morning. Black and white in color, it whined every few moments, its empty stomach rumbling loud enough for Danilo to hear from the front seat.
Neither the dog nor its hunger was any of consequence to Danilo. Both were now present for a distinct purpose and would be cast aside once it was served.
Slumped low behind the wheel, Danilo was almost invisible as he sat and watched the park across the street. Nestled in behind Roosevelt High School, it sat right at the base of Tantalus Mountain. Stretched over a hundred yards in length, it featured a small playground in the center with a series of athletic courts off to the right. On the left was a makeshift skate park, a handful of young boys in hard hats and elbow pads plying their tricks.
 The park was chosen for two very distinct reasons. First, he knew the area well. Just two blocks away from Roosevelt High School, he had spent many weekend evenings watching ballgames at nearby Ticky Vascellenos stadium. Never before had he thought of the nights spent under the lights as performing reconnaissance, but it had turned out to be a nice side benefit.
The second was the unique geographic advantage the park provided him. With an elongated design that curved around the base of the mountain, one end was virtually out-of-sight from the other. Even now as a group of adolescents rode skateboards on one side, they couldn’t see the quartet of young boys playing four-square at the opposite end.
Two banks of lights provided illumination, both placed to either side of the center fields, neither reaching the outer edges of the park. Behind everything was Mount Tantalus, a heavily forested bank that rose straight up, culminating at Punchbowl Cemetery several hundred feet above.
All told, Danilo had four young boys in his sights, isolated in the dark, with nowhere to run.
It was almost too easy.
Danilo let the plan come together in his mind, a bit of adrenaline entering his system. Combined with the two energy drinks sloshing around in his stomach his senses went into high-alert, every nerve in his body agitated and ready for movement.
A person with a moral compass more attuned to right and wrong might have felt remorse for what was about to happen, maybe even a bit of disgust. Danilo felt nothing of the sort. The task he was about to perform, much like the one the night before, were bore of loyalty. Long ago he had sworn to do all that was required of him, the recent turn in job duties be damned. 
A humorless smile contorted his features as he stared out, his fingers wrapping around the steering wheel and gripping it tight. His tongue slid out over his lips, the scene as it was about to play out rolling through his mind.
“You ready?” Danilo asked, pressing his chin into his right shoulder to speak to the dog behind him. A pair of moist and shiny eyes stared back at him, a pink tongue running out over a black nose in response.
“I’ll take that as a yes,” Danilo said. Releasing the wheel with his right hand, he slid the gear shift down into drive and eased the van down the street and into the lot on the far end of the park. As he drove, the headlights splashed across the four young boys, drawing their attention over towards him.
None looked to be more than six or seven years old, two even younger than that. All had thick dark hair and dirty faces, wearing an assortment of old t-shirts. They glanced over for a second as he parked, returning to their game the moment his headlights blinked out.
A smirk tugged at the corner of Danilo’s mouth. The pleasure he enjoyed was not of the twisted variety found in Dr. Saiki. There was no particular joy for him in harming children, or a dog for that matter, but rather the pleasure in knowing he was the best at what he did. It would not matter if four full grown men were in the park, their fates would be just as certain as the boys now before him.
Just as certain as the young woman he found the night before.
Wrenching the front door open, he slid out from behind the wheel and went around to the rear bench seat. Reaching inside, he unlocked the wire metal cage and opened the gate. The moment it was agape, the dog shot out from inside it, blowing past Danilo and down into the dusty lot. In three quick bounds it was up onto the grass, running at full tilt for the boys.
“Even better than I could have imagined,” Danilo said, fighting to hide the smile on his face. He remained in the backseat long enough to close the cage door and set it down on the floorboard before pulling back, a tennis ball in his hand.
“Bruno, what are you doing?” Danilo chided, bouncing the ball twice, ignoring the puffs of dirt that arose each time it hit the ground. He put a broad smile on his face and walked steadily towards the boys, all four having forgotten their game and descending on the puppy. With hungry fingers they scratched at its ears and backside, the dog eating up their attention with unbridled glee.
“You named a girl Bruno?” one of the boys asked, rising to full height above the others.
Danilo made a note of the boy and his position, the smile never retreating from his face as his mind went to work on a response. 
“I let my son name him a long time ago. He didn’t realize it was a girl, he just liked the name Bruno.”
The boy nodded in acceptance of the answer, a smaller boy beside him giggling. “That’s silly.”
“Yes, I thought so too,” Danilo said, “but what am I to do?”
Without ever breaking stride or losing the smile from his face, Danilo stepped forward and swung his foot in a quick half-arc, lifting the younger boy into the air and depositing him flat on his back. Before any response at all could be mustered from the group, he shuffled closer and smacked the standing boy with a right hook that dropped him on contact.
A third boy got half a syllable out before Danilo spun on the ball of his foot and caught him with an elbow behind the ear. 
The final boy, the smallest of the four, never even took his hands from the dog, his mouth open in surprise. Danilo finished him with a quick snap kick, a lashing movement across the cheek that sent his eyes rolling back in his head and his squat body flat onto his back.
Four blows, all timed out at less than a second each.
The dog remained motionless, its dark eyes wide with terror, as Danilo piled the four boys up and hefted them from the ground, carrying two in each arm. Combined they weighed just over a couple hundred pounds, no match for the combined effects of caffeine and adrenaline now surging through his system.
They could have weighed as much as a small automobile and it wouldn’t have mattered.
Moving quick, his gaze darting back and forth, Danilo loaded them into the van and climbed behind the wheel. He started the engine and backed out of the parking spot, waiting until he made the corner before flipping on the headlights.
From the edge of his vision he could still see the dog sitting in the middle of the park, watching in silence as he drove away.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
“Shit,” Kalani muttered, swirling the last few dregs in the bottom of her coffee cup. She glanced again up at the clock on the wall behind the counter, the red and black plastic indicating it was half past nine. 
The fact that she was sitting alone made sense. There was no reason for Rip to assist her, no call for him not to be offended that the first time they’d even spoken in years was when she arrived needing something.
Still, she had hoped he might agree to help anyway.
Attribute it to some sort of lingering familial connection, perhaps a misguided sense of duty even, but for whatever reason, she thought he would show. Many times throughout the night she pictured him waiting in the parking lot when she arrived, a witty one-liner for her in greeting.
Once more she glanced at the clock, another stark reminder of how wrong she was.
Thinking better of the grounds still lingering in the bottom of her mug, Kalani laid a ten down on the table, nodded at the waitress and stepped outside. She climbed into her Jeep and stayed on the back streets, driving with the windows down.
For a brief time her father had been a patient at Tripler Army Medical Center, the result of some shrapnel taken when a long-thought dormant bomb exploded unexpectedly. By all accounts he had been lucky, receiving a two week stay in the infirmary instead of an eternal resting spot up the road at Punchbowl.
Others didn’t share his good fortune.
Every day for two weeks in high school Kalani had made the trip, sitting by her father’s side and reading his favorite Louis L’Amour novels to him. As she drove, images from the past flooded into her mind, an unconscious comparison of what was and what had been.
More homes had grown up in the previous fifteen years, choking out any free space to speak of. Many of the towering trees that lined the roadways were now gone, replaced with telephone and electric lines. No more was the sightline open to the ocean, replaced by an uneven smattering of apartment buildings and office complexes.
With a heavy shake of her head, Kalani rolled up to the front gate of the facility. A young marine with a jarhead haircut stepped out of the front guardhouse as she approached, a clipboard in hand.
“Good morning, ma’am,” the young man with Benson stenciled on his urban camouflage BTU’s said. “How may I help you?”
Bristling slightly at the term ma’am, Kalani forced a smile and said, “Kalani Lewis here to see Medical Examiner Janice Song.”
Benson looked down at his clipboard a moment, using his finger to scan the list. Finding nothing, he flipped to a second page and made it halfway down before stopping. “Oh yes, here we are. Dr. Song is in the basement of building C, parking is right out front.”
“Thank you,” Kalani said, nudging the Jeep forward and cresting a hill, the sprawling expanse of Tripler coming into view.
The largest medical facility in the western hemisphere, it provided health services to a geographic region covering over half the Earth’s surface. Painted coral pink to match the Royal Hawaiian in Waikiki, the enormous facility was unmistakable from the air or ground.
Kalani pushed her sunglasses up high on her head and circled around to building C, parking halfway back the lot. She checked the time and pulled a canvas shoulder bag up from the seat beside her, slamming the door shut as she walked for the front door. 
Halfway there she saw a recognizable figure unfold himself from a bench, standing to meet her on the front walk.
“First thing you should know is, I don’t eat breakfast,” Rip said. The words were delivered without any hint of emotion, no trace of hostility or humor present.
“I don’t really either,” Kalani said, “but I thought you Army types were all about your three squares a day.”
“Which is why I don’t,” Rip countered. “I eat whenever I want and I never let a barber use clippers on my hair.”
A hint of a smile crossed Kalani’s face. “You’re such a rebel.”
              “Apparently not. I’m here now aren’t I?”
              Kalani nodded. “Thank you for coming.”
              Rip nodded, adding a sound that was somewhere between a snort and a grunt for emphasis. “Just so we’re clear, I don’t know how long I’m sticking around on this.”
              “But you’re here now,” Kalani said, picking up on the insinuation. She paused a moment, long enough to let just a touch of awkward silence settle in, before motioning towards the door with the top of her head. “Shall we?”
              “We shall,” Rip said, waiting for her to continue before following.
              Building C was not an active patient care facility, devoid of a front desk or waiting room. Kalani knew from some online research the night before that it housed nothing but medical examination and research capabilities, the office she was looking for two stories underground. Without a word she led Rip down two long flights of stairs to the level B2 before passing through a set of steel double doors.
              A wide hallway stretched out before them, floor covered in alternating tile squares of black and white. Overhead pale yellow bulbs shined down, bathing everything in an unnatural hue. A series of doors painted black passed by on either side, their windows etched with chicken wire. 
              “Why do these places always have to be in a basement?” Kalani asked. “As if a room full of dead bodies isn’t creepy enough.”
              “Easier to keep refrigerated,” Rip said matter-of-factly. “Can you imagine trying to run temperature control on an above-ground morgue in Hawaii?”
              The thought of telling Rip that the question was rhetorical crossed Kalani’s mind, but she let it go. Instead she found the room number she was looking for, a pair of swinging doors with reversible hinges. A single white placard with black letters announced it to be the Medical Examiner’s office, the name Janice Song, MD beneath it. 
Without pause she passed through, pushing on the doors and stepping inside.
A large, sterile lab stretched out before them, everything outfitted in gleaming stainless steel. A row of gurneys was lined with precision along the right side of the room, two with black zip-up body bags, the others empty. The back wall was three rows of steel refrigeration doors, all of them closed tight.
On the right side of the room was a work station aglow in neon light. In the center of it was an operating table with a body atop it, the entire thorax cut into the standard Y of an autopsy. Standing over the body, calipers in hand, was who Kalani presumed to be Dr. Song.
She looked up as they entered, her eyes crinkled in hostility before recognition set in. She leaned away from the body she was examining and pulled the surgical mask down from her face to reveal a woman of mixed Caucasian and Korean ancestry. She pressed her mouth tight together and nodded at them, placing the calipers down on the steel utensil stand by her side.
“You must be Detective Lewis,” Song said, rising to full height and removing her gloves. She dropped them down atop the table and pulled a plain blue surgical cap from her head, her face creasing into an oversized smile. “And of course I’d recognize this big lug anywhere.”
She walked forward with arms outstretched, reaching up as Rip stepped forward and gripped her in a hug. The two held the pose a moment before releasing, Rip smiling down at her. “What do you say, Jannie?”
“Never thought I’d see you around here again, that’s for sure,” she replied, stepping to the side and extending a handshake to Kalani. “Janice Song.” She motioned towards Rip and said, “Jannie.”
“Kalani. Pleasure. I take it you two have worked together before?”
“More than once,” Song replied. “This man is practically a legend.”
“How do you think I got in this place?” Rip said, a sheepish smile on his face.
Kalani nodded, conceding in silence that she hadn’t considered how he got through the front gate. She debated waiting to give them a moment to catch up, but decided to move ahead. “Thank you so much for doing this. I know it was a rather odd request.”
“As I understand it, the screws were put to you on this too,” Song said, slapping the surgical cap against the palm of her opposite hand. 
“They were,” Kalani said, “and I in turn did the same to him.”
“So now that we’ve established none of us wants to be here...” Song said, letting her voice trail off.
“Pretty much,” Kalani agreed. 
“Okay,” Song said as the smile faded from her face and the jovial tone receded in her voice. She walked them over to the back wall and opened a drawer in the middle row, the airlock releasing as she tugged on the oversized handle. Stepping to the side she opened the door as far as it would go and pulled the drawer within halfway out.
Lying on it was a young girl with blonde hair, her skin pale blue. Oversized stitches ran from either shoulder down to her sternum before meeting and extending straight down to her abdomen. Thick rows of sutures also extended horizontally across her throat and stomach, the lines jagged and uneven.
“Jane Doe,” Song said, “brought in yesterday morning, express assignment from the governor himself. No other details given, just asking for a thorough analysis, oral report to be given to you, written report to be handed off to the Governor’s Office.”
“Damn,” Rip muttered.
Song arched an eyebrow up at him. “Right? I didn’t like it one bit, but as I said, I didn’t have a choice.”
It was the same way Kalani had felt since Tseng arrived on her doorstep the day before. Nobody was participating voluntarily, which made the entire thing seem that much more suspicious.
“Remind me how a state official was able to issue orders to a federal employee?” Rip asked.
“He can’t,” Janice replied, “but he can promise things to federal employees working in his state, who then issue direct orders to me.”
The feeling of suspicion only served to grow within Kalani, the list of infractions associated with this investigation now including blackmail and bribery. 
“What were you able to find?” she asked.
Using her index finger as a pointer, Song motioned to the girl’s neck. “Cause of death was no surprise, blood loss from a cut throat. Whoever did it knew what they were doing, taking out every artery and the windpipe before he was done.”
“He?” Kalani asked.
“I’m assuming it was a male, just from the violence of the murder,” Song said. “Cutting someone’s throat isn’t the nice, easy slit you see on television. There are a lot of muscles and cartilage in the neck, a person really has to have some power to cause that kind of damage.”
“Any defensive wounds?” Rip asked.
“Nothing,” Song said, “which isn’t surprising. There was enough ketamine in her system to knock out a horse.”
“Isn’t that what ketamine’s usually used for?” Rip asked.
“Not always,” Song replied, giving a non-committal twist of her head. “It’s used in human and veterinary science, primarily as an induction agent. It wouldn’t be used as a primary anesthesia, but it’ll put them under.”
“So it happened quick,” Kalani said. “Knocked her out and killed her in a short time span.”
“Normally I’d agree,” Song said, “but again, there was an enormous amount in her system. Almost enough to kill her on its own.”
“Hmm,” Rip said, nodding.
“Anything else in her system?” Kalani asked.
“Nothing chemically,” Song said. 
“Chemically, meaning there was something else?” Rip asked.
Song nodded, glancing at each of them in turn. “Her blood tested positive for gonorrhea, and her vaginal wall showed a fair bit of scarring for someone her age.”
Kalani’s eyes narrowed, her mind piecing together what little she had to go on. “She was found just blocks from Chinatown. Sex worker?” 
Song lifted her shoulders and tilted the top of her head to the side in a shrug. “Maybe. Like I said, there was a lot of scarring, but not an unheard of amount. She could have just gotten an early start. You know how kids are these days.”
Kalani nodded, thinking that she knew full well how kids were. She was brought up to believe boys had cooties until she was on the brink of being a teenager. Now, it wasn’t at all uncommon to hear of girls as young as twelve getting pregnant.
“Anything else in her system?” Rip asked, steering the conversation back on course.
“She was clean,” Song replied, “which isn’t surprising.”
“For a sex worker?” Rip asked.
Song pulled the drawer out a little and pointed to the girl’s hip and abdomen region. She pushed in on the skin there, her hip bones barely visible beneath the surface. “See all this puffiness here?”
“Yes,” Rip replied, rising onto his toes and peering down at what Song was pointing out.
Song leaned back, glancing at Kalani and back to Rip. “She was well into her third trimester of pregnancy.”
Silence fell for a moment as Kalani stared at Rip, her mouth hanging open a half inch. She blinked several times in silence, forcing the information into place. “Was there any sign of the fetus at the scene?”
“That I wouldn’t know,” Song said. “They brought the body here. But nobody mentioned it to me at all, and there was nothing visually, besides the cut on her stomach, to make them look for one. 
“Every last bit of it, including the umbilical cord, has been removed.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
              Kalani watched as the last bit of sunlight faded from the sky, her long hair whipping around her face as she drove. At half past six, the spring air was still well above seventy degrees, comfortable for driving without the plastic windows zipped into her Jeep. The evening traffic was just starting to abate, her drive in from Tripler a stop-and-go series that had made her five mile trip take almost half an hour.
              Avoiding the H-1, she swung down towards the airport and followed the coast, hugging the shoreline as it wrapped around Kalihi and headed towards downtown. She kept the radio off as she drove, processing everything she’d learned, getting her mind used to handling an investigation again.
              The passenger seat beside her was empty as she drove, Rip offering to make the trip with her but being told it wasn’t necessary. His involvement was allowed strictly as a favor from Tseng, celebrating that fact in front of him already might be pressing her luck.
              Daylight faded from the sky as she drove, replaced by a row of red brake lights stretched out before her. Kalani propped an elbow on the window sill and leaned her head against the palm of her hand, thinking as she turned inland. 
              So far the sum total of what she knew was that a young girl, possibly a sex worker, was found dead at the capitol two nights earlier. Her throat was cut and the child she was carrying was taken. She was hoping Tseng could fill in a few blanks for her momentarily, but for the time being that was all she had.
              More than the questions about the victim though was the handling of the case. The governor had called on the Chief of Police personally, demanding a private investigation. He had asked for her, a patrol cop several months removed, to handle it. There was to be no formal crime scene analysis, the autopsy was handled by an Army physician.
              It was still far too early to begin speculating on the enormous holes in the case, Kalani instead filing away the questions in her mind. As she did so she pulled up on the curb outside the Honolulu Police Department and climbed out, feeding two quarters into the meter before turning to assess the building that for ten years had been her second home.
              Constructed of solid concrete, it sat on an embankment fifteen feet above the street below, stretching a half block in length. Two stories tall, evenly spaced windows lined both levels, giving it more the appearance of an elementary school than a police precinct. A pair of cruisers were parked on the street and a small handful of lights were on inside, but otherwise the place was quiet.
              A slow breath pushed out of Kalani’s mouth as she walked up the dozen steps to the front door and stepped inside. 
              From where she stood, little had changed in the previous months. The overdone Christmas decorations were gone, and the wanted posters on the wall bore different faces, but otherwise the place was exactly as she remembered. 
The first floor stretched out in either direction away from her, a series of desks and offices. Stacks of files and loose papers covered every surface, the resulting effect of a staff that was always undermanned and overworked.
A pair of detectives stood in conversation at the far end, both in shirtsleeves and loosened ties, coffee in hand. Kalani recognized them right off as Baggs and Kitagawa, partners that had come up together on the Pearl City beat and been working as detectives for a handful of years.
Kalani dropped her gaze to the floor and ascended the stairs before her, careful to avoid eye contact.
They were good cops, and good guys, but she wasn’t up to the forced conversation that would come with saying hello. After just a single day she could already tell she wasn’t quite ready to be going through the motions again. There was no telling what a bunch of questions about her stability and condolences for her lost partner would do.
Taking the stairs two at a time, Kalani emerged on the second floor and hooked a right. She walked past two lifeless offices before coming up on her target, the wordsWalter Tseng – Chief of Police stenciled in gold on the plate glass window. Once more she paused and drew in a deep breath before tapping on the door with the back of her hand and stepping inside.
Tseng looked up from behind his desk as she entered, the bags under his eyes even more pronounced than the day before. It was readily apparent that he had slept little since leaving her house, a fact accentuated by his rumpled dress shirt and crooked tie. He dropped the pencil he was using down atop a stack of papers as she entered, leaning back and running his hands over his face.
“Christ, is it seven o’clock already?” Tseng asked.
Kalani fought the urge to look down at her phone, knowing that she was no more than a couple minutes early. She stood just inside the door, gripping the strap on her bag, and said, “I can wait if this is a bad time.”
“No, that’s not what I meant,” Tseng said, pulling his hands away from his face and slapping them down on the arms of his chair. “Just that the day sure got away from me. Please, sit.”
With a nod, Kalani stepped over in front of the desk and settled herself into a leather chair, the aged seat letting out a wheeze of air as she did so. She pulled the bag from her shoulder and glanced around, taking quick inventory of her surroundings.
The space was smaller than she remembered, a fact emphasized by stacks of boxes piled along the walls. Bookcases covered three sides of the room, many of the shelves lined with ancient law volumes. Those that weren’t held various photos and accomplishments from Tseng’s life on the force stretching back over two decades.
“Was Dr. Song helpful?”
“She was,” Kalani said without going into the bag for her notes. She’d gone over the conversation enough times in her head to know everything she’d written verbatim. “The young woman was killed by blood loss from having her throat cut, which I’m sure you knew from examining the scene.”
“I figured,” Tseng agreed, “but without any blood on-site, it was tough to be certain. What about the cut across her stomach?”
“She was pregnant,” Kalani replied, watching as Tseng’s eyes bulged. “No sign of the fetus, or even the umbilical cord, anywhere.”
Tseng pushed a low, shrill whistle out between his teeth, but remained silent.
“The girl also had scarring around her vagina consistent with someone that was, or at least had been, active in sex trade.”
“Good Lord,” Tseng said, shaking his head.
“And she had gonorrhea,” Kalani added. “No sign of defensive wounds anywhere.”
Tseng paused a moment to make sure the report was finished before glancing down at his desk. He closed the file sitting open before him and pushed it to the side, his movements slow and deliberate. Twisting his chair a few inches to the left he dug into the bottom drawer of his desk and withdrew a thin blue file, dropping it down where the other had been.
“I ran the girl’s prints through AFIS and found her name to be Lauren Mann. We picked her up eighteen months ago for possession and public intoxication in Makiki. Definitely nothing in the system about her being in the sex business.”
Kalani nodded, making a note of the name. “Local?”
“We have an address from the arrest, an apartment off Ward. You can take a look there in the morning, but I doubt you find much.”
“Transient housing,” Kalani said, nodding in agreement at Tseng’s assessment. She’d seen the type enough times to know that girls involved with selling and abusing their bodies rarely stayed anywhere for very long. “Any next of kin?”
“None listed, but you might strike gold when you pay them a visit.”
Tseng slid the file across the desk to Kalani, nothing more than a single sheet of paper with Mann’s photo clipped to it. Kalani studied them both a moment before glancing up at Tseng. “Can I keep this?”
“Sure, but be judicious who you show it to. Governor’s called over twice today wanting to know where we’re at with this.”
Kalani’s eyes narrowed, her head rotating up at the neck to look at Tseng. “You’re kidding me. He realizes these things take time, right?”
A heavy snort jerked Tseng’s head back, followed by twisting it at the neck. “You don’t know the half of it. Last night some sicko abducted four kids, jerked every last one of their teeth out, then deposited them back in the same park they were last seen in eight hours later.”
Surprise and confusion fought for top billing on Kalani’s face as she shook her head from side to side. “What?”
“Damnedest thing I ever saw,” Tseng said, leaning back and raising his palms towards her. “Except for a few bruises and their teeth missing, all four boys were fine. No sexual assault, no physical abuse, nothing.”
Kalani left the expression on her face. “That’s...crazy. And the governor’s on you about that now too?”
“Oh, yeah,” Tseng said, an oversized nod tacked on for emphasis. “It’s bad.”
“I bet,” Kalani mumbled, returning her attention back to the file before her. She sensed that Tseng was telling her his time was in short supply, flitting her gaze over the page to determine if there was anything else she needed before taking off. “Thanks for this, I’ll keep you posted on everything I find.”
“Please do,” Tseng said. “I’ll give you all the support I can from here, but it’s a little crazy right now.”
“Is there anything I can do to help?” Kalani asked, returning her gaze to Tseng.
“Yeah. Find whoever did this, and fast.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
              The bag felt light in Danilo’s hand, a simple black felt sack with a cinch top. The bottom of it was bulged out to the size of an egg, the bulk inside it mashed into a misshapen orb. The top was pulled tight by a black string, the end of it wrapped through Danilo’s palm and around his index and middle fingers. As he walked he hefted it up and down, feeling the results of his efforts the night before.
              The sack swung free by his side as he descended the stairs into the basement, brushing against his leg as he passed through the airlock door into the laboratory, his sandals slapping on the tile floor. 
              Danilo came to a stop on the edge of the room, overhead lights reflecting off the gleaming surfaces of the stainless steel implements inside. A new, distinctive scent permeated the air and twice he sniffed at it, trying to determine its origin, only to have a faint burning paw at the edge of his nostrils.
              “Mr. Cruz, welcome, welcome!” Saiki called from across the lab. He was crouched behind a telescope on a far workstation, a pair of oversized glasses perched on the end of his nose. He kept his entire body leaned over the instrument a long moment before pushing himself upright and flipping off the scope, the corner of the room dropping a shade darker as the light retreated. 
              “What the hell is that smell?” Danilo asked, taking a step forward, the sack swinging free by his side.
              A look of confusion passed over Saiki’s face for a moment, soon replaced by a broad smile. “Ah, yes, the smell. I keep forgetting that someone like yourself isn’t quite as attuned to the delicate scents of the laboratory.”
              Danilo waited for the scientist to answer his question, and when no response came he motioned with his hand in a circular fashion.
              “Oh! Sorry, the scent,” Saiki said, clasping his hands together in front of him. “That would be sulfuric acid.”
              “Damn,” Danilo muttered, taking another step forward, noting the smell getting stronger the further into the room he went. “I’ve been around a fair bit of acid before, but it’s never smelled like that.”
              “True,” Saiki said, “but have you ever smelled sulfuric acid on human flesh?”
              Danilo’s jaw dropped open and instinctively he glanced down at his own exposed forearms and lower legs. Seeing nothing, he twisted his head at the neck, checking Saiki over.
              “Oh no, not me,” Saiki said, shaking a hand at him. “The fetus you brought me two nights ago. The entire sample was tainted, so I was forced to dispose of it.”
              “Dispose?” Danilo asked, his eyebrows rising a bit.
              “Yes,” Saiki said, motioning over his shoulder to a waist high cylindrical tub in the corner. “Far easier than incineration. Just drop the unwanted tissue into the tub, pour in some acid, and let it do its job.”
              The tiniest bit of revulsion kicked up in the pit of Danilo’s stomach. While he had a healthy amount of respect for Saiki and the role he was meant to play, the man’s complete disregard for basic humanity was beyond appalling.
              Even as Danilo held the bag in his right hand, what the doctor had done was far beyond something even he could manage.
              “What about burial?” Danilo asked.
              Saiki dismissed the notion with a wave of his hand, chuckling as if Danilo had made a joke. “Why bother? This way is faster, more effective.”
              Again Danilo pushed down the feeling in the pit of his stomach, even biting back the urge to punch Saiki where he stood. Perhaps if the man had been the one to track down the girl and remove the fetus from her, he’d be less cavalier about disposing of it.
              “How was the sample tainted?” Danilo asked, pushing ahead.
              “Venereal disease,” Saiki said, shaking his head. “So many young mothers fail to realize how their sins affect posterity. Most of the time, it is a minor inconvenience, something correctable through antibiotics or a few well-placed treatments. For what we’re doing here though, like I said, it renders the entire batch useless.”
              “Hmm,” Danilo grunted, already sensing where this was headed next. 
              “Naturally, this means I will need another specimen, if you’d be so kind,” Saiki said, bowing his head in faux gratitude, his hands behind his back.
              Once more Danilo fought back the urge to lash out, waiting as the venom receded while drawing in a heavy breath between his teeth. “Have you run this by Zall yet?”
              “I spoke to our generous benefactor just this evening,” Saiki replied. “He said he would be returning from the mainland shortly and asked that you find a replacement as soon as possible.”
              “Hmm,” Danilo said again, nodding his head. He already knew when their employer was supposed to be back, if not for their recent divergent path he would have been on the trip alongside him. 
              “I also explained to him that there was no way you could have known that the woman carried such a malady. He said he will happily cover whatever expenses you having in procuring a new specimen.”
              Again Danilo nodded. The money was not at all what he was concerned with, though his true motivations were not something he was about to discuss with Saiki. “Any word on what to do with the mother? Do we want another public display?”
              “That I don’t know,” Saiki said, twisting his head to the side. “You’ll have to take it up with him.”
              Several retorts came to mind for Danilo, ranging from smartass comments to outright unease, but he swallowed them down. There was no point in taking out his animosity on Saiki, the man was nothing more than a lab rat performing his job. 
              More than that, he was a loyal employee and anything Danilo said would most certainly be reported back up the ladder.
              “I got what you asked for,” Danilo said, holding the bag out at arm’s length, the weighted bottom swinging back and forth beneath his fist.
              It took a moment for realization to set in before Saiki’s face split into joyous surprise, his cupped hands extending out in front of him. “Oh my, such a large batch! How many do you think are in here?”
              Danilo watched the childlike wonder on the doctor’s face, his own visage twisting into a scowl. “Four boys. They were all missing at least a couple, but I took every tooth they had.”
              “Ages?” Saiki asked, bringing his hands up beneath the bag and squeezing it with his fingers.
              “Two of them were very young, no more than five,” Danilo said, disgust thick in his voice. “The other two were a bit older, maybe seven or so.”
              “So at least sixty-four teeth,” Saiki said, “maybe as many as seventy.”
              Danilo released the bag into the doctor’s hand, happy to be free of its weight. “Maybe as many as seventy?”
              Saiki accepted the pouch, its heft dropping his hands an inch. He weighed it up and down twice before cupping the bag in his right hand and using his left to pry open the top of the bag. 
              Inside was a twisted mass of teeth, their colors split almost in two. The top portion shined ivory white, free of stains or imperfections. The bottoms ran the gamut from faint pink to dark red, thin bands that were the result of years spent imbedded in the dentin of their prior owners.
“Human beings have sixteen baby teeth, thirty-two permanent teeth. Based on their ages you got at least sixty-four from them, probably a handful more adult teeth as well. So, somewhere between sixty-four and seventy total.”
              “But again, they were all missing at least a few,” Danilo said, nodding as further repulsion set in. For a moment he stood and thought back on the night before, taking the young boys to his workshop and diligently removing each tooth, using needle-nose pliers to pry them out of their mouths. 
              Halfway through the image of doing the same to Saiki entered his mind, the thought of ripping the man’s teeth from his head with great malice almost bringing a smile to his face.
              “When do you need the next delivery by?” Danilo asked, waiting just long enough to make sure their transaction was completed before taking a step away, leaving the scientist with his new toy.
              Without taking his eyes from the bag or its contents, Saiki said, “As soon as you can get it here of course.”
              “Of course,” Danilo muttered, turning and pushing himself back out through the laboratory door.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
              A thin mist of rain beaded up on the plastic windows of the Jeep, forming a haphazard design stretched in a lazy diagonal line that started at the top and worked its way down toward the bottom. A moment before they had moved in a pattern that was almost horizontal, now taking a much more downward trend as the car sat motionless.
              Kalani twisted the keys in the ignition to off and pulled them out, the loose clump jangling in the palm of her hand. She sat them in her lap, staring out through the front windshield at the Palm View apartment building.
              “Good thing I zipped the windows in last night, huh?” Kalani asked without looking over at Rip in the passenger seat.
              Rip lowered his head a few inches to stare up at the building before them, a half sneer crossing his lips. “This time of year, it’s a pretty safe bet.”
              “Yeah,” Kalani agreed, tracking Rip’s gaze at their destination before them.
              “I think I just got tetanus looking at this place.”
              “Yeah,” Kalani echoed, the same thought crossing her mind.
              Built sometime in the middle part of the century, the Palm View had clearly seen better days. The entirety of the structure seemed to have been made from concrete block, the dingy grey stones slapped with a quick coat of paint that had long since faded from white to yellow. Standing three stories high, a series of stairwells were screwed tight into either end of the building, all of the units featuring outward facing doors.
              From where they sat they could see debris lining the hallways, ranging from bicycles and hibachi grills all the way to discarded food wrappers and smashed beer cans. A smattering of dilapidated autos dotted the parking lot, none younger than fifteen years in age.
              “Shall we?” Kalani asked, her voice relaying more dread than she would have liked.
              Rip answered with an indiscernible grunt, pushing the door open with a mighty squeal of metal on metal. Kalani joined him on the front side of the Jeep and together they walked through the door of the administrative office at three minutes after nine.
              The stench of body odor and stale cigarette smoke enveloped them both as they entered, scratching at the back of Kalani’s throat. A veneer of moisture glossed over her eyes as she stood in place, allowing her sight to adjust to their darkened surroundings.
              Four potted palm trees stood bunched tight on either side of the room, their oversized leaves occupying much of the space and choking out any residual light from the windows behind them. Three dated plastic chairs sat in a cluster in the middle of the remaining area, offset by a sagging wooden counter. 
Behind it stood a middle aged man of Middle Eastern descent, an unwelcoming gaze aimed at them both. A mop of thinning curls was twisted into a mess on his head and a bushy goatee encased his mouth, a three day beard not far behind on his cheeks. A large paunch rested itself on the counter beneath a white ribbed tank top, his arms and hands covered with dark hair.
“You cops?” he spat out at them without preamble.
“Why? You do something wrong?” Rip countered, matching the man’s gaze, making no effort to answer his question.
“People that look like you two don’t come here otherwise,” the man said, palms still pressed flat into the counter in front of him.
Kalani reached into the rear pocket of her jeans and extracted her badge, flashing it at the man. On leave or not, it still served the purpose it was designed to.
“Good morning, Mr...” Kalani began, waiting for him to answer the open ended question.
The man clocked his gaze from Kalani to Rip and back again, a deep sniff drawing up his nose into a snarl. “Mister will be fine.”
Kalani forced herself not to roll her eyes at the unnecessary show of machismo and tucked the badge back into her pocket. “Okay, Mister, I’m Detective Lewis, this is Detective Ripowski with HPD. We’d like to ask some questions about a tenet of yours.”
“I don’t know nothing about nothing,” Mister said, the hostility in his tone unmistakable. His nostrils flared a bit as he pushed out a heavy breath, his gaze aimed at Kalani.
“Didn’t say you did,” Kalani said, opening the file Tseng had given her and stepping over towards him. She pulled the picture inside from it and placed it on the dirty countertop. Using her thumb and forefinger she twisted the picture around so it was facing Mister and slid it over towards him.
“Do you recognize this girl?” Kalani asked.
“No,” Mister said without glancing down at the picture.
“Eighteen months ago she was arrested and gave this as her home address,” Kalani said.
“I don’t know her. Never seen her before in my life,” Mister said, his gaze never once looking down at the picture.
Kalani met the stare a long moment before sliding the picture back off the edge of the counter. Pinched between her thumb and forefinger she raised it up in front of Mister’s gaze, the image no more than a couple inches from his nose. “How about now? Recognize anything?”
“Ever heard the name Lauren Mann?” Rip added, taking a half step closer to Kalani.
Mister rotated his head two inches to the side so the picture was no longer in his line of vision. His grim visage now aimed at Rip, he blinked a single time and said, “I never seen her before. And I’m not so good with names.”
“Not so good with names?” Rip asked, the corner of his mouth rising up in a smile. He took another half step forward. “That’s fortunate, because most of the guys in prison aren’t either. You know what they call illegals like you there?”
Kalani could heard the anger in Rip’s voice, could sense it charging the air inside the tiny room. Despite feeling exactly the way he did, and wanting nothing more than to wait another minute or two to see where the conversation was going, she stepped between them. She slid the picture back into place and said, “Okay, Mister, I think that’s all we need. You’ve been a great help.”
“Feel free to come back any time,” Mister said, his voice still deadpan, his attention on Rip. 
Kalani retreated away from the counter, grabbing Rip by the wrist and pulling him back with her. He stood his ground a long moment, staring back at Mister, before allowing Kalani’s grasp to lead him towards the door.
The cool, damp morning enveloped them as they stepped out from the office, moisture droplets clinging to their skin as they moved away from the door and stopped side by side. 
“Another two minutes I’d have cracked him,” Rip said. A sliver of animosity remained in his voice as he raised his face towards the sky, letting the water vapor and breeze cool him. 
“Another two minutes and you’d have cracked his skull,” Kalani countered, turning and staring back at the apartment building.
“Would that have been a bad thing?” Rip asked.
“Not for this investigation,” Kalani said, her gaze traveling the length of the building, searching for signs of life. In the distance a television with the volume turned up loud could be heard, though nobody was visible from where they stood. “But on orders from the governor we’re supposed to be invisible. Beating the hell out of someone probably wasn’t what he had in mind.”
“Hmm,” Rip replied, opening his eyes and lowering his face back to shoulder level. In front of him a rusted out Dodge Neon rounded into the parking lot, an elderly Chinese woman with white hair behind the wheel. She stared over with intense interest as she pulled past, Rip matching the look and nodding once at her. “Hold on, we might have something here.”
Kalani turned away from the building and watched the Neon roll by, pulling to a stop in a stall halfway down the lot. “What makes you say that?”
“Because she either wants to talk or has the worst case of rubberneck I’ve ever seen,” Rip said. He started towards the car and said, “Come on, and bring that picture.”
Oblivious to the heavy mist that bathed them, Kalani and Rip strode across the barren parking lot as the woman climbed from her car. The movement took great effort as he wrestled her bulk out from behind the steering wheel, pushing the door closed with her backside and resting her body against it.
Standing at full height she measured a couple inches above five feet tall, almost exactly the same in width. A thick shock of graying hair was tied into a bun behind her head. A sleeveless muumuu encased her body, the floral print faded from years of wear.
“Aloha,” Rip said, he and Kalani closing the gap to the woman. “How are you?”
“Aloha,” the woman replied, her breath coming in fast wheezes. “I’m fat and old. How are you?”
The comment drew a laugh from both Rip and Kalani as they pulled to a stop a couple feet from her.
“My name is Jon and this is Kalani,” Rip said, motioning to himself and Kalani. “We’re looking into the disappearance of a young girl and we wondered if you would mind taking a look at a picture to see if you recognize her?”
A sour look passed over the woman’s face. “Let me guess. Haole girl, blonde hair, big pregnant.”
Without realizing it, Kalani’s eyebrows rose and her eyes bulged a touch. She glanced over at Rip and nodded her head in the affirmative. “Yes, how did you know?”
The look of disdain stayed on the woman’s face as she shook her head, the car behind her rocking a few inches from her movement. “The first year or two she was here, that girl was trouble with a capital T. Men coming and going all the time, drinking, you name it. Once she go hapai though, she straightened up.” 
The woman paused for a moment, looking at Rip and Kalani. They both matched the gaze, waiting for her to continue.
“I talked with her a time or two, told her she needed to do right by the baby. At first she seemed angry, resentful. Didn’t want anybody telling her what to do. After a while though, she started to stop by from time to time. She knew I’d raised three babies myself, wanted to know what it was like, what she should do.”
“So how did you know we were here to ask about her?” Rip asked, rubbing his palms together in front of himself. “By all accounts, it sounds like she was doing better.”
“She was,” the woman said, her eyes opening wide for emphasis. “She really was. But you know how people in that life can be. They always seem to have that one thing they can’t leave behind.”
Kalani thought back to the tox screen in the file in her hand, but said nothing about it. She didn’t want to steer the woman in any particular direction, hoping she might volunteer something new.
“And what was that for her?” Rip asked.
“Not a what, a who,” the woman said, the same sour look as before returning to her features as she said it.
Rip ran his tongue over bottom lip and glanced over to Kalani. “Okay, who was it?”
With great effort she shook her head from side to side, the gesture a mixture of frustration and resignation. “I don’t know his name, but I’d know him if I saw him. Little guy, Filipino, or Hispanic maybe. Always had his head shaved, wore gold chains around his neck.”
Rip and Kalani both nodded, taking in every word.
“Oh,” the woman said, raising a single finger towards them, “and he drove a truck. A big truck. Yellow, with shiny wheels.”
“Yellow, with shiny wheels,” Rip said, nodding. “Okay. And what makes you think this guy was bad for her?”
“Don’t think, know,” the woman corrected. “Could hear them yelling all the time. Fights at random hours. That kind of thing.”
“Was he the father of the child?” Kalani asked.
“Don’t this so,” the woman said, twisting up the side of her face in the negative. “I don’t think she knew exactly who it was, but I’m pretty positive it wasn’t him.”
Silence fell for a moment as Rip glanced over to Kalani. Overhead the skies began to open up, the water moving from mist into drizzle. 
“We should let you get out of this rain,” Rip said, slowly pushing his gaze back to the woman. “Thank you so much for this though, it has been very helpful.”
“You’re very welcome,” the woman said, shoving herself forward off the door of her car. “Once she got herself cleaned up, I really started to like her. I figured when she didn’t show for a few days that something must be wrong.
“I’m telling you, you find that truck, you’ll find that girl.”
The woman waved a farewell at them, walking with a stiff legged march towards the cover of the awning extended above the first floor. Rip and Kalani stood motionless until she was out of the rain before turning and heading back towards the Jeep, neither one of them saying a word.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
The sound of a pair of forklifts accelerating drifted out from the open roll-top doors of the warehouse, carried through the misty morning by a slight island breeze. The noise started low and even, rising in rapid fashion, tinged with the whine of rubber against brushed concrete. Just as fast it receded, disappearing back into the cavernous building.
Kimo Mata waited until the cacophony had receded to a dull hum before stepping from the parking lot onto the concrete at the base of the open doorway. He stood silhouetted against the outside light, his five-five frame just over half of the ten foot door’s height, and waited for his eyes to adjust. Bit by bit the room came into focus, the yellow fluorescent bulbs taking the place of the milk colored sky overhead.
Stretched out wide in front of Kimo was the shipping headquarters for the Takamini Pineapple Plantation. A far cry from the international business conducted by Dole just down the road, the entirety of the Takamini operation was housed within this single warehouse. Foregoing the prohibitive costs of international shipping, it focused on providing fruit for the island communities, specializing in the local resort market. 
By providing for a select clientele that serviced frivolous tourists, the Takamini’s were able to charge a premium that provided a healthy annual surplus independent of oil prices. As one of the oldest family-run operations on the island, it even allowed for an annual profit share amongst all workers, making it one of the most envied employers in the state.
It wasn’t their status as a company that had drawn Kimo to the north end of the island on a rainy morning though, but rather someone currently drawing a paycheck from the Takamini’s. 
Kimo stood with his satchel thrown across his chest, his hands gripping the canvas strap mid-navel, and scanned the room. Stretched out in front of him was row after row of oversized wooden crates, their interiors all filled with pineapple. From where he stood he could see their spiked green tops poking out above the wooden sides, all tossed together in a haphazard heap. 
Groups of workers were bunched around each of the crates, loading the fruit into boxes by hand. Each time a crew worked their allotment to completion, a forklift was quick to bring them a replacement. Pallets loaded with boxed pineapple lined the outer perimeter of the room, a second team of lifts loading them onto semi-trucks backed up into docks on the rear wall. 
It was not the first time Kimo had ever been present at the warehouse, though the efficiency of the system never ceased to amaze him. He stood and watched as the room swirled in a mass of organized chaos, sniffing at the sweet smell of fruit in the air, none of the workers so much as glancing his way.
“Aw hell, what do you want?” a deep throated voice called, shifting Kimo’s attention to the right. 
The sound drew a toothy smile to Kimo’s face, his head rocking up towards the ceiling as he stepped towards the side.
Across from him stood Sam Nakoa, a matching smile spread across his face. He extended one hand out in front of him as he approached before retracting it and spreading his arms wide.
Kimo returned the gesture, the oversized bear of a man almost swallowing him in the embrace. They held it a moment before releasing and stepping back, each assessing the other.
“You looking good, Sam,” Kimo said, scanning his friend up and down. It had been almost a year since Kimo had seen him, Sam not aging a day in the time apart. He stood right at an even six feet tall and carried his two hundred and sixty pounds with surprising ease. His hair was just starting to show grey at the temples and shorn close to his scalp, his face still unlined despite his odometer having fifty-one years on it.
“Getting away from the capitol and back out here where I belong has a way of doing that,” Sam said, spreading his arms wide and rotating at the waist, motioning towards the warehouse behind him.
“I can tell,” Kimo replied, nodding in agreement. “You look ten years younger than the guy I used to bump into working on gov’s security detail.”
The smile grew even wider on Sam’s face as he rocked his head towards the ceiling. A deep belly laugh rumbled up from within him, shaking his entire body with heavy guffaws. The sound drew a few stares from the workers nearby, sideways glances cast as their hands continued to move.
“And there it is,” Sam said, shaking his head from side to side. “I should have known my old friend Kimo was here for work.”
Hands back on the straps of his bag Kimo looked at the ground to hide a smile, nudging at an errant pebble with the toe of his sandal. “Come on now, you can’t take it personally. I’m never off the clock, so all visits can be blamed on work.”
“That’s true enough,” Sam said, reaching over and clamping a ham-sized hand on Kimo’s shoulder. He left the meaty paw there and used it to steer them towards the open doorway. The weight of it tugged the left side of Kimo’s body down as he walked, fighting to keep himself upright.
Anybody else and Kimo may have taken exception to the gesture, though he knew Sam well enough to know there was no malice in the position. He was simply a man unaware of his considerable strength.
Once they were well beyond earshot of the room Sam released the grip and turned to Kimo, folding his arms across his chest. He drew in a deep breath through his nose, letting it raise his body up an inch or two onto his toes, before pushing it out through his mouth.
“So, Mr. Mata, what can I do for you today?”
The smile fell away from Kimo’s face as he glanced around once more to make sure they were alone. The information he was about to share he knew could be trusted with Sam. Anybody beyond that, and it could be calamitous to the point of explosive.
“How close are you with Randle’s security unit?” Kimo asked.
Sam’s eyes narrowed a bit as his head rotated to the side. “I don’t know that I would use the word close. I stayed on for the first two years of his term as a favor to Duke, but since I got out I’ve made a point to stay far away.”
Kimo pursed his lips out a bit, chewing on the information. There were certainly other ways to confirm the news Mary-Ann Harris had dropped on him, though they would all be significantly more difficult. And expensive.
“Why? What’s going on? This about the election?” Sam asked.
The right side of Kimo’s face twisted up a bit as he wagged his hand at Sam in a gesture that said he was sort of right. “I’m trying to confirm something that was given to me off the record yesterday.”
“Big?”
“If it didn’t get Randle impeached outright, it would all but guarantee he doesn’t win a second term.”
The words were gone before Kimo even realized it, his mouth relaying what his mind had concluded almost a day before. His eyes bulged a bit in shock, his gaze glancing to either side once more.
“Damn,” Sam said, pushing out a whistle between his teeth. “And you’re going after his job?”
Kimo shook his head and said, “I never deliberately go after anybody’s job. I just report what I find and let people draw their own conclusions.”
The line sounded a bit contrived even to Kimo’s own ears, but he stood with the strap of his bag gripped in his hands, meeting Sam’s gaze as the big man sized him up. 
After a moment he nodded, content that Kimo was speaking the truth.
“What’s the news?”
Kimo started to ask that it go no further, but stopped himself. He knew the answer before he voiced the question. There was no need to insult his friend.
“Three nights ago a body was found on the mosaic on the capitol floor.”
Confusion passed over Sam’s face a moment. “That’s impossible. Something like that would have made the rounds by now.”
“Exactly,” Kimo said, nodding for emphasis. “If this is true, we’re talking cover-up of the highest order.”
Sam raised a thumb to his mouth and gnawed on the nail a moment, processing the information. “The kind of thing that would either get him impeached, or at the least voted out.”
“Yup,” Kimo said, nodding once more.
Sam glanced over at the workers all still going about their tasks, the occasional whine of a forklift splitting the air. Content that they were still on task he shifted his attention back to Kimo and nodded.
“Let me make a few calls. I’ll tell you flat out I think it’s bullshit, but you’ve intrigued me enough that I’d like to know too.”
Kimo let a large breath of air pass from his body, relief flooding through him. Right now he had two clear lines of inquiry he needed to follow up on and having Sam take over one of them made his life infinitely easier.
“Thank you, Sam,” Kimo said. “Seriously, I appreciate it.”
“Tell me,” Sam said, ignoring the comment, “where’d you hear this?”
Reflexively Kimo took a half step closer and dropped his voice a decibel. “That’s the damnedest part about it. Mary-Ann Harris called me up and told me about it.”
Sam’s arms dropped by his sides at the mention of Harris, his palms slapping against his thighs. “Well, damn. And you believe her?”
“I know, I know,” Kimo said, holding up his hands to show he was in agreement. “Since you’ve said you’ll ask a few questions on this side, my next job is figuring out what the hell she’s up to.”
“Yeah, cause there’s no ulterior motives on her part there at all,” Sam said, letting sarcasm drip from his words.
“That may be,” Kimo said, “but if I don’t at least poke around a little on this...”
Sam swiped a hand across his chin, nodding in rapid sequence. “Yeah, that’s too big not to take a look.” He paused a moment, continuing to work on his chin before stating, “Give me a day or two, huh? I get off here at five and I’ll try to get a hold of some of the guys, maybe try to meet them for a beer tomorrow.”
“Thank you so much, again,” Kimo said. “I’ll be happy to double the usual information fee for this.”
“Ha!” Kimo said, slapping at his thighs again, the jovial nature of before returning to his features. “If I end up finding out this is legit, you’re going to owe me two days of work here on the farm.”
A matching smile split Kimo’s face as he looked over at the workers shuffling pineapples into packages. “I don’t know, that doesn’t look so bad. I can handle it.”
“Oh, no,” Sam said, stepping backwards away from Kimo, headed deeper inside the warehouse, “not here. Out in the fields.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
Danilo Cruz could see his reflection in the girl’s eyes as she stared back at him, the pupils dilated to the size of saucers, the entire things almost black in color. What substance she had ingested to put her in such a state he could only guess at, but the effects on her were undeniable.
              “My name’s Candy,” she said, sticking a straw from the drink in her hand into the corner of her mouth. She took a quick sip and pulled it away, bright red lipstick lingering on the cheap white plastic, looking up at Danilo expectantly.
              He wasn’t quite sure what response he was supposed to give, whether it be to tell her it sounded like a nice name or congratulate her for remembering at all. “Hector,” he said, offering a shy smile and glancing back over his shoulder.
              The lingering clouds of a day-long storm system had brought an early evening to Oahu, blotting out any ambient glow from the sky above. The overhead lights lining the streets of Chinatown were a random patchwork of designs, most of them long since past the point of usefulness. From where he stood Danilo could see only three working on the entire block, each one throwing a cone of harsh orange straight down at the sidewalk.
              Beyond their reach, it was tough to see much of anything.
              Danilo had canvassed the area enough times in the past to know that even by full daylight there wasn’t a lot to see. The entirety of the district was little more than five blocks square, the area dotted with open-air food stands and small eateries. Each day it attracted scads of tourists, people new to the island and expecting to find the types of Chinatowns they’d heard about in New York or San Francisco.
              They were more likely to find girls like Candy, products like whatever she had ingested a few minutes earlier.
              “Is this your first time, Hector?” Candy asked, twisting herself back and forth at the waist, keeping her head tilted to the side with the straw just an inch from her mouth. The outside of the bottle said it was nothing more than Diet Coke, though the smell told Danilo there was more than a little rum present as well.
              “That obvious?” Danilo said, glancing down at the ground and back up at Candy. She was several inches shorter than he was, her dark hair teased out to at least three times its normal size. She wore a white and pink horizontal striped tank top above a denim skirt that was probably better described as a belt. Heavy lipstick and eye shadow covered most of her face, giving her the appearance of a young girl playing dress-up.
              If any police ever stayed in Chinatown once the tourists went home for the day, there would be little doubt as to what her trade was.
              “You don’t have to be nervous, sweetie,” Candy purred. “I’ll take good care of you. What’s your pleasure?”
              Danilo kicked at the ground a moment with the toe of his shoe before raising his eyes back up to her. He bit his lip once for effect before giving a bashful grin. “This is going to sound kind of weird...”
              A knowing smile grew across Candy’s face. “Nothing I haven’t seen before, honey. I can tell you that.”
              Several sharp retorts sprang to Danilo’s mind, but he shoved them aside, continuing to play the role of shy rube. “I was wondering if you knew where I could find...” he began, letting his voice trail off.
              “Let me guess,” Candy jumped in, “smack? Blow? Ice?”
              A momentary swell of repulsion passed through Danilo at the notion she would immediately assume he was looking for drugs, but once more he let it pass. “Hapai.” 
The word hung between them for a long moment as Candy lowered the soda to her side. Her jaw fell open a half inch as she stared at Danilo, her eyes void of emotion. “Pregnant. You want a girl that’s pregnant.”
              He knew when he’d pulled up that this would be a long shot at best. The previous victim he’d been tipped off on weeks in advance and had the opportunity to scout. He knew where she would be, the patterns she traveled, even the best time to nab her. 
Now he was flying blind. While there were certainly more working girls on the streets of Waikiki, most of them had pimps or roommates or somebody that might eventually start asking questions. 
There was no such concern with the women walking the streets of Chinatown. If any of them had somewhere else to call home or somebody to ask for help, they would have already done so. For somebody in his line of work, the place was practically one-stop shopping.
“Yeah, I guess it is pretty weird, huh?” Danilo said, taking a step back towards the rented Mazda behind him on the street.
“No, weird is wanting to lick my toes,” Candy corrected. “What you just said is straight messed up.”
Despite her words, Danilo could see the faintest flicker of curiosity on the girl’s face. Clearly she didn’t fit the mold he was looking for, but there was a chance she might know somebody close by that did.
Still, he had to wait and let her get there on her own. She had to believe she was the one to initiate the idea.
“You’re right,” Danilo said, taking another step backwards. He shoved his hands into the front of his cargo shorts and moved away. Deep in his right pocket he pressed the unlock button on his key ring, the headlights of the car flashing twice in front of him. “Sorry to have bothered you. Have a good evening.”
Turning on the ball of his foot, Danilo made it three steps towards the car, a little over half the distance between them, before being called to a stop.
“Well, now wait a minute,” Candy called, her wedge heels smacking against the concrete as she moved to catch up with him. “Maybe we can work something out.”
The left corner of Danilo’s mouth twitched upward a tiny bit before receding into place as he turned back towards her. He kept moving towards the car as he did so, keeping the same distance between them. “Okay, ha ha. I get it, I’m a weirdo. You don’t have to be mean.”
“No no no,” Candy said, waving a hand full of cheap press-on nails at him. She picked her pace up a bit as she did so, the heels sounding out over the desolate intersection. “I never said that. You just surprised me a little at first, that’s all.”
In that moment Danilo knew he had hit pay dirt. He stopped his retreat towards the car, coming to rest just a few feet from the rear bumper. He kept his hands in his shorts and stared back at her, doing his best to relay hopeful curiosity her way. “Yeah?”
“Yeah,” Candy said, slowing her pace and pulling up just short of him. The same air of confidence she’d displayed when he first approached returned, a woman in her element, back in control. “Obviously I don’t match what you’re looking for, but I might know somebody that does.”
“Yeah?” Danilo asked again, taking a half step towards her, wanting, needing her to feel an underlying enthusiasm from him.
“Yeah,” Candy said. “For a small fee, of course.”
“Of course,” Danilo agreed, letting the corners of his mouth curl upward. The two stood gazing back at each other for a long moment before Danilo again pressed the unlock button in his pocket, the headlights cutting through the darkness. “Why don’t you climb in and we’ll see what we can work out?”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
Three hours after sliding beneath the sheets of the queen sized bed Walter Tseng shared with his wife, the work-issued cell phone on the nightstand began to buzz. In a state of sleep that was somewhere in the vicinity of a total blackout, he never once heard it. Not until Sharon slapped the back of her hand across his chest did he even realize it was in the same room.
“Tell the damn governor to stop calling in the middle of the night,” she pushed out in a throaty groan, rolling her body away from his, pulling over most of the covers from the bed with her.
The right half of his body exposed to the cool morning air, Tseng took the phone up and exited the room, making the trip from memory, his eyes still crusted together. He let the implement continue to vibrate in his palm until he reached the kitchen, already picturing the governor in his bathrobe on the other end of the line, forcing himself not to display any open animosity.
“Tseng,” he said, pushing a long sigh out through his nose and running a hand over his face.
“Chief, it’s Sturgis,” a gruff voice replied. “Sorry to wake you like this.”
Tseng’s hand stopped halfway across his face and fell back to his side, his eyes opening wide. He’d been so certain that the call was coming from the capitol, the presence of a different voice surprised him.
“Yeah?” Tseng said, the question coming out a bit harsher than intended.
“Normally I wouldn’t bother you at this hour,” Sturgis said, “but this is one we need your say-so on,”
There existed a list in the Honolulu Police Department of situations that needed his stamp of approval before being handled. They ranged from hostage situations to closing the highway for visiting dignitaries, a gamut of actions that needed full vetting so they passed muster in the court of public approval should it ever come to that.
From where Tseng stood, none of the options on the list were good.
“Oh, God,” he muttered. “What happened?”
“We’ve got two bodies down at Ala Moana,” Sturgis said. Tseng could hear the ocean breeze coming through the mouthpiece of the phone as Sturgis talked. The sound clipped the ends off most of the words he said, though the sum total was still unmistakable.
“Shit,” Tseng muttered. “How bad?”
“I just got here,” Sturgis said. “The scene doesn’t look terrible, but they’re both cut up pretty bad. Need your approval to close the beach and set up the scene.”
Closing a public beach was one of the seemingly more innocuous things on the list, but one that rarely ever stood alone. There was always some reason for it, whether it be an infestation of jellyfish or a pair of bodies left sprawled in the sand.
“Christ,” Tseng muttered. “How big a mess?”
“That’s the thing,” Sturgis said. “There isn’t one. Both girls have huge gouges across their throats and stomachs, but there isn’t a spot of blood here anywhere. Seems like a strict dump job, but we still need to take a look.”
The last words Sturgis said failed to register with Tseng. His mind seized on the descriptions of the victim’s wounds, on the thick slashes crossing their neck and abdomens. His mouth went dry as he thought back to a few nights before, to the girl lying in a twisted heap on the capitol floor.
“I’ll call you back,” Tseng said.
There was a momentary pause on the other end before Sturgis said, “Come again? Li’s already setting up a perimeter.”
“Tell him to stop right now,” Tseng said. “I’ll call you back.”
He could hear Sturgis protesting on the opposite end of the line as he disconnected the call, his voice squawking out into the silent kitchen. Once the screen was cleared, Tseng scrolled into his phone book and thumbed down to the number for Tim Hall before thinking better of it and moving directly on to Governor Randle. 
Given the hour there was no point in waking the Chief of Staff when he couldn’t offer the answers Tseng needed anyway.
A long, slow breath slid out between Tseng’s lips as he dialed the governor. He closed his eyes and pressed the phone to his face, a heavy dread passing through his body. Already he could feel himself growing nauseated, his shirt back wet with sweat.
The phone rang seven times, enough that Tseng was certain it would be sent to voicemail, before the voice of the governor came on. Equal parts exhaustion and aggravation, he answered with a simple, “What?”
“Good morning, sir,” Tseng said, steeling himself for the berating he knew he was about to receive. “I’m sorry to be calling so early-“
“So why the hell are you?” Randle interrupted.
Tseng drew in a quick breath, forcing himself not to snap back. He wasn’t happy to have been woken up in the middle of the night either, starting a new day that proved to be even worse than the one before it.
“We’ve found two more bodies,” Tseng said. He shoved the words out before the governor could say anything else, hoping they would stem any further hostility.
“Shit,” Randle muttered, drawing the letter i out several seconds in length. “Same place as before?”
“No,” Tseng said, “these two were dumped on Ala Moana Beach, but the wounds are exact matches for the girl found the other night.”
“Ala Moana?” Randle snapped. “You called and woke me up in the middle of the night for Ala Moana? Do you know how many people die in this state every year? Do you think somebody calls and tells me about it every time?”
“I do,” Tseng said, feeling rage rise within him again. “But how many of those have the same exact MO of a body found at the capital three days ago? A murder that was kept silent, so they did it again on a public beach?”
The words seemed to have found their target, stopping the governor before he could protest any further. Silence fell over the line as Tseng stood in his kitchen, his backside leaning against the counter.
“Sir, I need to know how you’d like this handled,” Tseng said. “I can treat it like a regular homicide-“
“No, you’re right,” Randle said. Gone was any trace of his previous anger, replaced by a deep-seated weariness. “The odds are this is the same person trying to make sure they’re not hidden again.”
Tseng nodded, relieved that his assessment had hit the mark. He’d been fearing such a thing might happen for a few days, the worries confirmed the moment Sturgis told him about the wounds.
“How would you like me to handle this?” Tseng asked. 
“Can you keep it quiet?”
Tseng shook his head in silent protest before glancing outside. At just three minutes after four the sun was still a couple of hours from rising, the world dark and quiet. Every bit of him wanted to say there was no way it could be kept quiet, though he knew there was no point in saying as much.
The governor was going to do what he wanted to anyway. His asking the question only proved that.
“I’ll do my best,” Tseng said, his gaze hard as he stared out the kitchen window into his darkened yard.
“Do better,” Randle said, clicking the line off without another word.
Tseng dropped the phone away from his face and slid it onto the counter before him. Again he shook his head from side to side, an explicative filled string of words filling his mind. If not for his wife sleeping two rooms away, he would have screamed every last one of them out into the night, all aimed at the pompous little man climbing back in bed across town.
“Bastard,” Tseng managed to push out, taking the phone back up. He scrolled his way through the call log and pressed send, lifting the phone back to his face.
              The time of day no longer mattered. If his night was ruined, some other peoples were going to be too.
              “Get your ass up and meet me at Ala Moana in a half hour. We’ve got two more.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
              There was a palpable tension in the car as Kalani wound through the desolate streets of Honolulu. Boxed in by the clear plastic windows zipped onto on the body of the Jeep, it reverberated around her in thunderous silence.
              “You didn’t have to come,” Kalani said quietly. The words weren’t meant as an apology per se, though they sounded that way as she said them.
              “I know,” Rip said, his gaze aimed out into the darkness, focusing on nothing in particular as the cityscape slid by.
              “I know it’s early, I just figured if I didn’t call you...” Kalani said, allowing him to infer the direction she was headed.
              “You did the right thing,” Rip said, shifting his head an inch or two without actually looking her way. “I’m not upset about the hour. I was awake. I’m upset because that storm yesterday brought with it the best waves we’ve seen since December.”
              Unable to help it, Kalani felt the left corner of her mouth curl upward. What she had mistaken as overt hostility for pulling him from his slumber was actually surfer’s remorse. Once upon a time she would have felt the exact same thing on a day like this, waking up before dawn, listening to the wave forecast on an ancient AM receiver, getting to the breaks by first light.
              Even though those days were now long behind her, she still remembered the feeling.
              “So we’ve got two more?” Rip asked, pushing the conversation into less stinging territory.
              Kalani paused a moment to make sure he was really committed to the shift in topic before exhaling through her nose. “That’s the word. Tseng called me twenty-six minutes ago and said two bodies were found at Ala Moana this morning, same profile as the one at the capitol.”
              “Two this time,” Rip said, a statement, not a question.
              Kalani nodded in affirmation. She’d been thinking the same thing since getting the call, that whoever was doing this was working their way upward. Whether that was the plan all along or in direct response to the first one being handled so quietly, she could only guess at.
              “Pregnant?” Rip asked.
“I don’t know. I assume so, but he didn’t say for sure.”
“Who found them?” 
“I don’t know that either,” Kalani said, turning into the front entrance for the beach park and following it as it looped along the shoreline. At four-thirty in the morning the park was void of visitors, the first stragglers of the day still several hours away from appearing. The only patrons were a few scattered individuals, their shopping carts and makeshift shelters just visible in the darkness. “I got the call, called you, washed my face, pulled on jeans, and hit the door.”
“Hmm,” Rip grunted, shifting his focus to the unmarked cruiser sitting alone on the curb ahead. Kalani spotted it at the same time he did, coming to a stop a few feet behind it. On the opposite side of the lane she could see the hulking dark shape of an SUV, Walter Tseng crossing the street towards them.
“He doesn’t look happy to be here this morning,” Kalani muttered, putting the car into park.
“Are we?” Rip asked, wrenching the door open and climbing out. He circled around to the front of the Jeep and waited for Kalani to join him, the pair approaching Tseng together.
“Morning,” Kalani said, her voice neutral. Beside her Rip nodded, but said nothing.
“Evening,” Tseng said, a scowl in place. He returned the nod to Rip, neither one verbally acknowledging the other.
It was about what Kalani had anticipated, all things considered.
Following Tseng’s lead they turned off the sidewalk into the sand, walking three across towards the water’s edge. Ahead of them they could see a single silhouette waiting for them, a shapeless black mass outlined in the moonlight dancing off the water.
Many of the same questions Rip was just asking came to Kalani’s mind as they approached, though she refrained from asking a single one. The odds were Tseng knew little more than she did at the moment, the answers they were looking for standing silent ahead of them.
“Sturgis,” Tseng said, waving a hand as they made it halfway across the sand.
“Chief,” the shape said without returning the gesture. He stood in silence until the trio arrived, his face just barely illuminated in the ambient light of the park.
Kalani had never directly worked with Jake Sturgis, though she knew him by reputation to be gruff and no-nonsense, a throwback that still believed in turf wars among the various departments. Something deep inside told her he wasn’t going to be too pleased with what was about to take place, though there wasn’t a thing she could do to stop it.
“What have we got?” Tseng asked, his voice terse. A quick glance told Kalani that his face and posture matched the tone, his mouth drawn into a tight line and his brow furrowed as he stared at Sturgis.
Across from them Sturgis returned the gaze for a long moment. He kept his hands thrust into his pockets, the sleeves of his rumpled blazer bunched around the wrists. A growing paunch extended out between them, matching a doughy face with receding hair combed straight back.
“We’ve got a double homicide,” Sturgis said, letting his annoyance show in his voice. “And we’ve got to get a team in here to process this thing now so we can get to work on it.”
Kalani felt her body go rigid, her earlier concerns confirmed. With just one sentence he had already tried to take control of the scene, and left no doubt that he felt this was his case to solve. She drew in a long slow breath through her nose, letting the cool, salty air fill her lungs, waiting for Tseng to take the bait and assert his control over the situation.
To her surprise, he held off for the time being.
“That them?” Tseng asked, nodding with his chin towards two dark shapes sprawled in the sand nearby.
“They damn sure ain’t sea turtles,” Sturgis said, annoyance and insubordination both obvious.
Again Tseng ignored it, extracting a thin flashlight from the rear pocket of his slacks and clicking it on. A wide arc of white light illuminated the sand in front of them, revealing two girls lying side by side. Tseng took three steps towards them and stopped, pulling up a full five feet short of the bodies, Kalani and Rip a step behind. 
Sturgis remained in place as they moved, his hands still in his pockets, rotating where he stood and watching them go.
“Just like I said, two girls, cut up pretty badly,” Sturgis said. “No blood spatter here though, looks like a pretty obvious dump job.”
None of the group responded as they stared down at the scene, processing as much as they could from where they stood.
On the left was a young Asian girl in her early twenties. She was barefoot, in a denim skirt that covered nothing below her hip bones and a shirt that had once been pink and white, but was now crusted with dark red blood.
Beside her lay a second girl that looked a bit older, her body much heavier. She wore a black skirt that reached mid-thigh and a dark tank-top, the color hiding the slash they knew existed across her torso. 
Across each of the girl’s throats was a second cut, wicked trenches that tore away most of the flesh, leaving them looking like life-sized Pez dispensers. 
Just as Sturgis had said, there was nothing else to the scene to comply with the injuries of the victims. Not a single drop of blood was visible in the soft white powder, not even lines in the sand where the bodies had been dragged out.
At first glance, it appeared the girls had been dropped into place, just the same as Lauren Mann a few days before.
Kalani drew in deep breaths as she stared down at the girls, biting back the spinning sensation that was gnawing at her. They were the first bodies, the first blood, she’d seen outside of the ME’s office since Jacobsen’s months before. She dug her fingernails into the palm of her hand and squeezed tight, letting the stinging sensation keep her focused and alert, not allowing dizziness to overtake her. 
Beside her she could sense Rip inch closer, careful to maintain a bit of distance in the presence of Tseng and Sturgis.
               “Seen enough?” Sturgis spat, distaste rising in his voice. “Can you sign off on a beach closure?”
              Once more, Tseng ignored him. “How’d you find them?”
              A long moment passed as Sturgis pushed out an angry sigh. “Informant. Guy I use likes to come down here sometimes, take a nap in the sand, grab a shower at the outdoor stalls in the morning. Stumbled across them about an hour ago, walked out to the payphones and called me.”
              “Where is he now?” Tseng asked.
              “Over by the snack stand with Li,” Sturgis said, agitation rising even further in his voice. “Hey, Chief, what the hell’s going on here?”
              Finally, his tone, his words, were enough to snap Tseng’s attention up from the bodies. He blinked out the flashlight and stared at Sturgis a long moment before turning back towards his car.
              “Thank you, Detective. We’ll take it from here.”
              “You’ll what?” Sturgis asked, remaining rooted in place, watching as Tseng headed towards his truck.
              Kalani waited a moment before turning and following after Tseng, Rip behind her. She jogged a few paces to close the gap between them, coming to a stop beside him.
              “He’s going to be pissed about this,” she muttered, keeping her voice low.
              “He’s already pissed about this,” Tseng said, his words clipped, his tone clear. 
              “Can we do this?” Kalani asked, ignoring the sand spilling into her shoes and grinding against her feet.
              “We don’t have a choice,” Tseng said, walking in long strides until he reached the sidewalk. Once there he stopped and turned on the ball of his foot, staring back at them.
              “He’ll piss and moan for a few minutes, but I’ll remind him he has the case of four children missing all their teeth right now that needs his attention. In the meantime, gear up, both of you, and start processing this scene.”
              Kalani felt her jaw drop open as she stared back at Tseng. She’d been a patrol officer almost the entirety of her career, was just on the cusp of making lieutenant when the accident occurred. Never once had she processed a scene.
              “Don’t worry,” Tseng said, seemingly sensing her trepidation, nodding towards Rip. “I know he’s ran a few of these before, and I’ll be right behind you just as soon as I call Tripler and tell them we’ve got two more coming in.”
              “Jannie’s going to love that,” Rip said, the first words he’d said since arriving.
              Tseng raised his hands by his side, walking backwards away from them, towards his truck. “Be sure to tell her it wasn’t my doing. This whole damn mess is on the governor.”
              Behind them they could hear Sturgis complaining in the darkness, his feet dragging through the sand and scattering it across the ground as he headed towards his car. 
              “Don’t suppose we can tell him that too?” Kalani asked, nodding at Sturgis with the top of her head.
              “Nope,” Tseng said, shaking his head. He extended a finger up towards the sky and said, “Now get moving. We have until first light to find out what we can and get these girls out of here.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
              “Good morning, Mr. Cruz.”
              The voice came as a surprise to Danilo as he stepped through the airlock door from the stairwell into the underground lab. His head snapped up at the sound of it, knowing already who it belonged to, but still not expecting to hear it. After years of working for the man there was no fear in his response, no heart palpitations or sweaty palms, merely surprise at its presence in the lab.
              “Good morning, sir,” Danilo said, pulling himself up tall, his newest delivery balanced across each of his palms. The black plastic it was wrapped in shined bright beneath the overhead lights, the warmth of it passing through the material and into his hands like some sort of perverse pizza box. 
              In all the time Danilo had been in Thomas Zall’s employee, it was one of the few times he had seen him out so early. As far as he could remember, it was the very first time he had ever been in the lab. There was no way to know for sure what brought him down this morning, especially at such an unusual time, but it most likely wasn’t good.
              An unexpected visit tended to mean somebody had screwed up. If that somebody was Danilo, it might mean putting the vow he had sworn into jeopardy, the only thing that he truly feared.
              Adding to his trepidation was the apparent state of Zall standing before him. For the first decade he had been in the man’s employee, he had hardly aged a day, his hair still thick, ever so slightly changing from blonde to silver, his skin taut. In the last couple of years though he had started to deteriorate rapidly, his hair now almost white, the skin around his eyes and neck starting to sag. While his appearance was maintained as much as his fortune would accommodate, the combined effects of age and stress were beginning to take their toll.
              “Mr. Cruz! Excellent!” Saiki exclaimed from the back of the lab, firing a hand in the air and speed walking towards the front. His white lab coat twirled around him as he approached, a childlike grin on his face, a gleam in his eye. He circled around Zall as if the man wasn’t even there, headed directly for the same stainless steel table he’d used just a few days before.
              “Please, please,” he almost exclaimed, motioning at the package in Danilo’s hand and pointing in excitement down at the table. 
              Danilo flicked his gaze to Zall, who seemed to be watching with detachment, before returning it to Saiki. He crossed over to the table and laid his wares flat, stepping back as the doctor fell upon it, shearing it open with a pair of scissors.
              “Oh, yes. Yes, this will do nicely,” Saiki said, almost salivating as he pulled back the black plastic flaps revealing the still-warm fetus within. No less than an hour or two removed from the womb, its flesh still showed pink, its body glazed with a thin coating of amniotic fluid and tissue debris. The entire umbilical cord lay atop it in a coil, the end clipped clean from its host.
              “Oh, it’s exquisite,” Saiki said, looking up at Danilo in wonder. “Wherever did you get it?”
              His face, his words, his enthusiasm, all made Danilo’s stomach curl. Death and destruction he could handle, an inhuman amount of pleasure derived from it he could not. 
              “Different place this time,” Danilo said, keeping his face impassive. He did not want to display outright hostility in the presence of Zall, but wanted his tone to be clear just the same. “You shouldn’t have any problems.”
              Whether that was true or not he couldn’t be certain. The only girls that he knew to be clean were the kind that would also be missed. Taking a chance on an impure specimen was a small price to pay for keeping their operation clandestine.
              “Ha!” Saiki said, clapping his hands together in front of him in excitement. Danilo watched another moment before making a face and turning away, taking a few steps towards the door.
              “That’s a good idea,” Zall said, joining Danilo as he headed towards the exit. “I’d like to have a word upstairs.”
              “Of course,” Danilo said, dipping the top of his head in a nod of assent.
              “Doctor, you have everything you need down here?” Zall asked, turning at the waist to stare at Saiki still ogling his newest acquisition behind them.
              “Oh, yes,” Saiki said, staring down at the fetus. After a moment he raised his head abruptly and said, “Though I could use a few more teeth if possible. Some of the last batch were adult teeth, which don’t help me any.”
              Zall shifted his attention to Danilo and said, “More teeth. That a problem?”
              “None at all.”
              “You got it,” Zall said over his shoulder, motioning with a hand towards the door. Together he and Danilo left Saiki to his work, passing through the airlock and up the stairs in silence. Side by side they emerged on the main floor of the house, Zall leading the way into the empty front living room.
              Danilo walked beside him, standing in the staged room, waiting for some signal of what to do. These days, most of his meetings with his employer took place over the phone. There was no way to determine what had brought him out this morning, but something told Danilo it couldn’t be positive.
              Across from him, Zall settled into a stiff armchair and folded his right leg across his left, his starched blue suit pants remaining rigid as he did so. “I just want to talk to you about a few things. Please, take a seat.”
              Danilo glanced out into the hallway behind him, checking to see if any guards were eavesdropping nearby, before sidestepping to the end of a sofa and settling down on to it. The couch was overstuffed, the padding firm beneath him, the material chafing against his skin. He ignored it as he came to a full stop, staring across the room.
              “I take it from your delivery this morning that everything went well?” Zall opened.
              Danilo nodded. “Yes, it was no problem at all.”
              “Where is the girl now?” Zall asked, propping an elbow on the arm of the chair and placing a finger alongside his temple.
              “I left them on Ala Moana Beach a couple of hours ago,” Danilo said, his voice even, reciting what he knew. “You said somewhere public. I figured it would be too easy to get lost in the shuffle in Waikiki.”
              “Them?”
              The corner of Danilo’s eye twitched in a slight cringe. He’d gotten lazy, forgetting that he’d gone a bit off script in picking up Candy before reaching his ultimate goal. “Yes. I had to secure one girl to gain access to the other.”
              “Hmm,” Zall said, sniffing slightly. He paused a moment, seeming to debate the news, before pushing forward. “And there were no problems?”
              “No problem at all,” Danilo repeated.
              His relationship with Thomas Zall had begun many years before, on the opposite coast of the country. Through a friend of a friend he had been brought on to a private landscaping crew that was hired to look after the Zall family property. Over the course of several years there he ascended in rank, rising to take over the crew, before being promoted to handling special projects for Thomas himself.
              Over three years before, when the decision to relocate to Hawaii was made, Danilo was asked to come along. At first he had balked at the invitation, not until the proverbial Godfather offer was extended his way did he opt to stay on with the man.
              After more than a decade and a half in service to Zall, his job description had again recently taken a sharp turn. He understood the reasoning behind it, even agreed with the motivations for it, but it still didn’t keep him from at times having moments of uncertainty.
              Not in his own abilities to carry things out, but in the fallibility of the project as a whole.
              “I stopped by this morning to see how things have been proceeding while I was on the mainland,” Zall said, watching Danilo, his body void of any movement. “Dr. Saiki tells me things are progressing rapidly, that we should be ready quite soon.”
              Danilo remained silent, not hearing a question, waiting for Zall to continue. He sat and stared directly back at him, making it apparent that he was listening.
              “I just wanted to let you know that I, we, appreciate what you’ve been doing recently,” Zall said. “I realize the things asked of you haven’t been easy.”
              The acknowledgement came as a bit of a surprise to Danilo, his head dipping down. While his employer had always been fair, he had expressed such gratitude through the form of compensation. Rarely, if ever, were compliments doled out. 
              “And to let you know that in addition to the teeth, he told me he will need one last specimen to complete the first round of work,” Zall said.
              Keeping his face neutral, Danilo stared back, now realizing why Zall had asked to see him. The original call for a single fetus was not going to be sufficient. A second was needed, making for three in total. When first they had discussed the proposition, Danilo had agreed to a single case.
              “Will that be doable, on your part?” Zall asked.
              The question was not truly an inquiry, but a backhanded way of letting Danilo know what was required of him. After years of working with the man he knew this was how he operated, appealing to his employee’s ego instead of just being forthright with his demands.
              Long past letting it rankle him, Danilo kept his face even and nodded. When he had signed on, he knew things like this could be a possibility. He had given his word, agreed to a pact, driven to do whatever was asked of him. This would be no different.
“What would you like done with the remains?”
For the first time all morning, a smile tugged at the corners of Zall’s mouth. He kept his gaze aimed on Danilo before rocking his head back on inch, an almost-silent smirk escaping him. “Well, I’ve got a few ideas about that.”              
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
              Of every Hawaiian dish, far and away the most famous was the loco moco. It started with the basic staple of all meals in the islands, two scoops of white sticky rice. Atop those was placed a greasy hamburger patty, a pair of eggs over easy finishing the stack. In case the conglomerated grease and egg yolks weren’t enough to sufficiently saturate the rice underneath, a heavy ladle of brown gravy was spread across everything, providing the extra lubrication needed for the meal to go down fast and easy.
              Some even said it was to help the meal come out the same way.
              Over half of the plate in front of Jake Sturgis was gone by the time Kimo Mata made it to the Country Kitchen. Brown gravy had stained the barren half of the paper plate it was served on light tan, a few errant marks from the plastic knife he was using slashing through the middle of it. 
              Mata looked once at the half-eaten meal while sliding himself onto the metal chair, a wheeze of air escaping from the cushioned seat bottom. Across from him Sturgis continued to attack his breakfast without looking up, knife and fork moving in well-practiced tandem.
              “Thanks for waiting for me,” Mata said, lifting the shoulder strap over his head and dropping his bag to the floor beside him. It landed with a slight smack of canvas on concrete, coming to a rest against the leg of the chair he was seated on.
              Sturgis grunted out a response as he pushed an oversized bite of hamburger and eggs into his mouth, brown gravy and yellow yolk dripping off the end of his fork, splattering against the rice below. He chewed voraciously with his mouth half open, the muscles in his jaw clenching and unclenching.
              The scene brought a feeling of revulsion to Mata, turning his stomach as he looked away, leaning back in his chair.
              Despite living less than ten minutes from the Country Kitchen, it was the first time he had ever heard of the place, let alone been inside. One look around seemed to confirm why, on both counts.
              The interior was no more than twenty feet square, divided in half down the middle by a waist-high service counter. A row of metal stools with cracked leather tops sat empty in front of it, all connected directly to the ground, their steeled bases badly in need of a polish. A harried waitress with big hair and even bigger makeup was posted behind it reading a copy of People magazine. Behind her a window could be seen through to the kitchen, the smell of grease and burnt toast drifting out, accompanied by a radio mix of island beats.
              The other half of the room contained a dozen small tables just like the one they were now seated at. They all had peeling wood laminate tops and mismatched chairs around them, numbers ranging anywhere from one to five per table. There was no décor of any kind on the walls, same for the tables.
              Why it had been dubbed the Country Kitchen, Kimo didn’t feign to have any idea.
              He held a finger up, waving it twice to get the waitress’s attention, and pointed it down at himself. “Coffee, please.”
              The request was met with an eye roll and a huff, enough of a response to let Kimo know he was interrupting her morning reading. He watched closely as she poured and brought his beverage to him, careful to inspect she didn’t put anything in it, before nodding his thanks and taking a long pull.
              Only once the putrid jolt of caffeine entered his system did he turn his attention back to Sturgis, now finishing the last few bites of his meal. Kimo took one more long drink, waiting for Sturgis to mop up the final bits of residue from his plate with a corner of toast before shoving it all down and pushing his plate away. He crumpled his napkin into a ball and tossed it, along with his knife and fork, onto the plate, the entire stack headed for the trash receptacle by the door once their conversation was over. 
              Kimo hoped that was an eventuality fast approaching.
              “So, Detective Sturgis, what brings me out here this fine morning?” Kimo began. He’d thought of making comments on the odd choice for meeting, and for the truly repulsive digestive display that he’d just been forced to witness, but thought better of both. Only once before had Sturgis called and asked to meet. The information he had delivered was rock solid, enough so that when Kimo got the request an hour before, he ignored the early hour and whatever else he had planned for the morning.
Digging into Mary-Ann Harris would have to wait.
Sturgis laced his fingers across his bloated midsection and let out a low belch, the scent of it permeating the air between them. He opened and closed his mouth twice as if chewing it before twisting his head to the side in an angry gesture.
“Sons of bitches stole my crime scene this morning,” he spat, his voice low, angry.
Kimo took one last pull on the bitter swill in his cup before pushing it to the center of the table alongside Sturgis’s trash. “Who stole what crime scene this morning?”
“Tseng,” Sturgis said, making his distaste for the man, his name, obvious on his features. 
While the name gave Kimo the answer to the first part of his question, it did nothing for the back end. The thought of reposing it crossed his mind before fading away. He could tell Sturgis was angry, would give him everything he needed in due time. 
The silence between them lasted half a minute before Sturgis thrust his upper body forward, resting his elbows on the edge of the table, his fingers still laced before him. He extended his neck out towards Kimo, his eyes narrowed.
“Early this morning, maybe three o’clock, I get a call from a CI of mine. He was down on Ala Moana looking for a place to take a nap and a shower, stumbled across two bodies in the sand.”
The thought of reaching for the pad stowed away in his satchel crossed Kimo’s mind, but he let it go. Something told him this was not the kind of conversation either one would want recorded.
“Two bodies,” Kimo said, “as in...”
“As in dead,” Sturgis said. “Not two people, two corpses.”
He paused for a moment, glancing over to the waitress behind the counter. She was still engrossed in her gossip mag, flipping through the pages with aplomb.
“Grisly, too. Throats cut, stomachs slashed open. Right out there on the sand.”
“Damn,” Kimo whispered, trying not to imagine the scene. He’d bore witness to enough such incidents before. He preferred to write about them without actually having to view the evidence.
“Even weirder, not a speck of blood anywhere,” Sturgis continued. “Purely a drop-em-off deal, but still, that’s a hell of a scene, right?”
“For sure,” Kimo muttered, nodding in agreement. He wasn’t yet sure what had Sturgis so angry or why he had been called, but the opening shots had been more than enough to get his attention.
“So I go by the book, call Tseng to get clearance to close the beach, do a full work-up.” At that Sturgis leaned in a little closer, dropping his chin a few inches towards the table top. “And do you know what the bastard did?”
Without being obvious, Kimo pushed himself back a couple of inches, matching Sturgis’s movement, keeping the same amount of distance between them. The smells of loco moco, sweat, and body odor were rolling off the man, along with the palpable scent of anger.
“Closed the beach and took over the scene?” Kimo guessed.
“Oh, he took over the scene alright,” Sturgis said, narrowing his eyes even further, “but he did not close the beach.”
As an investigative reporter, Kimo had covered stories running the scale of topics. Just under half of what he did included the police force, making him far from an expert on standard police procedure. Still, even to his untrained ear, that seemed especially odd.
There was no effort to hide the reaction on his face as he stared back at Sturgis. “Come again? He got a call about two bodies a couple hours before sunrise, and didn’t close the beach?”
“Nope,” Sturgis said, retreating a bit, shaking his head.
“And so right now there are people, tourists, locals, whoever, showing up at Ala Moana and seeing a murder scene right out there in the open?”
At this question, Sturgis leaned all the way back in his chair. He returned his hands to the front of his stomach, gravy stains evident around his fingernails. The corners of his mouth both twisted up in a smile that fell somewhere between ironic and vindictive.
“Nope,” he repeated, his chin swinging in a slow arc from side to side.
“But how is that possible?” Kimo asked, his brow coming together, his head twisting an inch to the side in incomprehension. 
“There is no crime scene,” Sturgis said, the edges of his smile turning downward, his moment of cruel victory over. “Tseng showed up, threw me off of it, processed the whole thing himself.”
An hour and change ago, Kimo had been sprawled across his full-size bed, his sheets a twisted pile around his body. Out of habit the phone was inches away, the ringer on high, in case anything of note happened in the wee hours of morning.
At no point between the time when Sturgis’s call had shattered his slumber and now had he even considered that the reason he was being asked to meet might have something to do with a lead he was already following up on. He forced his face to remain impassive as he ran the scenario in his head.
The odds of two highly visible murders within days of each other would be disposed of and wiped clean before the sun came up were just too great to ignore. 
“Walter Tseng?” Kimo said, doing his best to relay extreme disbelief, giving no indication that he had heard anything about the previous incident at the capitol. “He just showed up and ran an entire crime scene by himself in what, two hours?”
The evil smile returned to Sturgis’s face, curling up slowly, reaching even the folds of skin around his eyes, the wrinkles on his forehead. “I said he processed it himself, not that he processed it by himself.”
It was obvious from the way Sturgis was acting that he felt like he had a real ace left to toss out on the table. Kimo gave him a moment to enjoy it before biting, playing the part of ignorant journalist.
“So who helped him? I can’t imagine anybody else on the force taking part in something like that.”
“Well, not somebody active on the force anyway,” Sturgis said, raising his hands and folding his arms over his chest. They rested on his stomach, folds of skin stacked high across his torso.
“Meaning?”
“Meaning he called in some help,” Sturgis said, again glancing over to the waitress. “Ever heard of Kalani Lewis?”
The name struck a note deep in the recesses of Kimo’s mind, a story he had taken a glance at months ago before moving on, deciding there was nothing but trouble waiting there for him.
“Yeah,” Kimo said. “She and her partner were in a shootout in Waikiki a while back, right?”
A deep sound boiled out of Sturgis, somewhere between a snort and a chortle. “Yeah, that’s how it happened.”
His response served to remind Kimo of the exact reason he had stayed away from the story before. While there had been no evidence at all to believe Lewis and her partner hadn’t acted in best faith, there were some rumblings from the force about how things had gone down. 
Because of that, it was also rumored that HPD had been less than responsive in trying to find whoever pulled the trigger.
Combined, it had made for a potentially toxic story for Kimo to even consider touching. There was enough on his plate with an imploding economy and impending elections to keep him busy without poking through the local police force’s dirty laundry.
At the same time, for Lewis to have shown up at the beach that morning was interesting to say the least.
Kimo did his best to stonewall everything, remaining calm as he allowed Sturgis to enjoy his revenge for Tseng having snatched a case away from him. “If what you’re telling me is true, I could leave here right now and see nothing but business-as-usual down at Ala Moana this morning. How would I ever verify any of this?”
The look of smug victory softened a bit from Sturgis’s face. His mouth fell open a bit, a shadow of indignity passing over it. “Verify? I’m telling you I was there, and it’s all true. Isn’t that enough?”
The question, the quick change of tone, told Kimo he was suddenly on very thin ice. He looked away from Sturgis and reached down into his bag, extracting a money clip and peeling away a twenty and a fifty. He tossed them both on the table, right in front of Sturgis.
“More than sufficient,” Kimo said, acknowledging the question before nodding at the bills lying on the table. “Thank you for the call. Is that enough to cover breakfast?”
The look of triumph returned to Sturgis’s face as he snatched the fifty up and tucked it into the front pocket of his shirt. “Yeah, that ought to do it.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
Lucky we live Hawaii.
It was an expression Kalani had heard no less than a thousand times in her life. She’d seen it probably four or five times that, plastered on t-shirts, bumper stickers, hats. A local expression stretching back long before her lifetime, it was a straight forward maxim that symbolized in just four words how most island residents felt. While the state was not immune to poverty, or crime, or health concerns, it also had the benefit of perfect weather and stunning vistas, of being a melting pot for cultures the world over. 
Despite waking up right on the beach every morning, it had been a long time since Kalani took the phrase to heart. Her family was now five thousand miles away. Her partner was dead. Her chest had a jagged bullet scar that would be with her until her last breath.
She had just finished processing the death of two women, both younger than she was, in a most gruesome fashion.
Even as she sat with her bare toes buried in the sand and watched Rip paddle out on the seven foot cutter he’d borrowed from an old surfing buddy that happened to be out for a morning ride, the joys of living Hawaii were lost on her. She didn’t focus on the fact that the sun was rising behind her or that the morning breeze carried the scent of hibiscus on it. Instead she tried to hone in on the bodies that were now headed north to Tripler to be processed, most likely revealing as little useful information as the previous one had.
The smell of blood and death clung to her, permeating her clothes, saturating her hair. If she had any idea what she was being called to do when leaving the house she would have brought a change of clothes for the day ahead, but as it were she was stuck with what she had. Unlike Rip she was unable to strip down and jump into the ocean, allowing the warm saltwater to wash her clean.
The thought was lodged in the front of her mind, ebbed with a tinge of jealousy, as her phone began to vibrate in her lap. A quick glance at the screen showed it to be Tseng, the man less than an hour removed from the shore beside her. A brief jolt of dread passed through her as she stared at the name, fearing what he might hold in store for her with the call.
“Chief,” she answered simply, turning her head to the side to block out the wind blowing in from the ocean.
“Yeah, I got a hit on that truck you asked me to look into,” Tseng said, skipping any kind of greeting and getting straight to business. His voice still bore the no-nonsense tone it had all morning, a direct result of a late night cocktail of strain and sleep deprivation.
Kalani pulled her feet in closer and sat up straight, focusing in on his voice. “Yeah?”
“I ran a search through our system for any vehicles matching that description,” Tseng said, the sound of papers shuffling audible over the line. “I got a hit back on a Leo Reyes, a resident of Makiki.”
“Yeah?” Kalani asked again, rising up onto her knees. Without any pad or paper nearby she brushed the sand smooth beside her, hand poised above it to record whatever he said next. “Do you have an address?”
Tseng read off a listing on Ke’eomoku Street less than a dozen blocks away, his tone never changing as he rattled off the information. “Needless to say, without a license plate number we can’t be sure this is the guy, but...”
“Got it,” Kalani said, already knowing where he was going with the statement. He wouldn’t have given her the address without reasonable certainty it was the person she was looking for. If anybody should ask though, she got the information from a previous interview, not from him.
“What was he in the system for?” Kalani asked, using her index finger to clarify the house number scrawled in the soft white powder.
Again there was more paper rustling as Tseng rummaged for something out of reach. “Some low level stuff,” he replied, distraction obvious. “I had his jacket here a minute ago, but now it’s gone. Some pushing, petty theft, suspected trafficking.”
Kalani nodded, the assessment pretty well in line with what she’d expected. Over the years she had come across enough men like him to know the type. Dirty enough that a person would never want their daughter bringing them home, but clean enough to stay clear of the real muscle in town.
“Thanks, Chief,” Kalani said, letting him go chase one of the dozen other things he’d been complaining about all morning.
Signing off the call, Kalani stood, sand falling from her jeans to the ground. Rising onto her toes, she waved an arm overhead to grab Rip’s attention, then used her phone to take a picture of the address scrawled in the sand. There was little chance she would forget it in the next ten minutes, but in the event they might need it later, she wanted to have it recorded. 
Using the ball of her foot, she wiped the notation clear and waited as Rip finished his run, the wave carrying him within just a few feet of the shore line. In practiced movements he hopped of the board, water splashing up around him as he bounded up the last few feet. Pulling the board onto the shore, he jammed the tail of it into the sand, fins digging themselves into the soft powder. “We got something?”
“Tseng got us an address on the truck,” Kalani said, tossing him his t-shirt and jutting her chin towards the board standing tall. “That going to be okay there?”
“Yeah,” Rip said, turning and extending a hand overhead, the gesture matched by someone straddling his own ride, bobbing along with the waves, a handful of other figures floating beside him. “Kenu said to just leave it. Everybody here knows it’s his.”
Kalani accepted the explanation without comment and led the way back to her Jeep, Rip shaking out his wet hair and wiping sand away from his body as he went. Once there he pulled his shirt over his head and tugged jeans on over his board shorts, a bit of moisture soaking through the legs, before climbing inside.
Kalani waited until he was strapped in before taking off, the four minute drive spent in silence, the morning sun just beginning to peek out from behind the Ko’olau Mountains. Traffic was still an hour away from becoming heavy, the roads barren and flowing fast. Reciting the address over and over again in her mind, Kalani found the street and number they were looking for with ease and pulled up alongside it, sliding to a stop on the curb.
“So, where are we?” Rip asked, still finger combing his damp hair back from his forehead, both of them examining the structure before them.
Unlike the apartment of Lauren Mann, Reyes lived in a free standing house. Designed in the old plantation style, it was a single story dwelling raised on stilts, a short staircase leading up to the front door. The roof was made of green corrugated metal and the outer walls of wood, everything painted a color that was once dark red but had since receded to light pink. Cracks were visible in at least two of the windows, termite and assorted wood damage encasing the door. Most of the grass on the lawn was brown and brittle, a bike lying on its side in the middle of it.
              Two automobiles sat in the driveway, both silent and empty. On the right was a low-slung Cadillac Eldorado, the mud-brown exterior badly in need of restoration. Beside it was an oversized yellow Dodge Ram, the silver rims polished to a shine.
              “This is the home of one Leo Reyes,” Kalani said. “I’m guessing you can see why we’re here.”
              “Yup,” Rip said, nodding as he examined the truck sitting in the drive. “Think he’s overcompensating for something?”
              Kalani arched an eyebrow without glancing over. “Could the same be said for someone that drives a van?”
              Beside her Rip pushed out an angry breath, pressing the passenger side door open. “I would argue a man has to be really confident in himself to drive a van.” He paused, looking through the open door at her. “Besides, she’s a classic, dammit.”
              Biting back a smile, Kalani climbed out and joined him on the sidewalk, the two of them pausing just a moment before heading up the lane. As they drew near Rip fell back a step, allowing her to take the lead and go to the door. 
              The front steps creaked beneath her weight as she made her way to the top and curled her hand into a fist, pounding on the outer door with the palm of her hand. She struck the wood five times before stepping back and waiting, the house completely silent. After several long moments she raised her fist and pounded again, this time with even more vigor than the first. 
              Somewhere inside the sound of movement could be heard, loud, heavy gestures consistent with someone being pulled from a deep sleep. Turning once to glance at Rip, Kalani stepped back and waited.
              The footsteps grew closer before stopping just short of the door, followed by a moment of silence as whoever was on the other side stood looking through the peephole. Out of habit Kalani pulled her badge from her hip and held it up, wagging it for the person on the other side to see.
              “Leo Reyes, we’d like to ask you some questions,” she said, her voice raised so anybody else was in the house could hear her. She kept the badge out as she did so, rotating so that her weapon was also visible to whoever might be peering out.
              A long moment passed with no response before the door wrenched itself open with an audible gasp, the sound of paint and rubber fused by humidity pulling apart. Behind it stood a young woman no more than twenty, her hair a frayed mess. Her eyes were turned down into narrow slits, morning having come far earlier than she wanted. Around her was wrapped a thin blanket as she stood blinking at the harsh morning sunlight.
              “Leo’s not here,” she said, the words sounding pained as they exited her.
              “It’s barely seven a.m. and his truck is in the driveway,” Kalani said, fighting back an eye roll. “Where is he?”
              “I don’t know,” the girl said. “But he’s not here.”
              From the side of the house the small, clear sound of a wooden frame opening could be heard. It creaked a single time, carrying through the morning, jerking Kalani’s head to the side, her senses on alert as she snapped towards it.
              Below her Rip took off at a dead run, his wet denim making a whishing sound as he sprinted across the front lawn. For a moment Kalani stood rooted in place, watching him tear across the dead grass, before a short man with dark brown skin darted from the side of the house. Oversized key ring dangling from his hand, he was dressed only in cargo shorts and sneakers, pumping hard for his truck.
              Watching the two intersect with each other was like seeing two animals collide on a nature documentary. Kalani waited as Rip intercepted him two steps away from the hood, hefting his small body up from the ground and depositing him chest-first against the front of the grille. His entire weight smashed down onto the truck, the metal beneath him groaning from the impact.
              “Man, what the hell are you doing?” Reyes yelled, thrashing beneath Rip’s grip, his feet swinging, trying in vain to find the ground beneath him. “You can’t just show up and start tossing me around at my own house!”
              Behind him, Rip pressed his forearm into Reyes’s back, pinning his body against the chrome adorning the front of the truck. “Shut up. From where I’m standing it looks like I can do whatever I want.” 
He turned and looked up at Kalani, shaking his head, disgust on his features. “Why do they always try to run?”
              Matching the head shake, Kalani turned towards the girl standing just inside the door, her jaw hanging agape. “Put some clothes on, we’re going to need to talk to you, too.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
              A single wooden chair was brought in from the dining room and placed in front of the television. It was older, the legs and seat on it both chewed up, the varnish faded from years of use. Still, it was in better repair than the carpet it rested on, a threadbare covering that was once beige but had since been reduced to an indeterminate color somewhere between brown and grey, stains splotching the surface that seemed to represent every bodily fluid and beverage on the planet.
              Seated on the chair was Leo Reyes, his mouth clamped shut, his nostrils flaring as he pushed and pulled air through them. His hands were clenched into tight balls, the veins on his arms standing out beneath his skin as he stared from Rip to Kalani and back again.
              The earlier comment by Rip about the truck being overcompensation for something had turned out to be truer than either could have guessed. Even in his sneakers, Reyes was no more than five-four, his body tipping in at a svelte one twenty five. A lack of body fat made his abs stand out beneath smooth brown skin, though his diminutive stature was void of any other muscle tone.
              “Man, what the hell do you guys think you’re doing?” Reyes snapped. “I’ve got rights you know.”
              “Your rights went out the window when you tried to run,” Rip said, standing across from Reyes with his arms folded over his chest. Behind him sat the girl that had answered the door a few minutes before, her waif-like body wrapped in a beach cover and pressed back into a faded plaid couch.
              “We just have some questions for you,” Kalani said, keeping her tone neutral, standing far enough to the side that Reyes couldn’t look at she and Rip both at the same time. Given the state of the carpet she elected to stand over using the dark blue chair behind her, fearful of what might reside on its surface.
              “Man, I’m not answering shit,” Reyes said, putting extra emphasis on the last word. “I don’t didn’t do nothing, I don’t know nothing.”
              “Then why’d you run?” Rip asked, inching a half step closer.
              Reyes pressed his lips together tight and peered up at Rip, giving the impression that he might leap out of his chair at any moment. “Because you’re cops. Everybody knows a cop comes banging on your door at the crack ass of dawn, means they about to pin something on you.”
              “I didn’t know that,” Rip said, twisting at the waist to look at Kalani. “You know that?”
              After watching Rip slam Reyes into the hood of his own truck, Kalani was content to let him take the role of bad cop. She stared down at the shirtless young man before her without looking at Rip, her hands hanging neutral by her side. “We have some questions about Lauren Mann.”
              “Don’t know her,” Reyes said, keeping his gaze aimed at Rip, the words coming too fast to be believable, a conditioned response.
              Expecting the answer, Kalani slid the photo of Mann out from the file in her bag and extended it towards him. She took two steps forward, putting the photo just a few feet from his face. “How about now?”
              “Said I don’t know her,” Reyes said, still glaring at Rip, his eyes never once looking at the picture.
              There was two distinct ways the next few minutes could play out. The first was to let Rip flex some more muscle on Reyes, forcing him to look at the picture, demanding he give a straight answer to a question. The move would no doubt further bruise his already wounded pride, making anything he said suspect at best.
              Kalani had seen the kind many times before. Somebody of a decreased physical or mental capacity that made up for it by buying an oversized truck, surrounding himself with people they thought were inferior to them. Predicting how he would act in this situation was a pretty safe assumption.
              The second way to handle the situation was by employing something such people rarely ever expected. Using those they kept around as a means to buffeting their egos against them.
              Rotating on the ball of her foot, Kalani kept the picture extended at arm’s length and held it up for the girl on the couch to see. “How about you? Do you know this girl?”
              Without even realizing it, a flash of recognition passed over the girl’s face. Her eyes widened and her mouth turned upward in a half smile. “Oh yeah, Bunny. I like her, she’s nice.”
              The words were barely out of her mouth when Reyes jumped to his feet. He extended a finger, his body taut. “Shut the hell up!”
              The soles of his sneakers just touched down before Rip slammed a hand into his chest, forcing him back into his chair, the sound of flesh hitting flesh ringing through the room. “Listen here, Leo. We’re going to get the information we came for. Now either we can do this here, or we can drag you both to the station and do it.”
              Palpable animosity rolled off of the smaller man as he sat and seethed, staring up at Rip. “Man, you ain’t got nothing on me.”
              “We’ve got a witness that said you were last seen arguing with a girl that was murdered two nights ago,” Rip said, taking another half step forward. “And we’ve got you trying to run this morning. I’d say that’s more than enough to earn you a weekend pass to the clink.”
              Reyes opened his mouth to speak, but for the first time thought better of it, instead resuming his fuming on the chair.
              “Who’s Bunny?” Kalani asked, shifting the conversation back to the girl on the couch.
              A long moment passed as she stared across at Reyes, fear plain on her features, saying nothing.
              “It’s okay,” Kalani added. “You’re not in any trouble, we’re just trying to figure out who did this.”
              Again the girl looked over at Reyes, unsure how to proceed. After a moment Rip took a step to the side, interrupting the sightline between the two, arms still folded across his chest. “It’s okay, honey. Just tell us what you know.”
              Without the visage of Leo staring daggers at her the girl seemed to gain a tiny bit of resolve. She looked at Rip a long moment before shifting her attention to Kalani. “We called her Bunny, short for Snow Bunny. You know, because she was haole.”
              Kalani had put that together long before the girl said it, but nodded along anyway, acting as if it were an important piece of data. At this point the girl was talking, and she needed to keep it that way.
              “I didn’t even know her name was Lauren,” the girl said, looking off for a moment before nodding. “It makes sense though. She seemed like a Lauren.”
              “She never told you her name?” Rip asked, his eyebrows pinched together a bit in surprise.
              The girl flicked her gaze at Rip, making sure Reyes was still out of sight, before shifting back to Kalani. “None of us use our real names here. Leo gives us new ones when we join the team. Says it’s easier that way.”
              Kalani felt her eyelids slide shut for just a moment, an involuntary reaction to the girl’s admission. Given what Dr. Song had said about the amount of sexual trauma Lauren had endured, and the appearances of Reyes and the girl, it was clear that he was a low level pimp. The jolt wasn’t in hearing the words out loud, it was in witnessing the spell that the girl was under. She had no idea what had been done to her, of the peril her situation had put her in.
              A long, sharp exhalation from Rip pulled Kalani’s eyes open. She watched as he rotated at the waist and glowered down at Reyes, shaking his head from side to side.
              “Easier, huh?” Rip asked. “And what do they call you?”
              “Lo Mein,” the girl answered, not a trace of irony in her voice, “because I’m Chinese.”
              The crease between Rip’s eyebrows grew deeper as the scowl increased on his face. Kalani could sense the tension begin to emanate from him, rolling off in palpable waves. She needed to steer the conversation towards a conclusion before the situation became one she could no longer control, or even worse didn’t want to.
              Ignoring all the obvious questions about the arrangement Reyes had with the girls, Kalani honed in on Lauren Mann. In a few days she would tip off Tseng about Reyes and let him handle it however he saw fit. At the moment, he wasn’t her main concern, and it wasn’t like he was going anywhere. They knew where he lived and what he drove, coming back to lean on him at a moment’s notice wouldn’t be a problem.
              “When was the last time you saw Lauren?” Kalani asked.
              The girl’s eyes bunched up tight as she thought about it, folds of skin gathering near her temples. She stared off at the opposite wall a moment, thinking, before saying, “Maybe a week, two weeks ago?”
              “Where was this?” Rip asked.
              “Outside her apartment,” the girl replied. “She owed Leo money and we stopped by to get it.”
              Kalani cast a quick glance over to Rip. The timeframe seemed consistent with what the neighbor had told them the day before. “Were the two of them arguing?”
              Again the girl paused. “Some, I think. I had worked late the night before, so I was dozing in the truck. It wasn’t too bad though. I’ve seen worse.”
              “He hit her?” Rip asked.
              “Hell no, I didn’t hit her!” Reyes snapped, again trying to take his feet. 
Once more Rip was on him before he made it to full height, forcing him back down into the chair. “Do not move again,” Rip warned, sticking a beefy finger in his face. “Or you’ll be sorry you did.”
“Man, I’m sitting right here,” Reyes replied. “Why the hell don’t you just ask me the questions? Yeah, I went over there. Yeah, she owed me money. No, I didn’t hit her, but I should have.”
Kalani could see a cloud pass over Rip’s face, a dark storm that threatened to unleash itself on Reyes. She could see his left hand bunch itself into a fist, ready to strike. It was a far cry from the good natured Texan she was used to, a peek into the other half, the career military lawman.
“Was that the last time you saw her?” Kalani asked.
“Yeah, it was the last time I saw her,” Reyes said. “I told her she had until Saturday to get me my money or I’d be back.”
“And then what would happen?” Rip said, leaning in a few inches towards Reyes, his body poised. 
Reyes met the stare for a long moment. “I don’t know. Nobody’s ever been dumb enough to find out.”
The two glared at each other, both like feral animals, ready to lash out. Across from them Kalani could feel the situation slipping away, ready to descend into anarchy at any moment. She had no worries that she and Rip were in any danger, it was more the fact that the chief had been explicit in telling her not to make any kind of public waves.
An officer on leave and a former MP beating the hell out of a suspect to a murder that was scrubbed clean from the floor of the capitol within hours of it happening wouldn’t just be a wave, it would be a tsunami.
“Did Lauren have any enemies?” Kalani asked, raising her voice, hoping it would break the standoff between Rip and Reyes. “Anybody that would want her dead?”
Reyes continued to fix his gaze on Rip, saying nothing. Kalani gave him a moment before turning to the girl on the couch, motioning for her to answer.
“No,” the girl managed, shaking her head. “Like I said, she was nice. The men liked her. Everybody liked her.”
“What about working girls in general?” Kalani asked. “Anybody out there giving you a hard time?”
“Better not be,” Reyes muttered, disdain in his voice.
Kalani ignored him, focusing in on the girl. “How about it? Anybody out there giving you ladies a hard time?”
The girl remained silent a long moment, again focusing on the opposite wall. “No,” she finally said, her voice detached, her mind still trying to wrestle with the question that had been posed. “The men who hate us stay far away. The only ones that ever come around are the ones that love us.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
Picking a spot for the meeting was a no-brainer. The beer garden at Gordon Biersch had been a favorite watering hole for members of the governor’s security detail since its construction a decade and a half before. Located on the far corner of the Aloha Tower Marketplace, it was just a three block walk from the capitol, backing right up against the water of Honolulu Harbor. 
Most of the people that worked in the capitol preferred one of the local places downtown. The young interns tended to congregate at Indigo, the trendy new place with art deco light fixtures and overpriced martinis. Various staffers, lifers that had made a career of chasing deadlines and catering to the whims of their congressional delegates, flocked to places like Jack’s, a dive on the edge of Chinatown that specialized in serving bottles of beer by the bucket. The delegates themselves opted for venues such as the Hukilau, upscale places that were safely tucked away from prying eyes or media members.
All of those reasons combined were what drove the security detail to the beer garden. Housed a stone’s throw from the iconic tower, it spent its days housed in the shade of whatever cruise liner was in port, dispensing hundreds of non-English speaking tourists into the city.
Those tourists provided the perfect cover for the men that spent their work lives roaming the capitol grounds to unwind. Never did they have to worry about running into anybody from work, who would deride being seen in such a place. 
The fact that it wasn’t a local hangout was exactly why the men had chosen it years before, a tradition that had been passed from one administration to the next.
Sam Nakoa arrived at the beer garden at ten minutes before one, posting up on an elevated chair at a small table a few feet off the bar. He ordered a Longboard Summer Ale in a glass and sat sipping at it, feigning interest in an episode of Sportscenter above. Beyond him he could see a pair of ocean trawlers heading back into the harbor, their fishing nets tied up high, sterns sitting low from the weight of a full load stowed away below deck. The smell of diesel fumes and fresh catch accompanied them.
“Big Sam,” a voice said from behind him, stopping the Longboard halfway to his mouth. 
At the sound of it Sam lowered the glass to the table without taking a drink and smiled, sliding from his chair and walking forward, arms extended. “Daniel-San.”
Across from him, Dany Pogi matched the smile and the pose, the two men embracing, mashing together almost six hundred pounds of flesh wrapped in aloha shirts. They held it for just a moment before stepping back and going to either side of the table, both climbing up onto their respective chairs.
“Get you a beer, brah?” Sam asked.
“Eh, no t’anks,” Dany replied, waving a thick hand at him. “I’m on the clock, yeah.”
Sam nodded, aware that it was still the middle of the day. He himself had not yet decided if he was returning back to the warehouse for the afternoon, letting the flow of the meeting dictate his next move. Meeting so early was not his first choice, having rather waited until the evening to meet when he could order some beers and the two men could talk story. This was the only time Dany had available though, so Sam went with it.
“Thanks for meeting with me,” Sam opened. “I know this time of year is crazy.”
“Naw, no need for t’anks,” Dany said, the occasional word of Pidgin sliding effortlessly into his speech. “One old friend Sam Nakoa calls and asks to meet, you meet.”
A large smile stretched across Sam’s face. He and Dany had spent two years working together for the new administration, Sam showing him the ropes to ascend into the position he had held for almost a decade.
Fifteen years younger than Sam, Dany had made his way onto the detail from the private sector. A product of American Samoa, football had brought him to the island as an oversized child at the age of seventeen. Perfect weather and gainful employment opportunities had kept him around for nearly twenty years. 
In conforming with the code laid out for all security detail members, Dany’s hair was short and neat, the black locks just starting to show the stray grey. Weighing right at three hundred pounds his neck and face were fleshy without being flabby, his bulk carried well for a man his size.
“How’s everything going over there?” Sam asked. “Duke still driving you guys into the ground?”
A deep, hearty laugh rolled up out of Dany, shaking his oversized chest. “Oh, you know Duke. All those people showing up for the legislative session present a threat, we need to be on high alert, yada yada.”
A wistful smile tugged at Sam’s lips, having heard the same speech every spring for a decade himself. “Not to mention all the fundraisers and such going on in the evenings. Poor guy’s going to give himself a heart attack one of these years.”
“Ha! The Duke, a heart?” Dany replied, slapping the table with a ham-sized hand. His impact was stronger than intended, Sam’s beer glass bouncing from the blow, a few drops of the orange-tinted liquid spilling out onto the table.
Lifting the glass up, Sam used the napkin it was sitting on to wipe the table clean, taking a long drink. 
For a solid day and a half he had wrestled with the news Kimo had given him. At its core, the information was patently absurd. No politician, not even one as self-deluded as Randle, would have the nerve to cover such a thing. Election year or not, murder was a heinous offense. Hiding such an event would get him crucified in both the judicial court and the court of public opinion.
For whatever reason though, he couldn’t quite shake the feeling that the story was just crazy enough to maybe have a bit of truth in it. At first glance it was nothing short of blasphemy, but that very same reason made it too outlandish for somebody to just make up.
It also made the subject quite sensitive, bringing with it a high level of difficulty in determining how to best approach it.
“You want anything to eat or drink?” Sam asked, motioning towards the open-air bar nearby, the young tender looking bored behind it, polishing a row of glasses in anticipation of the afternoon’s happy hour.
“Naw, I’m good,” Dany said, again waving the hand back and forth before him. “I’ve only got about half an hour, but I figured whatever was big enough to bring my old friend out of hiding was worth coming to check out.”
Warning bells went off inside Sam’s head. He had heard nothing of the situation prior to Kimo showing up a day before, though apparently he wasn’t the first person to have been asking questions. If others were also poking around, it bore to reason that Dany had known all along what the meeting was about.
Out of respect to his friend and his time, Sam decided to go right after it. If he was wrong, he could always go back and fill in the blanks behind him. All traces of mirth faded as he looked up at Dany, his eyes dark pools. He stared a long moment before asking simply, “Is it true?”
Over the course of a half minute, every emotion receded from Dany’s face as well. His face became stony as he matched the gaze, a muscle twitching in his neck the only outward movement of any kind.
“Who’s asking?” Dany asked, answering Sam’s question with one of his own.
“So it is?” Sam asked, sensing that even without responding, Dany had done just that.
“Who’s asking?” Dany repeated, arching an eyebrow and staring back at him.
To his knowledge, nobody knew of Sam’s occasional discussions with Kimo. It was an arrangement that had started by accident eight years earlier, had benefitted them both through the time since. If it came down to it he would not jeopardize himself or his friends on the security detail to help Kimo, but if he could do so without the mention of too many names he would.
“Yesterday morning somebody stopped by the warehouse and said they’d heard some things,” Sam said, sticking to a sanitized version of the truth for the time being.
“And they asked you to check it out?” Dany asked, his gaze boring into Sam.
“No, they just asked if I had heard anything,” Sam replied. “I told them I hadn’t, that the whole thing sounded crazy.”
Dany held his gaze a long moment before slowly bobbing his head up and down. “Does, doesn’t it?”
Internally, Sam felt himself release a sigh of relief. He was by no means out of the weeds yet, but he had taken an important first step in finding what he needed without raising suspicion. “So much so it bothered me. Kept thinking about it all day yesterday. Thought I’d come down here and talk to you so the next person that ever stops by I can tell to go to hell.”
“Ha!” Dany spat out, rocking back away from the table before leaning forward and resuming his stance. “Big teddy bear Sam Nakoa telling anybody to go to hell. That’ll be the day.”
A self-conscious grin spread across Sam’s face as he raised his eyebrows and again glanced over to the barman. “Sounded good anyway, right?”
“That it did,” Dany agreed before falling silent. He kept his gaze aimed down at the black surface between them before leaning his bulk forward and resting his forearms on the table. 
“Because it’s you, I’ll tell you what I know, which isn’t much, and I’ll trust it goes no further.”
Sam matched the pose across from him. “Goes without saying.”
This time it was Dany’s turn to glance over to the bar, where a pair of sunburned tourists in linen shorts and straw hats had just sidled up. He watched them make small talk with the barkeep a moment and once content they weren’t listening in pressed ahead.
“Three nights ago, Duke called in Nainoa and Malcolm for a special overnight detail. I’m not supposed to know that, but they were both absent from work the next day and I heard them discussing it this morning in the locker room.”
Sam nodded. More than once he’d gleaned out important facts from hearing things he shouldn’t through the red metal locker that housed his street clothes.
“I’m not sure what exactly they were doing, but from what it sounded like they were on a guard duty from about midnight until almost sunrise.”
Deep parentheses formed on either side of Sam’s mouth as he frowned, processing the information. “Guard duty? At that time of night?”
Across from him Dany raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “I don’t know. And it’s not like I can just ask. I could tell by the way they were talking it wasn’t something that was meant to be shared with the masses.”
“Yeah,” Sam agreed, nodding for emphasis. “What about Duke? He ever mention it? Put out a request for people?”
“Nothing,” Dany said, shaking his head, his lips pursed. “And you know as well as I do how special assignments are supposed to go.”
Sam bobbed his head in understanding. He did know quite well that all special assignments were to be offered in descending order of seniority. For an overnighter to be given directly to the two lowest men on the totem pole without ever mentioning it to the others was surprising to say the least.
There was only one last question to ask, something Sam was dreading more than everything else combined. He hated putting his friend on the spot, and knew whatever the answer was it would never be passed along, but he needed to know just the same.
“Do you think it’s true?”
A long moment passed, followed by a slow, deep sigh. Dany leaned back and looked out towards the sea, running a thick hand over his chin. He remained in that position for several seconds before shifting his face back towards Sam, his expression solemn.
“Honestly? I have no idea what to think right now.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
The entire evening on Mary-Ann Harris’s public calendar was blocked out, a single large box colored green, stretching almost two inches tall. With the primary election just months away, this was not out of the ordinary. Nearly every night since the first of the year her time had been parceled off in one direction or another, meeting with donors or attending fundraisers. Unseating the incumbent was something that had only been done one other time in the history of the state, and in that situation the sitting governor had earned far more ire than Randle.
Campaigns were expensive endeavors by any measure. For someone sitting in Mary-Ann’s position, they were a veritable money pit.
Unlike most every other appointment in her calendar though, the meeting was simply marked Private. No further explanation was given, no contact number listed where she might be found.
Some of the low-level campaign employees had noticed the appointment when it first appeared a day before and had taken to speculation. The most popular hypothesis was that the widow had finally found someone worthy of a fling. Others proffered much safer choices, such as the candidate just needed a night at home to rest.
Mary-Ann was quite aware of every eye in the headquarters watching her as she gathered her things at fifteen minutes before six and headed for the door. Her Prada bag looped over a forearm, she kept her head aimed straight ahead and walked through the room, most of her face hidden behind a pair of oversized sunglasses. She pretended not to notice the sideways glances and the snickers popping up around her, pushing her way out through the front doors and onto the sidewalk where a taxi sat waiting for her.
The thought of taking her own car had occurred to her, though it seemed more prudent to hire a cab for the evening. Where she was going, the most important thing was to be as inconspicuous as possible, and nothing fit the bill in Honolulu like a cab in the early evening.
Tucked away in the backseat, Mary-Ann slid the sunglasses from her face and sat in silence for the fifteen minute ride. Despite the hour traffic had not yet eased up, the entire affair a stop-and-go exercise that left her nauseated, focused on the world outside in an attempt to settle her stomach.
Beyond the car, the late day sun shined golden over the city, refracting from every reflective surface. Hordes of commuters loaded and unloaded from city buses, students on bicycles weaving between them at every stop. The business casual attire that had dominated the scene just hours before had already given way to tank tops and slippers, board shorts and backwards hats.
Mary-Ann watched it all slide by with indifference, thinking about the meeting ahead. 
It was the third time in the last month she had met with Thomas Zall, each one carrying a bit more of a clandestine nature. The first was a simple meet-and-greet at the campaign headquarters, an encounter Harris had thought was nothing more than a potential booster stopping by for a visit.
It was there that Zall had introduced his plan. The straightforward idea was nothing short of a bombshell to Mary-Ann, the kind of thing she watched on Netflix late at night, but didn’t think actually existed. She was given just twenty-four hours to make her decision before the conversation was forgotten, the details of it denied forevermore. 
Once the stunned silence of what had just been laid at her feet wore off, Mary-Ann made the call, confirming her interest.
The second meeting, if it could even be called that, was a quick conference call. The pertinent details had been laid out in their prior encounter, so the only thing left do was give the heads up that things had transpired as promised.
Two hours later, Mary-Ann had met with Kimo Mata.
This was the third meeting between the two, a summons having arrived the previous day asking to meet again. Given their unusual circumstances, Zall was requesting an in-person meeting, even offering up his home as the desired site for it. 
The thought of another face-to-face encounter was almost enough to make Mary-Ann’s skin crawl. As a person, Zall was an affable, likeable man. For all he represented, and the things he was pulling her into, he was nothing short of evil incarnate.
There was no way to imagine what his motivations for spearheading such a movement could be, but Mary-Ann felt reasonably certain they were all vile.
Every nerve in her body tingled as the cab climbed upward along Tantalus drive, past Punchbowl Cemetery, and into a housing community known as Ridgeview Estates. Following the directions that had been given to her, she directed the driver to the top of the lane, turning through a pair of bronze gates and winding up a cobbled brick drive.
Having been active in the Honolulu community for decades, Mary-Ann had more than once heard the name Thomas Zall. It was well-known that he was a shipping magnate that had relocated to the islands a few years before, fleeing New York City and bringing his wealth with him. Beyond that, details were sparse at best. He was known to meet the proper expected amount of charity for a man of his stature and to play his part when local politicians came around at election time, though for the most part he kept to himself.
How he now filled his days was anybody’s guess.
Climbing out of the taxi and taking in his home for the first time, Mary-Ann could understand why. 
Stretched out before her was a modern-style villa standing two stories in height. Built into the sloping ground beneath it, the structure jutted out from the mountainside, a sparkling beacon of white marble and glass. In front of it the lawn was immaculately kept, the grass trimmed like that of a country club fairway, beds filled with flowers of every variety and color.
Moving up the front sidewalk, Mary-Ann could see the entire panorama of Honolulu stretched out below. The late-day sun sat just a few inches above the horizon, searing a stripe atop the water and painting everything in an orange hue. 
“Impressive, isn’t it?” a voice asked, turning Mary-Ann away from the view, her breath catching. 
Seated in a padded white Adirondack chair on the front porch was Thomas Zall. Dressed in a pink Oxford shirt and pressed slacks, he sat with one leg crossed over the other, his bare ankles visible above leather loafers. Beside him a glass table contained a decanter and two tumblers, both sitting empty. Opposite the table was a matching chair, the entire set-up bathed in sunlight.
“Very,” Mary-Ann replied, ascending the stairs and taking her place in the opposite chair, neither person going through the motions of false salutations. There were no pretenses of friendship or camaraderie that needed to be carried out, no time to be wasted on such matters. It was well understood that neither person was especially fond of their arrangement, but that it was a necessary evil they would both endure for as long as they must.
“May I?” Zall asked, removing the crystal stopper from the top of his decanter and lifting it from the table.
“Please,” Mary-Ann said, glancing over to her taxi parked on the driveway, her chauffeur for the night squirrelled away inside. 
One at a time Zall poured an inch of brandy into each of the glasses and replaced the stopper in the decanter, both of them taking up their drinks and venturing a sip. In silence they sat for a long moment, savoring the drink, Mary-Ann waiting for Zall to take the lead.
After a full minute, he did just that.
“I assume by this point you have acted on the information that I gave you?” he asked without turning to face her. 
Mary-Ann paused for a moment, long enough to relay the fact that she was not one of his myriad servants and would not be spoken down to. “I already had a meeting in place when your call came in,” she replied, a hint of an edge in her voice. “It was done by ten o’clock yesterday.”
If Zall noticed her tone or the curt nature of her response at all, he did nothing to show it. “Two full news cycles have passed,” he said, “and not one word of it.”
“You said you expected that to be the case,” Mary-Ann replied. “Are you now surprised?”
A small snort rolled out of Zall, his body rocking back just an inch. “Surprised that it was covered up? Hardly. But I am a little surprised you have not managed to capitalize on it yet.”
Mary-Ann felt her pulse pick up a bit as she sat and stared out, her sunglasses doing little to dampen the strength of the sun beaming in on them. Closing her eyes shut for a moment she took another sip of the brandy, letting the sweet tasting liquor slide down her throat, warming her body from within.
“I contacted Kimo Mata, known to be the best investigative journalist in the state. I assume he is now running down the information before going forward with it.”
“What is to be run down though?” Zall countered. “I gave you everything you needed.”
“True,” Mary-Ann said, the pads of her fingers pressing in tight on the glass in her hands, nails growing white from the exertion. “But there was no scene left to investigate, no witnesses around to confirm anything. If he just goes public with something like that, against the governor, it could be career killing.”
“For him or for you?” Zall asked.
The acrimony within Mary-Ann rose another notch as she placed the tumbler back on the table and pressed her hands down into the arms of the chair on either side of her. The first time Zall had met with her, he had seemed congenial, a business man seeing opportunity. It was his demeanor, his approach to the entire matter, that had set her at ease, made her think that the scenario was even possible.
In the time since, his condescension had risen in spades. Whether it was a product of strain or his true nature coming out she couldn’t be sure, but it was not her duty to wait and find out.
“Is there a reason you asked me here tonight?” Mary-Ann asked. 
The comment drew Zall’s attention over towards her, his mirrored sunglasses hiding his eyes, his face blank as he stared at her. He remained that way a long moment before the corner of his mouth turned upward, just the slightest hint of a smile.
“I summoned you here to let you know that tomorrow evening, another incident will occur.”
Mary-Ann matched the stare, willing herself not to react in any way. Inside, she could feel her pulse quicken, could feel the warmth from the brandy and the sunlight start to press on her from both directions, sweat threatening to break out at any moment.
“Incident?” she asked, her voice sounding much stronger than she felt.
“Yes,” Zall said. “It will happen at nine o’clock. I ask that you wait until tomorrow to relay that, but from then on you are free to do with that information what you choose.”
The air around her felt thick as Mary-Ann fought to push it in and out of her nose. She kept her hands screwed down tight on the arms of the chair to keep him from seeing them tremble, her body rigid.
“And you’re telling me this...”
“In advance this time, yes,” Zall said, already guessing where she was going with the question. “My hope is by being out in front of this one, it will achieve both our intended goals.”
The words sent a jolt through Mary-Ann, almost forcing her to close her eyes and slump back in her chair. “And where will you be?”
A long moment passed before an oversized smile stretched across Zall’s face. The mere sight of it seemed out of place on his features, his skin folding it itself up, age lines etched into his flesh.
“That’s the best part. Tomorrow night is the governor’s fundraising gala. I’ll be in the very same room with him when all the fun begins.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
As effective as the park had been the first time, Danilo couldn’t afford the risk of returning. None of the children had been harmed in any irreparable way, beyond a couple of missing adult teeth, but that didn’t make his situation any better. By now the children had no doubt shared with the police, their parents, the papers, and anybody that would listen, what had happened. Every playground in the city would have a patrol car staked out beside it, rookie cops looking to make a quick name for themselves stowed away inside.
Also out was Chinatown, the second best hunting ground for what he was after. The likelihood of anybody even noticing Candy was gone, let alone missing her, was slim at best. The other girl though seemed a little cleaner, and she was hapai, meaning somebody had probably reported her absence. Coupled with the little display he had left on the beach that morning, even someone as daft as the HPD was bound to put things together.
That brought Danilo to Option C. It wasn’t one he had ever actually employed before, merely a mental filing once his role with Zall switched in case he needed it. The first few times he had rolled past it he hadn’t put the possibilities together in his mind, the solution almost too obvious. Not until the first fetus turned up tainted did he start to view things in a different way, seeing the third location as the treasure trove it could be.
The spring sunshine had given way to a warm evening, the sky above cloudless. Stars dotted the blackened night, millions of tiny crystals shimmering down, reflecting off the ocean outside Danilo’s driver’s side window. The smell of saltwater and automobile exhaust floated on the breeze, filling the cab, enveloping his body.
Again he was back in the van, the dog cage from a few nights before long gone. The faint scent of the animal could still be detected when he first climbed inside, the reason for the windows riding low. 
With the radio off, Danilo fell in with the flow of traffic moving away from downtown, following the Nimitz Highway as it hugged the coast. Twice he was forced to stop at red lights, waiting patiently as a small handful of cars turned in front of him, nobody giving much thought to the paneled van idling in the middle lane.
Three miles from the city center, Danilo turned off of Nimitz, exiting onto a single unmarked lane before the highway ascended into an on-ramp, merging with the H-1, pushing its way towards the airport and Pearl Harbor. He followed the makeshift roadway a quarter of a mile, the ground under his tires switching from pavement to gravel. Killing the front lamps, Danilo let the van coast to a stop and put it in park, surveying his surroundings. 
Two stories above where he was now parked, traffic on the H-1 rushed by. He could hear semi-trucks and motorcycles pushing past, their engines whining with exertion. Every few minutes an errant strobe of light would pass over the ground beside where he was parked, the elevated roadway managing to block out most ambient glow from the world above.
Despite that he could still clearly see what he had come for, the slightest bit of apprehension crawling up his spine as he did so.
Tucked away in the darkness was a homeless community almost one hundred yards square. Sheltered by the concrete expanse of the highway, it was out of the harsh sunlight and heavy spring rains. For the same reason there was hardly a trace of the persistent trade winds passing through, the spot shielded from any fear of the elements outside.
Danilo turned the keys in the ignition to off and sat in the darkness a long moment, observing the scene before him. Most of the structures packed tight along the grounds were piecemeal amalgamations thrown together by whatever had been scavenged from the neighborhoods nearby. Odd pieces of furniture and home goods arranged into amoebic shapes, a tarp or blanket thrown over the top to lash it all together. A few of the dwellings were a bit more permanent, constructed of pallets or concrete blocks, pieces of carpet covering the tops.
On the opposite side of where he was parked a drainage canal wound its way towards the ocean, a finger of water originating somewhere in the valleys high above. On a previous scouting run Danilo had seen people washing clothes just feet from others relieving themselves in the tepid water. Even now he could see a few muted shapes trudging between the ditch and their makeshift homes, bottles or buckets hanging by their side.
If his loyalty had not already been signed away years before, it would have resonated as a damning commentary on the lives these people led. 
Free of any moral qualms though, it was an excellent sign, fitting his purposes in being there to the letter.
By and large the place appeared deserted, most of the occupants already tucked away for the night. Only a small cluster of lights could be seen, one a tiny fire, another appearing to be an electronic screen, its illumination an artificial shade of yellow. A few muted shapes moved about amongst them, nobody acting with much purpose.
That was about to change.
Stepping out from the van, a rancid stench passed across Danilo’s nose. Carrying the combined scents of body odor, feces, and rotten food, it brought a veneer of moisture to his eyes, burning the edges of his nostrils. Passing a hand over his face and wiping it against his shorts, Danilo stepped around the front end of the van, his shoes crunching against the gravel. Behind him the engine ticked in a steady cadence, the engine block cooling in the night air.
“Anybody want to make some money?” Danilo called without preamble, raising a hand to the side of his mouth and yelling through the night. At the sound of his voice the few people he could see turned towards him, bits of light reflecting off their eyes.
“I said, anybody want to make some money?!” Danilo yelled again, raising his voice, making sure to be heard over the sound of the highway above.
This time his words found the mark, a tremor of movement passing through the encampment. A few people took a step or two towards him. Several heads poked out of their shelters to see who was summoning them, murmuring indiscernible words between one another.
Taking a few steps forward, Danilo kept the hand raised by the side of his face. It was this moment that would dictate if his plan would work, or if he would have to go back to doing things the way he had a few nights before. It wasn’t a proposition he was especially fond of, but one he would take up if the situation required it.
“My employer will pay ten dollars for every child’s tooth I collect here tonight.”
The words passed through the crowd quickly, the closest ones to him turning and relaying the directive on to the others. Danilo waited as many of the silhouettes threw up their hands or made dismissive gestures, returning to hauling water or receding back into their shelters. He made no attempt to convince them otherwise, allowing them to retreat without comment.
They weren’t the people he was there to see anyway.
The initial proposal thinned out over two-thirds of the crowd, leaving a healthy handful still staring at him. A few of them took a step or two closer, casting a wary glance his way.
“What you need teeth for?” an older woman with stringy grey hair and no more than seven teeth in her head asked.
Ignoring her and her question, Danilo ventured another step closer. There was nothing to physically fear from any of the people pressing in on him, for not a single one, or even group of them, stood the smallest chance against him in a fight. His only real concern was allowing one of them to get a good look at him, perhaps nail down a description that could one day be passed along.
“I need children’s teeth,” Danilo said. “Baby teeth. No adult ones.”
Another chorus of groans went up from the crowd, a few more people dropping away, turning back to their shelters, having already dismissed the stranger and his odd request. Danilo watched them go for a split second before focusing in on the few people he had remaining.
Reaching into his back pocket, Danilo extracted a roll of cash and fanned it out, a few hundred dollars in total. He held the wad of bills up high enough for everyone to see it, wagging it back and forth above his head. “As you can see, I have the money. I only wish to exchange it for some baby teeth for a project my employer is working on. In a few months they will grow back, and you’ll be all the richer for it.”
Not once in the preceding few weeks had Danilo felt remorse, save the few times he was forced to watch Saiki at work in his lab. While the outcomes that had met the young girls could be construed as regrettable, there was no cause for him to feel guilt over their plight. Their death had occurred to propagate a more noble cause, achieving far more than any of them or their unborn children could in life.
Standing in front of the assembled homeless gathered beneath the H-1 freeway, he still felt no form of recognizable emotion. Someone that was better adjusted, with a more attuned sense of morality, might have felt evil preying on the less fortunate, using their hunger for food or drink or drugs against them.
Instead, all Danilo felt was relief, glad that on this particular night, the hard part was done for him. He didn’t have to spend all day putting a plan into motion, searching out the optimal place to isolate his targets, making sure his getaway was clean.
All he had to do was wave the cash around and they would come right to him, offering themselves up for a shot at the money. It was like a shark fisherman dropping chum into the water.
“I got three babies,” a large woman to his far left said, holding a hand up above her head and waving him over. “I don’t know how many teeth they have, but you can take them all for four hundred dollars.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
The report from Dr. Song was much the same as the day before, only this time in duplicate. Two young women, both with tremendous amounts of vaginal scarring, were brought in with vicious slashes across their throats and abdomens. Their official causes of death were exsanguinations brought upon by the removal of the jugular veins. Time of death was somewhere between two and four in the morning, with preliminary bruising showing that the bodies had been moved sometime between dying and final disposal.
The only difference at all between the two was that one of them was pregnant. No trace of the fetus or umbilical cord was found with the mother.
Kalani rolled the new information around in her head as she made her way back across the Likelike Highway. Her day had started at just after four a.m., an unpleasant jolt from her slumber by the growling voice of Chief Tseng. The clock on the dash told her it was now almost half past nine, the digits glowing in the darkness.
After dropping Rip off at his home outside of Pearl City, she had swung through an L&L drive-thru for a plate of chicken katsu and fries, the smell of fried food wafting up at her from the passenger seat. Despite the hour the air was still warm and swirled through the open-air Jeep, the windows zipped out earlier in the day, her hair whipping around her head, held in place by the pair of sunglasses perched on her scalp.
Three days ago, her biggest concern was trying to sleep through the night. In the time since she had been forced into active duty by a governor intent on covering up what was fast starting to look like the work of a serial killer. 
A serial killer that was escalating quickly, demanding to be noticed.
Along the way she had cajoled an old family friend into joining her and pissed off a ranking detective. She had assisted with tracking down a low level pimp and interrogated a working girl with a bad case of Stockholm Syndrome. Twice in as many days she’d made the trek to Tripler, bearing witness to bodies having experienced the double indignities of being viscously murdered and then ritualistically examined for evidence.
At least the exhaustion she now felt might be enough to allow her to sleep.
Turning north onto the Kamehameha Highway, Kalani leaned hard on the gas, her mind already working out whether to shower before eating or the other way around. The speedometer pushed itself above sixty as she ground out the last few miles, her heart rate picking up in her chest as she slid to a stop in front of her home.
Parked at the end of her driveway sat a newer Ford Focus, the bright red paint job flashing beneath Kalani’s headlights. On instinct she reached down into the middle console and pulled her Beretta up onto her lap, unsnapping the leather holster and easing it out a couple of centimeters.
Gone was any trace of hunger or exhaustion as she rolled past the Focus, looking for any signs of life within, any indicator as to who may be calling on her at that hour. To her knowledge there were only a handful of people that even knew where she lived, none of which she could recall driving such a car.
The brakes on her Jeep emitted a tiny squeal in protest as she pulled to a stop in front of her house and killed the engine, leaving the front headlights on. If she were to turn them off now it would take several seconds for her pupils to dilate, leaving her temporarily blinded. Instead she drew the weapon out a little further and shifted her body perpendicular to the front wheel, staring out into the darkness.
“Hello?”
“Hello back,” a male voice said, a trace of local accent present, free of any hostility. 
Kalani jerked her head towards the sound of it, her body rigid, every nerve seeming to dance with sensation. She could feel sweat enveloping her skin, her breaths quick and shallow. “Who’s there?”
The rhythmic sound of leather slapping against feet could be heard growing closer, a silhouette emerging from the darkness. As it grew closer Kalani slid the gun free from its holster and rested it against her thigh, her index finger right along the trigger guard.
“Easy now,” the voice said, offering a half chuckle with it. “You won’t be needing that.”
Step by step the silhouette grew closer, a pair of empty hands rising by its side. It continued moving until it stepped forward into the refracted light thrown off by the Jeep and stopped on the edge of the driveway. Once visible, a man that appeared to be Native Hawaiian stood before her, his height rising no more than a handful of inches above five feet tall. Watching her assess him, he reached with his left hand and extracted his wallet, holding it up with his identification visible, despite being too far away for Kalani to read it.
“My name is Kimo Mata. I’m just here to talk.”
It took Kalani a moment to place the man, his name one she vaguely recognized, the face one she had seen on television a number of times, though she was certain she had never met him in person. She stared at him a long moment before emitting a deep sigh, her body rising and falling with the effort. “Damn it Kimo, I almost shot you.”
“So I see there,” he said, raising her eyebrows at her. He lowered his hands back to his side and replaced his wallet into his back pocket. “Do all cops on leave carry weapons with them when they run out for dinner?”
Kalani looked down at the weapon before sliding it back into its holster, leaving the strap on it unfastened. “What do you want, Kimo?”
Shoving his hands into the pockets of his cargo shorts, Kimo raised his shoulders in a shrug. “I just want twenty minutes of your time. You don’t even have to invite me in.”
Remaining seated, Kalani could think of no less than a dozen reasons why the best known investigate journalist in the state might wish to speak to her. None of them were appealing, a fact confirmed by his showing up uninvited and unannounced at her home late at night. “I wasn’t going to. You can have five.”
For a moment a look that bordered on offended passed over Kimo’s face. Just as fast it passed, his hands again rising by his sides, this time in a move that displayed his resignation. “Fair enough.”
“How’d you find me?” Kalani asked, letting her distaste for his showing up at her home come across in her voice.
“Really?” Kimo asked, the left side of his face rising in a smirk. “I’m an investigative journalist, you think I can’t track down an address? Besides, from what I hear, you’ve got far bigger concerns on your plate right now than me.”
Kalani fought to keep her face impassive. She remained seated behind the wheel of her Jeep, the driver’s door standing open, the front headlights throwing light off the side of her house. The Beretta remained balanced on her thigh, in plain sight. “Oh, yeah? Such as?”
The smirk raised itself into a full smile as Kimo looked down at the ground and then up again. “Okay, you can feign ignorance. I’ll just start with what I know and you can jump in whenever you feel like it. Deal?”
Her gaze even, Kalani stared back at him, saying nothing. She had been given explicit orders from Tseng that the investigation was to be done silently. She knew she had done nothing to draw Kimo’s attention, nor had Rip. She couldn’t imagine Tseng had either.
“I heard a rumor that a couple of nights ago a body was found on the floor of the capitol,” Kimo began. “I also heard it was cleaned up and gone by the start of business the next morning.”
As far as Kalani knew, only a small handful of people were privy to that information. Whoever had tipped Kimo off must have been one of them, or very well connected.
“I also heard that just this morning two bodies were found in the sand at Ala Moana. And just like the other night at the capitol, they were both cleaned up and moved away before the sun came up.”
“Wow, you hear a lot,” Kalani inserted, trying to make her voice sound bored. 
“Oh, I’m just getting started,” Kimo said, the smile still in place. “I also heard that showing up to do the processing this morning was one Chief Tseng, assisted by none other than former front page girl Kalani Lewis.”
Kalani drew a deep breath in through her nose, trying to ignore her pulse racing through her temples. She could feel her heart pounding out a steady cadence in her chest, prickly bits of sensation rising along her scalp.
The second half of the equation wasn’t as hard to figure out. Sturgis had been nothing short of pissed when he left, and everything Kalani knew about him confirmed he wouldn’t be above calling on someone like Kimo to prove a point. 
Still, she couldn’t reveal any of this without speaking to Tseng first.
“Again I say, you hear a lot,” Kalani replied. “But I hope you didn’t pay for any of that information. Seems someone’s been messing with you.”
Using the toe of his sandal, Kimo poked at a stone along the edge of the driveway. Kalani could see the top of his scalp as he stared down at the pebble, shaking his head from side to side. “No, I don’t think so.”
“No?”
“No,” Kimo said, kicking the stone away, sending it skittering across the ground. “What I think is the two are connected. I don’t know how or why yet, but I’ll figure that out soon enough.”
The fact that he had already connected them meant he was much further along than Kalani cared to admit. He was right, eventually he would figure things out. She only hoped when he did, she had gotten to the answer first.
“Again I ask, what do you want, Kimo?”
The smile fell from Kimo’s face as he stared back at her a long moment. He pulled his hands from his pockets and raised them by his side, his body drifting towards his car at the end of the drive.
“Maybe nothing. But since I had heard you were poking around the scene this morning, and as far as I know you haven’t been cleared for active duty yet, I thought we might be able to help each other.”
Again Kalani could feel her scalp crawl as Kimo pulled himself sideways, one foot over the other, the gap between them slowly growing wider.
“If I had any idea what you’re talking about, that would be a sweet offer,” Kalani said, “but since I don’t...”
Once more the smile flashed on Kimo’s face, his pace increasing as he headed off into the night. “But since you don’t...” 
He made it all the way to the hood of his car before turning back to her, hands back into the pockets of his shorts. “Should that ever happen though, keep my offer in mind, okay?”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
The unexpected encounter with Kimo Mata the night before still had Kalani on edge. Her first concern was the fact that her name was out there and that she was apparently fairly easy to locate. Her initial task of the morning was to call a contractor to install security lights around her place the minute they were available. Despite the overwhelming exhaustion she had felt the day before, her sleep had been fitful, the Beretta under her pillow, the .38 on the night stand. She’d given up for good sometime just after five, sitting on the picnic table she’d shared with Tseng days before, guzzling coffee and trying to wrap her mind around everything that was happening.
Most of her thoughts centered on her second major concern from the unexpected visit, namely that someone was leaking the investigation to the media. For over an hour Kalani sat and tried to determine who might do such a thing, and more importantly what their goal in doing so was. 
Given the gruesome nature of the murders and the high-profile locations of their disposals, the possible motivations were endless. Factor in that the governor himself was fighting so hard to cover things up, and the number went up by a factor of two or three.
There was simply too much Kalani didn’t know. If she was going to push forward on the case, she had to be brought up to speed in a hurry.
Waiting until seven a.m., Kalani called Tseng and asked for a meeting as soon as he was available. She could tell by his graveled voice and brusque tone he was faring no better than she, the combined impacts of stress and exhaustion taking a toll. It was apparent from his tone and his hesitancy the last thing he wanted to do was risk a debriefing at the station first thing in the morning, but after a short back and forth he relented.
Provided she could be there and gone before the day shift started at eight.
Without time to swing through Pearl City, Kalani called and rousted Rip from bed, telling him to meet her at the station as fast as he could get there. 
He was sitting on the front steps waiting when she pulled up, the clock on the dash announcing it was twenty-two minutes after the hour.
“Damn, how’d you manage to beat me here?” Kalani offered by way of a greeting, leaving her Jeep parked on the street and shoving a pair of quarters into the meter. Another hour and she would have had to park in a garage blocks away, but fortunately the traffic was still thin enough to provide her with the last spot in the row.
“Aloha Friday,” Rip said, looking at her through heavily-lidded eyes, his hair askew atop his head. “Makes the drive in a dream.”
“Kind of how you look this morning,” Kalani said, tapping him on the shoulder with her fist as she ascended the steps, causing him to rise and follow. “Rough morning I take it?”
“They usually follow good nights,” Rip replied, his voice thick with weariness. “And don’t think I haven’t noticed those bags under your eyes either.”
Kalani let the barb pass without comment, leading Rip up the center stairwell, both of them moving fast to avoid any stray personnel that might have wandered in early. Taking the stairs two at a time they arrived outside of Tseng’s door, Rip hanging back as Kalani tapped on the frosted glass with her knuckles.
“Get in here,” Tseng growled from the other side, Kalani and Rip both exchanging a glance before pushing inside.
The appearance of Tseng seated behind his desk matched his voice to the letter. His clothes were neat and pressed and his hair was combed, but otherwise he wore the look of a man bridled with stress. Dark circles belied his eyes and a day-old shadow of stubble lined his cheeks, his face puffy.
“Good morning, sir,” Kalani said, taking a step forward to allow Rip to enter the confined space behind her. Once he was inside he shut the door, the brittle wooden frame slamming home with a rattle.
“Chief,” Rip said, dipping his head in greeting.
“Yeah, yeah,” Tseng said, waving a hand at both of them. “Sit.”
He paused a moment as they settled into a pair of chairs across from him, the legs of the aging furniture groaning beneath their weight. The scent of stale coffee and paper right off the printer permeated the air, trapped inside by a lack of circulation.
“So what’s going on with the investigation?” Tseng said, leveling a glare at Kalani. The words came out just shy of an accusation, the no-nonsense manner in their delivery clear. 
Time was precious. He wasn’t about to have it wasted.
Kalani had expected the response, having seen the way Tseng carried himself at the beach the day before, knowing another day to stew would only make things worse. Fully aware that the news she was about to deliver would only dampen his mood, she stared directly back at him and took a deep breath.
“You have a problem,” she opened. “A big one.”
The folds of skin around his eyes drew in a little tighter, but he said nothing, flicking his hand in a circular gesture for her to continue.
“Last night I got home to find Kimo Mata waiting for me,” Kalani said. Beside her she could sense Rip shift his gaze to stare at her. Across the desk, Tseng’s jaw dropped a quarter of an inch, but he remained silent.
“It was only a fishing expedition to see how involved I was, but...”
“But he’s already on the scent,” Tseng said, the previous venom gone from his voice.
“No,” Kalani said, shaking her head. “I got the impression he’d been put on the scent.”
Kalani let the words hang out there, waiting as Rip moved his attention back to face ahead, both of them watching Tseng. The chief stared straight back a long moment before exhaling through his nose and leaning forward, resting his forearms on the edge of his desk.
“How much did he know?”
“He knew about both the incidents,” Kalani replied. “Even knew there were two girls on the sand yesterday, and that you and I were both there to process it.”
Tseng’s nostrils flared as he pushed out a loud breath, staring back at them. “Sturgis.”
“That was my initial thought, too,” Kalani said. “But he also knew about the body at the capitol. No way that came from any of us.”
“No,” Tseng agreed, twisting his head from side to side, the movement a short, contained gesture just an inch in either direction. He worked his jaw in a quick movement that resembled chewing as he stared down at his desk. “Dammit. Where are we at with this?”
Kalani flicked her gaze over to Rip. He sat looking back at Tseng, not matching her eye, content to let her do the talking.
“The ME gave us the same basic overview as the first victim. Cause of death was blood loss from a cut throat, with matching slashes across the abdomen.”
“Both pregnant?” Tseng asked.
“One of them was,” Kalani said. “They each showed heavy signs of sexual activity though, so our best guess is it was a crime of opportunity. He grabbed the pair together, dispatched of them in the same way.”
His gaze still cast downward, Tseng considered the information. After a long moment he nodded, his head bobbing up and down again. “Most likely. Terrible, but still better than a killer with an escalation pattern.”
Kalani felt her head move up and down in a nod, but remained silent. She had thought the same thing on the drive home the night before, immediately feeling guilty for finding any silver lining in such a grotesque situation.
Snapping himself out of the thought, Tseng looked down at his desk, pushing around some paper. After shoving several sheets to the side he found what he was looking for, extracting one from the pile and holding it at arm’s length in front of him. “I ran the prints through AFIS. One of the girls didn’t turn up anything, but the other hit positive for a Candy Lee, address on Maunakea, in Chinatown.”
“Explains the sexual trauma,” Rip commented, leaving it at that.
Kalani could tell he was referring to her name, an obvious fake either used for her career as a stripper or a call girl. Either way she elected to let it pass without comment, moving on. “What was she in for?”
“The usual,” Tseng said, glancing over to Rip, confirming his retort about the name was correct. “Solicitation, possession.”
Kalani nodded, leaning forward and accepting the sheet of paper, looking over the address. From what she knew of Chinatown it was located roughly in the center of it, just a few blocks from the canal.
“What about that truck?” Tseng asked. “Anything come of that?”
A low snort rolled out of Rip. Kalani stared down at the sheet of paper a moment longer, the sound beside her just barely registering, as she processed the new information and the question at the same time. Occurring less than twenty-four hours before, the encounter with Reyes already seemed like a lifetime ago, the details having receded from her conscious brain.
“Low level pimp. Small timer that has a couple of girls convinced he’s the real deal. I was going to file a report, he’s there if you want him, but didn’t think that was the kind of thing you wanted us going in on right now.”
A long, slow sigh rolled out of Tseng as he brought his hands together in front of himself and rubbed them together. Using his forearms for leverage he pushed himself back into his chair and passed his hands over his face, his skin tugging along his cheeks as he did so.
“No, it’s not,” he said, his voice the same weary tenor. “Lord knows we’ve got enough on our plates right now.” He dropped his hands down from his face, slapping them against the arms of his chair. “Two pregnant women in the last few days. You remember that thing I mentioned the other day about children having their teeth yanked out?”
Again Kalani nodded, choosing to remain silent. The story resonated vaguely in the back of her mind, though at the moment she couldn’t recall the exact details, or even if she’d been given any.
“One of our CI’s called in this morning,” Tseng said. “I guess some guy rolled up to that homeless commune under the highway there by the Nimitz on-ramp, started offering ten bucks a tooth to anybody that wanted to donate.”
Kalani felt her eyes bulge as she stared across at her boss. “You’re kidding me? Tell me nobody took him up on it.”
“Hmph,” Tseng said, his left nostril curling up in a sneer. “Have you seen most of the people out there? Those people would cut off hands or feet for some quick cash. Guy said the place looked like Costco out there, selling teeth in bulk.”
The thought of such a thing brought bile to the back of Kalani’s throat. She swallowed twice, trying to force it back down, and shot a glance over to Rip.
“Did they get a look at the guy? A license plate? Anything?”
“Naw,” Tseng said, a look of disgust passing over his features, his head twisting to the side. “I guess he was asleep when the guy showed up, didn’t hear the commotion until it was too late.”
“Damn,” Kalani said, matching the head shake. As awful as the news was, all she could muster was relief that it wasn’t her case to solve as well. Somewhere in the precinct another pair of detectives was staring at the files, trying to draw conclusions from a bunch of loose ends, just the same as she and Rip.
They had her sympathies, if not her assistance.
“So how should we proceed on this?” Kalani asked, steering the conversation back. “I assume Mata’s not just going to go away. And there is the little problem of whoever is feeding him information.”
“Right,” Tseng agreed, nodding. He leaned back in his chair, the momentary lapse behind him, his face drawn tight again. “For the time being, just keep doing what you’re doing, only faster.”
The implication was quite clear, even if it wasn’t well earned. The pressure was coming from on high, and as such things tended to do, was being passed down the ladder. 
“I’ll ask a few questions around here,” Tseng said, “but aside from Sturgis and Li, there’s nobody else that knows a thing. I’ve stuck them on the teeth cases to keep them occupied, but I’ll circle back, tell them to keep their mouth shut just the same.”
“What if it’s not from this side?” Rip asked, injecting himself for the first time, drawing the attention of both Kalani and Tseng. He didn’t finish the thought, though both could tell where he was going with it. Of all the people that had been present at the capitol earlier in the week, only one of them was employed by the HPD.
“Yeah, about that,” Tseng said, a sour expression on his face. “Tonight the governor is hosting a fundraiser at the Hawaiian Hilton Village at seven. He has asked me to come by and brief him on where this thing stands.”
“Really?” Kalani asked, her face twisted up in surprise. “He wants this far off the books, but wants to discuss it at a campaign function?”
Tseng answered with a grim nod. “If I show up tonight, it can be written off as a quick security check. If I show up at his office in the middle of the day, a staff member or constituent stopping by might see us and wonder what’s going on.”
The surprise receded from Kalani’s face a bit, though she still didn’t like it. The first call had come in just a couple of days ago, for the governor to be exerting such pressure already showed a fundamental misunderstanding of the entire investigative process. 
Potentially even worse, it displayed the audacity of a man that knew full well how such procedures were conducted, and just didn’t care.
“I think it would be a good idea for you guys to be on hand,” Tseng said. “At the very least, it would be nice for there to be a few other asses around to get chewed out.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
The first job Danilo Cruz ever performed for Thomas Zall was as a landscaper. He was nineteen years old at the time, lean and wiry, skin painted dark by the sun. Unlike most young men in the greater New York City area, he wasn’t afraid of long hours or getting dirty, two facts that compensated for his limited grasp of English. 
His initial week on the job was something of a vetting process, an unending stretch of the same mundane tasks over and over again. The first was laying sod, performed by making a thousand trips back and forth between the pallets stacked high in the driveway and the yard behind the house. Rolled up in four foot chunks, they weighed over fifty pounds each, their bulk uneven between his hands.
For hours on end he would tramp across the sun baked ground, his forearms burning with lactic acid, sweat stinging his eyes. Four feet at a time the world around him shifted from brown to green, every muscle in his body burning, aching for relief.
When the task was completed a second group of pallets was brought into the driveway. Stacked high with sacks of black mulch, Danilo was given the unenviable chore of hauling them to every corner of the yard. Once there, he tore into them, spreading the six cubic feet of pulp wood product held inside, before heading back to the pile for more.
All told, he made over five hundred trips across the rear of the Zall property. Every last one of them was done in silence, sweat streaming down his body, bits of dirt and wood clinging to his skin.
What the combined effort of that week had taught him was the best way to haul anything, no matter how unwieldy or unstable it might be. If the object was contained, on the shoulder was the best approach, hefting it high and letting it settle against the chest and shoulder blade. If there was a chance that something could come loose, then it had to be handled in front of his body, balanced between the hands.
Never had he tried to carry something in the waning months of a pregnancy before though.
Parked alongside the house in Hawaii Kai, Danilo pulled open the side door on his van and looked at the woman draped across the backseat. The smell of the homeless children from the night before wafted out as he did so, the pungent odor of sweat and fecal matter spilling forward. Behind it was just the slightest hint of something sweeter, the coconut scent of the girl’s body wash, fighting a losing battle against its surroundings.
Finding her was almost as easy as the children, preying on human nature and the unique circumstances that plagued Hawaii every day. 
Instead of targeting the homeless camped out beneath the highway, he took the H-1 a few miles further from town, pulling in to the Honolulu International Airport just after seven a.m. A quick check of the HNL website had confirmed what he was looking for, a direct flight from Seoul on Korean Air, scheduled to land at half past the hour. Leaving his van on the first level of the parking garage, he had found his way to the attributed baggage claim and laid in wait for his target. 
One of the more common practices in Honolulu was for expecting mothers from Polynesian and Asian countries to hop a plane in the days before giving birth. Often times the women were from families too poor to come along, placing her and the impending young on an airliner that would carry her to American soil. Once there, she could deliver the child at any emergency room or free health clinic, effectively making the newborn a United States citizen. Passport babies, as they were known, were then entitled to full social service benefits, as well as expediting the process of green cards for their parents.
Running low on leads for a third young woman that would fit the needed description, Danilo posted himself up in the underbelly of the airport, stalking out the baggage claim, waiting for an opportunity to present itself. Dressed in a tie and slacks, he carried a clipboard with his own name on it, hiding in plain sight.
The first two women he encountered were both traveling with partners. Both were men he could easily subdue if the need arose, but each presented the unnecessary strain of having a second body to dispose of and doubled the likelihood of being missed. Taking a chance he elected to let both pass, waiting for what he knew would show up at some point.
His patience paid off.
One of the last women to make her way to the baggage claim was a Korean girl that looked to still be in her teens. Every step she took was a fight to keep her frail body upright, the bulk of her protruding abdomen throwing her balance from side to side. The pale white skin of her face was painted red with exertion as she walked, the combined effects of the trip and her condition obvious.
Still holding the clipboard out in front of him, Danilo walked towards her. He kept a smile on his face and his shoulders slumped as he approached, his entire posture as non-imposing as possible. “Do you need a lift?”
The sound of his voice startled the girl for a moment, her upper body jerking to the side in reactive recoil. The effort almost sent her sprawling to the ground, the duffel bag in her hand slapping against the tile beneath her.
“Oh my, I’m so sorry,” Danilo said, holding his hands out in front of him. “I didn’t mean to startle you. I just wondered if you need a ride.”
Bit by bit the fear pulled back from her features, the girl’s eyes still wide as she stared from Danilo to the clipboard in his hand. She extended a bony digit towards the name on it, then pointed back to herself, shaking her head. “Not me,” she managed in broken English.
The smile growing in size and strength, Danilo looked down at the board and shook his head. “I know. He called and cancelled on me at the last minute. I thought since I was already here, I might see if I can help you.”
A long moment passed as the girl stared up at him, surprise, confusion on her face. Realizing she probably had not understood a word he said, Danilo kept the smile in place and pointed at his name scrawled out in black marker. 
“Not coming,” he said using a loud, slow tone, shaking his head in rhythm to them. He then pointed at the girl and asked, “You need ride?”
This time his overwrought pantomime impression worked, a smile tracing the girl’s face that was equal parts glad and relieved. Bending at the waste, Danilo took her bag up from the floor and gestured towards the last few bags coming down onto the carousel. An emphatic shake of the head confirmed what he already carried was all she had.
Twenty minutes after arriving she was strapped into the back of his van, a simple rag soaked in chloroform giving him what he figured to be his last necessary pickup. 
Staring at her folded up on the rear seat, she seemed much larger than he knew her to be. Even with the bump now extended in front of her she could have weighed no more than a hundred and ten pounds, her arms and legs the width of his wrist. Laid flat across the back seat her head and feet failed to reach either end of the van, it’s five and a half feet longer than she was.
A scowl came to Danilo’s face as he cast a glance about his surroundings, knowing there were at least two guards watching everything he did, Saiki in the basement, but not one of them coming to help him. He found the nearest camera and stared into it a long moment, letting his displeasure show on his features, before hooking his hands under the girl’s arms and wrenching her from the back seat. Her head lulled from side to side and her frail limbs splayed about as she went, her body coming free after a few moments of tugging. 
Danilo wasn’t thrilled with bringing the girl to the house, but the unique timing of the night’s festivities made it necessary. He couldn’t afford the risk of trying to pick someone up later in the day, for if things didn’t work out the opportunity before them might not present itself again. Instead, he would stow the girl here until evening, careful to keep Saiki away from her, before taking her off to perform what must be done.
If there was anywhere else to hold her he would have, but no other venue would allow him to maneuver an unconscious woman without raising suspicion. Instead, he would sequester her away in one of the untouched rooms, sedated until ready to move again. 
Once the time was right, the package she carried would be extracted, her body placed in a way that would demand to be seen.
He just had to somehow get her in the house first.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 Regardless of time, day or night, there was no busier spot in Honolulu than Maunakea Street. Wedged into the geographic center of Chinatown, it was surrounded on all sides by four bustling blocks of activity, ranging from pawn shops to homeless shelters.
By day, the sidewalks of Maunakea were lined with open-air markets. Sold to local growers by the ten-foot parcel, the entire stretch of cement on either side of the street was lined tight with sellers, all standing along the curb, aggressively hawking their wares.
Some specialized in local produce, having every vegetable found in the state on display, ranging from winter melon to Thai chiles. Others preferred to work with fruits, running the gamut from mango and papaya to the more exotic lychee and star fruits.
The corner units were dominated by meat vendors, the extra space affording them the ability to bring in glass cabinets, even the occasional standing rotisserie. Fresh butchered chickens were lined on ice for people to choose from, the entire bird sectioned off and ready for distribution. Above them hung cuts of pork and beef, a variety that encompassed intestines, shank, even testicles if a person desired.
The markets opened each morning at seven o’clock, starting in time with the sun, regardless of time of year. Seven days a week they were open and operational, ignoring conventional work schedules and holidays, always met by a mob of locals in need of goods. 
Depending on the size of the crowd they began to break down some time mid-afternoon, boxing up their unsold product and sweeping their debris into the streets. By six o’clock each afternoon all that remained from the busy day was the thick aroma of the food that had sat in the sun for hours, the unmistakable scent of onions hanging over everything.
A brief window of calm settled in for the two hours before sundown, followed by a second very distinct group of vendors taking to the streets. Armed not with cases of beef or cucumbers, they descended on Maunakea dressed in spandex and lace, their height unnaturally inflated by the heels on their feet. Garish makeup concealed most of their true features, their state of mind most often altered by some form of illegal substance.
It was in the second group that Kalani felt sure Candy Lee fit into, a belief based on the victim’s name and the autopsy report handed over by Dr. Song. Standing on the corner looking up at the address Tseng had given them just an hour before, Kalani was even more certain of it. 
The unit was a second floor walk-up above a pair of vegetable vendors, both well down from the traditional flow of foot traffic, an elderly man sitting silent and alone between them. His aging Chinese features had receded into a maze of wrinkles and excess skin as he sat staring straight ahead, his hands hanging down between his knees.
The scent of roasted chicken and ribs floated down from the shop on the corner as she and Rip both stared upward, noticing the torn drapes hanging across a cracked pane of glass. Large strips of paint were peeling away from the wall and bits of graffiti could be seen dotting the entire block.
“The way it works is, you go up to the apartment, it doesn’t come down to you,” a harsh voice said, turning both of them around. Before even looking Kalani could speculate as to who it belonged to, a feeling of dread rising in the pit of her stomach.
A single glance confirmed it, heightening the feeling within her.
Across from them, Sturgis leaned against a parking meter, his stomach extended in front of him. In his hand was a pastry of an indeterminate sort, the bulk of it obscured by wax paper, powdered sugar falling from it, dotting the pavement.
“Or do you guys only specialize in showing up and stealing crime scenes, not actually investigating them?”
He phrased the question with just a hint of mirth, as if making a joke, but his insinuation was clear. He stared at them with a hardened gaze for a moment before lifting his breakfast to his mouth and tearing off an oversized bite.
“Hey, shouldn’t you be off somewhere trying to catch the Tooth Fairy right now?” Rip replied, taking a step forward off the curb.
Without even realizing it, Kalani reached out and hooked a hand through his arm, not quite pulling him back, but keeping him from going any further. “Not right now,” she muttered, her jaw set, sliding the words out just loud enough for him to hear. “We have orders.”
“You have orders,” Rip hissed back, his voice just as low. “I told you, I stopped taking them months ago.”
The tips of Kalani’s fingers dug into the flesh on the inside of Rip’s arm as he remained in place, both men staring at one another. After a long moment Sturgis stuffed the remainder of the pastry into his mouth and wadded the wrapper into a ball, tossing it at them and turning in the other direction. He shook his head and muttered to himself as he went, loud enough to be heard, but soft enough to be indecipherable. 
They both stood and watched as he ambled off, not once looking back before being swallowed up by the crowd.
“Asshole,” Rip muttered, turning back to face Kalani. “You know as well as I do he was the one that called Mata.”
“About the second murder,” Kalani said, receding a step towards the door. “We still don’t know who leaked the first one.”
Without waiting for a response, she slid past the old man’s vegetable stand and through the front doorway of the building. The ground underfoot changed over from concrete to brick as she stepped inside, a pair of matching wooden doors on either side of the foyer standing shut. She waited just a moment for Rip to follow her in before moving up the stairwell, the aging wooden implements creaking beneath her weight with each step.
The chief had had no further information on the victim than her address, one she had furnished on her last arrest six weeks before. It was unknown if she lived alone, or even if she rented, all background information left blank.
Such a short time frame meant that if the address was in fact legit there was a good chance she was still living there. On the downside, if she shared the space with anybody at all, the unfortunate task of delivering the bad news now fell on them.
Given that Kalani could hear Rip’s angry breathing behind her, the odds were he might not be as subtle as the situation called for. She had already noticed at their previous stop that his particular brand of military infused justice was a little different than she was used to in the civilian world. That wasn’t to say it was right or wrong, just not the best for delivering the information of a lost loved one.
Recalling the address from memory, Kalani climbed to the top of the stairwell and turned to the door on the left, the characters 2C stenciled on it in black paint. Pausing a moment she allowed Rip to reach the landing behind her before reaching out and knocking, the sound echoing through the thin wood paneling.
Somewhere on the other side the sound of springs squeaking could be heard, followed a moment later by bare feet moving across the floor. Kalani inched a step back, her hip bumping into Rip, as a pair of shadows passed beneath the door jamb.
“Who is it?” a voice called out. It was young and female, containing no small amount of uncertainty. 
Reaching for her hip, Kalani extracted her badge and said, “Police. Is this the home of Candy Lee?”
There was no sound of the lock being disengaged or the knob turning, the shadows beneath the door remaining in place. “Candy isn’t here. Come back later.”
Dread welled within Kalani as she turned and glanced at Rip. Most of the anger he had from their earlier encounter with Sturgis seemed to have faded, replaced now by concern, the same thought that was plaguing Kalani obvious on his features.
The young girl had no idea Cherry wasn’t coming home.
“Can you open up for us?” Kalani asked, putting on her best soothing tone. “We need to speak to you a moment.”
The question was met with silence for almost a full minute before the door slid open just a couple of inches, a brass chain drawn taut between it and the wall. Beneath it peered out a pair of large brown eyes, a girl even younger than originally suspected staring up at them.
Kalani held her badge out for the girl to see, sure to keep her voice even and mellow. “Honey, are your parents home?”
The girl twisted her head from side to side, her gaze never shifting from Kalani’s face. “Our parents are gone. It’s just me and Cherry.”
The feeling in Kalani’s gut expanded upward, passing along her spine, gripping her entire thorax. She could feel sweat form in the small of her back as her heart began to pound, willing herself not to let the girl see worry on her face.
“Can we come in?” Kalani said. “It’s very important we talk to you for a few minutes.”
The girl kept her gazed aimed at Kalani a long moment before shifting it upward to look at Rip. “I’m not supposed to let strange men in the house when Cherry’s not home.”
Kalani blinked several times, drawing a sharp breath, letting the words sink in. She replaced the badge to her hip and turned to Rip, her voice low. “Would you mind waiting downstairs for a minute? Maybe calling the station and asking them to send somebody over? I’ll stay up here with her until they show.”
Moving his focus from Kalani to the girl, Rip paused a moment before nodding. He opened his mouth as if to respond before thinking better of it and nodding again, heading back down the stairs without a word.
Kalani waited until he reached the foyer before turning back to the girl and offering a smile. “Okay, now it’s just you and me. Can I come in?”
The girl paused briefly before shutting the door, the sound of the chain sliding along its track echoing out into the hallway. A moment later it opened, the girl already retreating back into the room, leaving Kalani free to enter behind her.
In total the apartment was a simple studio, no more than twenty feet square. In one corner was an ancient fridge that was once white but beginning to yellow, an industrial sized cord snaking out from beneath it and jammed into the wall. It hummed loudly as Kalani walked past, noting the sink overflowing with dishes and the two-burner oven beside it.
A small folding table with two wooden chairs was set up beside the oven, a box television with a rabbit ear antenna atop it. The only other piece of furniture in the place was a bed, a pile of moth eaten and threadbare blankets strewn across it.
Along the wall were two doors, one leading into a restroom, the other into a closet. With a quick glance Kalani could see an assortment of garish colors and fabrics hung inside it, the assorted attire of a girl peddling her wares each night.
From the looks of things around the apartment, business had been slow as of late.
The girl crawled back into her spot in the bed and sat facing Kalani, pulling the blankets up to her chin, her face the only thing visible. From the round shape of it she looked to have been well-fed, free of any visible marks or scars.
“What’s your name?” Kalani asked, grabbing one of the wooden chairs by the table and dragging it over to the foot of the bed.
“Is Cherry in trouble?” the girl replied, skipping over Kalani’s question. Despite the inquiry posed she seemed to be without fear or even concern, her face solemn.
Every part of Kalani wanted to be honest with the girl. Lying to her, stringing her along, would only make things worse in a few shorts minutes when the truth came out. Still, she had questions that needed to be answered, something that wouldn’t be possible if the girl became hysterical.
The fact that Kalani in no way wanted to be the one delivering the news was only a small part of the equation. 
Or so she told herself.
“No,” Kalani said, shaking her head. “We just need to ask her some questions about something that happened the other night. Is she your sister?”
The girl looked at Kalani a long moment as if trying to determine if she was being lied to before nodding her head in confirmation.
“When was the last time you saw Cherry?” Kalani asked, leaning forward and resting her elbows on her knees, fingers laced in front of her.
“Couple nights ago.”
Again there was no real amount of alarm in the girl’s voice as she responded, her face impassive. There was the distinct impression that this was the sort of thing that happened often, something the girl had long since stopped seeing as a point of concern.
“Does she normally stay gone for a couple days at a time?” Kalani asked. Again she cast a look around the apartment for anything that might offer some clue as to what had happened. From what she could see though, the place was Spartan to the point of being barren.
“Sometimes,” the girl replied, a hint of a smile tugging at her mouth. “But whenever she does, she always comes back with a big bag of yummy food for us.”
Kalani nodded, expecting the information even before she heard it. For whatever faults the deceased may have had, she did at least have the good sense to keep her younger sister far from it. Any hope at gleaning usable information was almost non-existent, even though she would stay until the social worker arrived. Once the girl was secured she and Rip could do a preliminary search through the apartment, but already she knew what it would turn up.
It wasn’t the first Cherry Lee Kalani had ever encountered. Such women seemed to be mobile to a fault, rarely having anything more concrete than a cell-phone in their life. They were transient between apartments, neighborhoods, even cities, always in search of some place with better corners to stand on, more marks to try and obtain some money from.
There was no way Kalani could share any of this information with the girl though. Despite how much she might have wanted to, she couldn’t bring herself to share her sister’s demise with her either. The force kept child psychologists on staff for such things, people much better to handle those discussions, fully equipped to temper any ramifications that would come from them.
Reaching down into her bag, Kalani pulled the photo of Lauren Mann from it and held it at arm’s length. “This is a friend of Cherry’s named Lauren. Have you ever seen her before?”
The girl leaned forward and squinted her eyes for a long moment before retreating back into place, twisting her head from side to side. “No.”
“Are you sure?” Kalani asked, leaning in a few inches, keeping the photo held out.
Once more the girl examined the image before shaking her head in the negative. “Yeah, I’m sure. She’s very pretty. I would have remembered if she came here. The only people that ever did were ugly, old, wanting money.”
The words were delivered in such a way that Kalani could feel her resolve breaking. Even if Cherry had done her best to shield the young girl from her life, there was no way to protect her from the residual things that came with it. Kalani could feel herself wanting to rise and go to the bed, to wrap her arms around the girl and tell her everything was going to be alright.
Instead she rubbed her hands together in front of her, not wanting to ask the one final question, but knowing she had to before somebody knocked on the door and this child’s world upside down.
“Is there anybody, anybody at all, that you can think of that would want to hurt Cherry?”
A cloud of confusion passed over the girl’s face, her unlined forehead bunching up as she stared back at Kalani. “Hurt her? No, everybody loves Cherry. Why would anybody want to hurt her?”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Trading in his cargo shorts for a pair of khaki chinos was as far as Kimo Mata was willing to go to blend in. His aloha shirt swung free past the hem of his pants and a pair of leather thong slippers smacked at the heels of his calloused feet as he walked through the Royal Hawaiian Resort.
It wouldn’t be correct to call the space the lobby, though it did serve as the entrance to the expansive vacation destination positioned right in the heart of Waikiki’s famed beach walk. To Kimo it seemed more like an atrium, an open-air center encased in retractable doors, rising three stories high. The middle of the area was dominated by a fountain throwing a fan of water fifteen feet in the air, the sound of it cascading down providing the background music for all who entered. On either end were elevator tubes of tinted glass, guests looking down from within.
Kimo ignored the observers on high and a few curious stares from resort staff behind the check-in and concierge desks, instead setting his aim on the back corner and riding an escalator to the second floor. At the top of the moving stairs a sign greeted him, welcoming him to aGala Benefit hosted by Governor Dwight Randle.
The sign was made from thick card stock, the lettering done in red, white, and blue, the Hawaiian flag providing the backdrop. Alongside the greeting was a picture of Randle bedecked in a flowered shirt, lei around his neck, his thumb and pinkie extended outward in the colloquial local greeting.
A smirk pulled the right side of Kimo’s face upward as he followed the arrow for the sign along an open corridor, resort staff bustling past him in both directions. Dressed in vests and bow ties, they jogged everywhere they went, frantic to make final arrangements for the benefit scheduled to begin in just a few short minutes.
The call had come in to Mata just before noon, a terse message on his voicemail telling him to call back as soon as possible. The sound of Mary-Ann Harris’s voice on his machine had surprised him at first listen, even more so when he returned the call and heard what she had to say.
Her mysterious source had informed her that something was going to happen tonight during the gala. She claimed to have no direct knowledge of criminal activity about to take place, but suggested he be on hand just in case. Should her name arise in any way, she had plausible alibis for the entire day and would deny the conversation had ever taken place.
The moment her message was delivered the line was cut off. Kimo tried twice to return the call, but each time an automated response informed him the person he was trying to reach was unavailable. He had a feeling if he tried having the number traced it would turn out to be a burn phone, bought at any general merchandise store, impossible to track.
With or without a number though, he had been sure to record the conversation. Harris could attempt to deny all she wanted, but it would be tough to convince anybody it wasn’t her voice on the other end of the line.
Shoving aside the thought of tracing the number, Kimo moved his focus towards the night ahead. He had planned to stop by the gala early anyway for a scheduled meeting, but would now be staying longer than initially thought. 
Despite receiving two enormous tips in the last week, his investigation was coming back with a lot of dead ends. Never before had he seen such an efficient cover job, not for a DUI or even a simple jaywalking ticket. The fact that the crimes in question included three murders made the circumstances even more astonishing, a consortium that started with the governor’s office and included some of the more influential people in Honolulu.
Kimo rounded the corner of the hallway and came to a stop in front of a long fold-out table with a white table cloth, name tags lined out across the entirety of it. Behind the table was a pair of young girls, both wearing spring dresses and smiles. 
Backing them up was a pair of oversized members of the governor’s security detail, sporting matching sunglasses and scowls. There was no way to see where their eyes were focused as they stood in stony silence, though Kimo had a feeling both were assessing him completely, warming up for the night ahead.
“Kimo Mata,” he said, offering a half smile to the girls, pretending the guards didn’t exist.
“Certainly,” the girl closest to him said, using a finger as a pointer and scanning the rows of nametags in front of her. Kimo’s gaze found it a full half minute before she did, but he opted to wait it out until she picked it up and handed it across to him. “Here you go, Mr. Mata. You’re a little bit early, but you can go on inside.”
“Thank you,” Kimo said, accepting it from her with the same half smile and a nod. As he did so his gaze flicked behind her to the guards, both standing rigid.
“Have a nice night,” the girl said as he circled around the table and stepped inside the main ballroom for the Royal Hawaiian.
Billed as the premier meeting space in the city, a first glance did nothing to dispel the reputation. The room stretched over one hundred yards in length, a four-tier chandelier dropping from the ceiling, crystals hanging down, sending shimmering light dancing across the floor. Along either wall buffet tables were set up, large silver serving bins sitting closed, their tops not yet removed. Teams of workers stacked dishes and utensils alongside them, nobody glancing his way as they moved everything into position.
A wooden stage extended across the front of the room, a black skirt lining it, chairs and musical instruments already arranged in a sweeping half arc. A handful of musicians in matching black tie attire sat behind some of the seats as a few more headed towards them, ready to take their positions.
A parquet dance floor dominated most of the floor space in the room, the remaining vacancy filled with tables and chairs, water pitchers and glasses already in place atop the white tablecloths. The back of the room housed the bar, three long tables lined with beers and liquors of every variety, two bartenders and a bar back making final preparations.
Standing in the corner of the room, Kimo scanned and digested the scene in a matter of seconds, passing over everything until he found who he was looking for. Raising a hand above his head, he stuffed the name tag he’d just been given into his pocket and headed towards the opposite corner, cutting diagonally across the dance floor to get there. The cavernous room seemed to ignore the sound of his slippers as he went, sucking the noise away a millisecond after it was made.
Seated by himself in the corner was Sam Nakoa, hunched forward in his chair, thick upper body leaning heavy onto a table. He watched Kimo as he approached, chewing on a thumbnail, standing only when Kimo was just a few feet away.
“Sam,” Kimo said, extending a hand as he approached, feeling the concern in his friend’s demeanor.
“Kimo,” Sam said, reciprocating the gesture, almost crushing Kimo’s hand in his own. “Nice pants.”
Gone was any of the jovial warmth he had exhibited in their last encounter, replaced with a heavy seriousness that permeated his features. Dressed in slacks and a dark aloha shirt, he seemed a far cry from the carefree man running the pineapple warehouse just days before.
Stepping to the side, Sam motioned for Kimo to take the chair he had just been seated in, pulling out the one adjacent to it. In unison they both lowered themselves into them, neither looking directly at the other. Behind them was nothing but empty space, in front of them the entirety of the room, still occupied by just a few staff getting ready for the night ahead.
“Thanks for coming so early,” Sam said, his voice low.
“You don’t have to thank me, Sam. You’re doing me the favor, remember?” Kimo replied, keeping his voice low, his gaze aimed at the opposite corner. Through the doorway he could see the two girls bandying about as they finished getting things ready, the guards still remaining frozen in place behind them.
“Yeah,” Sam said, nodding. “Something like that.”
“That bad?” Kimo asked, chancing a quick glance to the side. 
Sam blew out a long sigh, shaking his head. Kimo could feel him trying to find the words, the uncertainty rolling off of him. 
“Yesterday I was able to sit down with Dany for a few minutes over at GB and asked him about what you’d said.”
Silence fell as another pair of musicians entered and made their way towards the stage, a man and woman laughing amidst an animated discussion. Both attired in black, they carried water glasses in their hands, interacting in a way that fell somewhere between friendship and flirting.
“And?” Kimo prompted, moving his attention away from the pair, watching for any other interlopers that might venture too close. “He said it’s true?”
“No.”
Kimo pursed his lips out in front of him, surprised by the response. Given Sam’s demeanor he was expecting the worst. Chancing a quick glance to the side, he asked, “He said it’s not true?”
Another sigh escaped Sam, his features grave. “No.”
While the answer was a surprise, it explained Sam’s attitude. “You didn’t find out if it was true, but found enough to know it could be,” Kimo said, his voice almost a whisper, free of any inflection. 
He had known enough men like Sam over the years to know that while this wasn’t as bad as finding out a cover-up was going, not knowing for sure was a close second. Having served on the security detail for so long, the uncertainty of it would gnaw at him until an answer was uncovered. Until then, he would attempt to find a way to blame himself for it, perhaps even use it as a way to tarnish his own legacy in his mind.
Hellacious story or not, Kimo was almost sorry he’d asked Sam for his help. Just days ago his friend had been enjoying his life working with the Takamini’s. Now he was here, stress etched across his features, fighting with inner torment.
“Is that why you’re working tonight?” Kimo asked, his gaze still aimed forward.
“Not exactly,” Sam said. “Last night I got a call from Dany saying they could use some extra guys. He said it was completely my choice, but after he had made a point to talk to me I didn’t feel like I could say no.”
Kimo nodded, knowing the feeling. Once this was over he would be indebted in the same way to Sam, owing him a lot more than a few hours of work out on the plantation. He knew full well the comment was made by Sam as a joke, but he would be sure to repay him as asked and then some.
Especially given what he was about to tell him.
There was no easy way to approach the information he had, and no way he could in good conscience refrain from sharing it. The first time Mary-Ann Harris had called, the information was after the fact. There was no need to involve the police because they were already on notice of what had happened. This time was different. This time was preemptive, a head’s up that something was about to go down.
If he didn’t go straight to the authorities, he at least needed to let the men tasked with security for the evening know. Whatever they did with it beyond that was on them.
Drawing in a sharp breath, Kimo glanced back over his shoulder, careful no kitchen staff were close by, before shoving it out. “I got another call from Mary-Ann Harris this afternoon.”
For the first time since they’d sat down, Sam shifted his attention from the room to Kimo. He twisted his upper body towards him, hooking a hand on the back of his chair, the fabric of his clothes groaning from the pressure the large man’s body exerted on it. “Mary-Ann Harris? About?”
Just like that, the Sam from three years before was back. No longer was he the jovial pal that spent his days overseeing the plantation, shedding the persona like a garment to reveal his true nature lying just beneath the surface. He was in complete protection mode, his senses on high alert, entire body poised for action.
Fishing his phone from his pocket, Kimo booted up the recording of the conversation. He thought of letting it play on speakerphone before thinking better of it and handing the implement across, the device looking tiny in Sam’s hand.
The large man listened intently to every word, the phone pressed against his ear, his face void of emotion. When it was over he passed the phone back to Kimo, his fingers drumming against the table. His gaze darted from corner to corner, checking everything, his teeth sliding out over his bottom lip and beginning to gnaw on it.
“Do you think they’ll be dumb enough to try something here?” Kimo asked. “Or do you think they’re going to try and do something the governor can’t cover up?”
“I don’t know,” Sam said, his left leg beginning to bob up and down, uncertain energy pulsating from his body. After another moment of scanning he fixed his gaze on Kimo, his stare intense. “You’re going to stick around, right?”
The look set Kimo back an inch, his eyebrows rising on his forehead. Many times before he had witnessed Sam on the job, but never had that tenacity been pointed in his direction. Even now he knew he wasn’t the recipient of any ire, but the concentrated power of the man’s stare was enough to make him uneasy. 
“Yeah, I’ll be here,” Kimo said, his voice sounding a bit shakier than anticipated. “What do you need?”
Hearing the words he wanted, Sam went straight on the move, rising from his seat. “I need to go have a few conversations. And I might need to let some people hear that phone call.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
The front gate to the house was already open as Danilo approached, his truck easing to a stop alongside the call box just long enough for the camera to get a look at his face before pushing inside. It was the first time he had ever arrived to see the front lane left open, somebody within the walls anticipating a few arrivals and saving the time being the only explanation.
Most nights he wouldn’t bother to stop and offer even the perfunctory check-in if he didn’t have to, but seeing as how Zall himself was also expected soon, he knew the guards would be extra trigger happy. The impending arrival should have been enough to have the place locked down tight, but the hired hands were the kind that would be more worried about delaying the boss a few extra seconds than potentially letting anybody that might be tailing them slide inside.
Had any of the men been hired by Danilo himself, the repercussions would have been swift and harsh. Such a careless misstep could expose everybody involved, something that could be ill afforded, not with the potential end so close. 
As they were hired by Zall to be nothing more than common street level stooges though, he let it go. Whatever his opinions of their shortcomings might be, it wasn’t his place to second guess the boss, especially in front of others.
Besides, the most likely outcome was that it wouldn’t matter anyway. His recent tasks had given him a heightened sense of awareness, one that had not yet proved necessary. If Zall had figured the appearance of muscle was more important than competence, he was probably correct.
The mere thought of such a small misstep derailing things though was one Danilo would rather not dwell on.
A single tap to the gas pedal sent a jolt of adrenaline through the engine, a low rumble emitted as it rolled down the driveway and came to a stop. Already parked ahead of him was the Lincoln Navigator he knew Zall to employ when he wanted to feign invisibility. Its polished black exterior gleamed in the moonlight as it sat silent, a stream of water dripping from the air conditioner beneath the front engine.
A moment of uncertainty passed through Danilo as he checked the clock on the dash, ensuring he was still several minutes early, despite being the last to arrive. Leaving his keys in the ignition he hopped out and made his way towards the house, moving fast, still no sign of security about.
Entering through the front door, he found the entire staff of the grounds already assembled in the living room, over a half-dozen people in total. Three of them sat shoulder to shoulder on the sofa, all dressed in black, all looking supremely uncomfortable. Another trio stood behind them, arms folded over their chests, gazes directed towards the floor. 
By Danilo’s count, the men were a pretty accurate cross-section of the demographics of Oahu. On either end of the couch were men of Chinese descent, a Korean splitting the space between them. Behind them stood a single Caucasian male, flanked by a pair of Polynesians, both much thicker than their counterparts.
At a glance they all appeared to be in their late twenties, skin smooth, full heads of hair for all.
Facing them on the opposite side of the space was a pair of arm chairs. Occupying the left side was Dr. Saiki, the first time Danilo had ever witnessed him being outside of the laboratory. His posture showed that he was just as awkward in a real life setting as Danilo imagined he might be, his skinny frame twisted up to the side, one leg crossed over the other. He still wore his long white lab coat, the material enveloping his body, though he had stripped away the goggles and gloves for the occasion. Without them his features seemed much less pronounced, his pale skin becoming the first thing noticed.
The final seat in the room was taken by Zall, the polar opposite of Saiki in every way. He looked completely at ease as he sat staring back at Danilo, his elbow propped on an arm of the chair, a finger resting alongside his face. His right ankle was curled up and resting on his left thigh, doing nothing to distort the five thousand dollar suit he wore. Royal blue in color with a matching pinstripe, it was belied by a white silk shirt and a gold tie, a Windsor knot at the top, a pocket square beside it.
A tiny hint of a smile played at his features as he looked at Danilo, his eyebrows tracking up a bit in expectation. “I trust it is done?”
No formal greeting, no acknowledgment of the newest member of the party to the others, just a straight ahead assessment of where things stood.
It was one of the things Danilo had always liked best about working for the man.
“It is done,” Danilo said, lowering the crown of his head an inch and stepping closer. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his shorts and stood at the midway point of the room, bisecting the space, bridging the gap between the two mismatched sides.
His positioning was not by accident, knowing full well it allowed every person present to look square at him as he answered Zall’s questions. What he had done tonight was nothing short of impressive and even if he couldn’t receive the public adulation such a feat deserved, he could at least enjoy a few moments in front of this motley crew.
The men were all new hires, but Danilo’s interaction with them thus far had showed they knew enough to defer to him. In the off chance that was ever questioned, this was his moment to reassert dominance above all others. Despite whatever he might lack in stature or in growing a bit longer in the tooth, he was still the alpha of the organization.
Sensing that very thing, Zall paused a moment, allowing the assembled guards to marvel at Danilo, before pushing ahead. “Excellent work, Danilo. Truly splendid.”
“Thank you, sir,” Danilo said, again dipping the top of his head in acceptance, looking back at Zall, but knowing the others were all staring his way.
Shifting his attention from Danilo to the men across from him, Zall changed the tenor of his voice, moving from one of praise, adding a bit of flint to enforce the gravity of what he was saying. “As of this moment, our goal shifts. No longer are we on the offensive. Everything we set out to do has been done. From here on, this puts even more emphasis on the role you play. We must maintain the strictest of secrecy and be watchful at all times of anybody that might show up.”
A few of the men shifted in their seats, an air of discomfort rising from the group. Watching their reaction, Danilo again felt little confidence in their abilities, glad they were relegated to the Hawaii Kai house and not the main residence. If given the go ahead he could have the entire bunch dispatched before morning, replaced with better versions by the next night.
“For the next week or two I would like all shifts doubled in staff,” Zall continued. “Will that be a problem?”
A moment of exchanged glances passed before the man standing in the right corner, the smaller of the two islanders, shook his head. Danilo knew him to be the leader of the makeshift crew, no matter how tenuous such a position was. He had a round, bulbous face and a pig nose, his hair spiked high and cemented into place with a healthy amount of gel.
“No, sir. No problem.”
“Good,” Zall said, the look on his face relaying the same thoughts Danilo had had since entering. He glanced over each of them once more before waving a hand in their direction, dismissing them from the room. “That is all for you gentlemen. Thank you for being here tonight.”
Again the men seemed to glance amongst each other, none of them moving, a few murmurs passing between them.
“I said that is all,” Zall repeated, his voice rising. “If you don’t mind, I would like to have a word with Dr. Saiki and Mr. Cruz. In private.”
The last two were added as a definitive statement for everyone to clear the room and not be caught lurking around afterwards. The tone resembled iron as he said it, his face hardening much the same.
It took a moment for the words to register before the leader stepped towards the door, motioning the others to join him. In order they stood and filed out like ducklings following their mother, a few casting sideways glances to Danilo as they went, nobody saying anything.
Lined up one after another, Danilo couldn’t help but notice again how youthful each one appeared. Not a single one had any visible lines or scars on their faces, badges that Danilo himself wore with honor. Their inexperience clinging to them like a scent, a look of disgust crossed over his face as they departed, twisting himself at the waist to watch them go, making no effort to hide his thoughts.
“I couldn’t agree more,” Zall said, drawing Danilo back to face forward. Gone was any form of cordiality he displayed a moment before as he extended a hand towards the newly vacated couch. “Please, sit.”
The same reproachful look still on Danilo’s face, he moved to the far end of the couch and settled onto it, sitting directly across from Zall. The seat cushion gave just a fraction of an inch as Danilo rested himself on it, the rough material scraping against his exposed calves.
“They are, of course, nothing more than window dressing,” Zall said, motioning towards the door with the top of his head. “A first line of defense to keep people from reaching the basement.”
Danilo nodded in understanding. There was nothing on the entire main floor of the house beyond some staged furniture, not a shred of anything that could be used against them or held in evidence. Everything of consequence was buried below ground, maintained by a steel door that would withstand a cannon blast once engaged, a full self-destruct in place if ever needed. It was a system he and Zall had designed in tandem, assembling it piece by piece, as if an army might one way day come poking into their affairs.
“So, everything went well tonight?” Zall asked, moving on from the ineptitude of the guards and heading towards the reason the three men were assembled now.
“Yes,” Danilo said, nodding for emphasis. “Dr. Saiki was presented with what he needed and the rest was deposited as you requested.”
Zall glanced over to Saiki, who sat staring at the empty space on the couch to Danilo’s left, and back again. “And once there, no problems I suspect?”
“None at all,” Danilo said. “You made it almost too easy for me. Thank you,” he added on to the end, making sure his employer knew the effort was appreciated.
“No, thank you,” Zall said, the fact that he was pleased with the report stretched across his features. The corners of his mouth were turned upward and his eyebrows rose a little higher, the closest he ever came to an outright display of pleasure. Without changing his posture in the chair he shifted to look at Saiki and asked, “And you, Doctor? I take it everything you need is now in order?”
Snapping himself back to attention, Saiki brought his hands together and rubbed them together vigorously, almost salivating as a smile crept across his face. “Oh, yes. This newest specimen was just perfect. Mr. Cruz really outdid himself, providing us more than everything we need.”
The left eyebrow of Zall arched high as he stared across at Saiki, his body otherwise remaining impassive. “Does this mean we are still on schedule?”
“I believe it does,” Saiki said, lowering his head in a combination bow-nod. “By tomorrow evening, we should have a first attempt ready to go.”
Once more the hint of a smile pulled at Zall’s mouth as he processed the information. He looked at Saiki a long moment before shifting his attention back to Danilo, his head from the neck up still the only part of him to move.
“You heard what I said to the guards earlier, correct?”
“Yes,” Danilo responded.
“That same directive goes for you,” Zall said. “You have done exemplary work, but now that Dr. Saiki has almost completed our task, it is time to lay low for a while.”
A small shred of resentment arose within Danilo as he kept his face even, staring back at Zall. He had done exemplary work. With its nearing completion he knew that another shift in his duties was on the horizon, but this was a far cry from what he expected. “You want me to stay here with the guards and protect this house?”
“Oh, God no,” Zall said, uncrossing his legs and waving a hand across himself in an exaggerated gesture. He brought both feet to the floor and shook them twice, straightening the crease of his slacks. “Bumbling fools though they may be, the six of them can protect one empty house. No, from now on, I would like you at the main residence with me.”
“With you?” Danilo asked, the bit of resentment receding. While having been there on a few occasions before, never had he been stationed full time at the Zall home. This was a job more befitting a man of his skills, a recognition of the things he had done in the previous months.
“Yes,” Zall replied. “The next couple weeks are of the utmost importance. I would like to have you on standby at all times. You may stay in the guest house.”
Feeling a bit of pride swell within him, Danilo had to admit the news didn’t come as a complete surprise. Based on their previous conversations he had assumed something like this could occur, especially given that they were entering the second, more delicate portion of the proceedings.
“Of course,” Danilo said, hiding every thought and emotion deep inside, his face neutral. “When would you like me to begin?”
“Tomorrow,” Zall said. “Dr. Saiki will be taking up residence with us in the main home at that time, too. We would be well served to bring everybody in together to make sure things go as they should. Wouldn’t you both agree?”
The thought of sleeping anywhere near Saiki made Danilo’s stomach turn, but he pushed it aside, murmuring an affirmative to his employer’s question. The task was far more important than any personal differences that might exist, especially given that Danilo would be stowed away in the guest quarters.
Satisfied that the purpose of their gathering was completed, Zall stood. As he had with his slacks, he shook out the sleeves of his suit and brushed them clean, ensuring no bits of lint from the chair were left behind. “Now, if you gentlemen will excuse me, I have a political massacre to go bear witness to.” 
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty
The white sands of Waikiki Beach were stretched out three stories below, extended in both directions as far as the floor-to-ceiling windows in the room would allow. Just minutes after high tide, the rolling waves of the Pacific washed in one after another, inching ever higher. Formed from pristine three foot curls, the waters deposited themselves before receding backward, wiping away a day’s worth of footprints and activity, clearing the slate for everything to begin anew in the morning.
Kalani stood with her arms folded across her torso, watching them come in, her mind surprisingly clear. For the first time in days she wasn’t thinking about mutilated bodies or grotesque crime scenes, content to see the water come and go.
It had been months since she’d even been in the ocean, before the accident occurred. On their days off she and Ben used to hit Sandy Beach on the south end of the island, he on a body board, she on a six foot cutter. When they were done they would swing by for a plate lunch at one of the food trucks in Waimanalo, two friends comfortable with each other’s company, needing the occasional day to remind themselves that they lived in Hawaii, that there something beyond the grisly streets they dealt with at work. 
“Look at those curls,” Rip said, stepping up beside her, matching her pose. “Open face, five foot peak, two hundred yard crest.”
Kalani shifted her focus from the water below to their reflection in the glass, looking at Rip in his slacks and button down, his hair almost combed into place. At first glance his appearance might give the impression of a white collar worker at the end of a long day, but the first words out of his mouth confirmed the truth of it.
The waves held more hope, more serenity, more appeal, than any form of business ever could. There was a longing there that was almost overt, evident in just two simple sentences.
“I thought you only rode the big stuff these days?” Kalani asked, the side of her mouth pulled up a bit.
“Naw,” Rip said, drawing the word out so it sounded almost like a grunt. “I ride the big stuff because it is winter and the North Shore is a pretty easy drive. I appreciate any good ride though, and those breaks right there are some of the best. They’re just always too damn crowded to mess with.”
Before Kalani could nod her agreement, the sound of voices turned her around. A moment later Rip joined her, both remaining with their arms folded across their chest, waiting in the empty anteroom alongside the main ballroom for the people they were meeting with to arrive.
They arrived in a cluster, a mass of humanity traveling in a pack, all wearing similar attire, all adorned with matching grim stares. 
The first one through the door was Chief Tseng, dressed in upscale aloha fare, his hair parted severely to the side. He looked like he still had not gotten a wink of sleep all week, the bags under his eyes drooping halfway down his cheeks. He grimaced at Kalani and Rip as he entered and shook his head, saying nothing.
Not the first impression Kalani was hoping for.
Behind him entered a trio of men, only one of which Kalani recognized. At the head of their small procession was Governor Dwight Randle, his face pinched in a mixture of anger and anxiousness. He glared at Kalani and Rip as he entered, clearly on the verge of exploding. He walked halfway into the room with his hands thrust deep into his pockets, stopping just short of the midway point, making it clear he intended to go no further.
The two men behind him both followed with expressions of trepidation, their hands behind their backs, attention aimed at the floor. One was tall and wispy, his thinning red hair combed back. The other was shorter and more rotund, his fleshy features unmistakably Chinese. 
Despite not getting a clear look at either face, Kalani tried to search through her memory for any recollection of either one, coming up empty. Based on their appearance and demeanor she could speculate with a fairly strong degree of accuracy, but opted against it, waiting for them to be introduced instead.
Without looking at Rip, Kalani moved forward into the center of the room, pulling up alongside Tseng, several feet separating them from Randle. A moment later Rip appeared beside her, the two sides standing in a pair of loose semi-circles, staring warily at one another.
“Governor, this is Kalani Lewis and Jon Ripowski,” Chief Tseng said, assuming the role of facilitator, his tone and expression both saying he would rather do anything but. “Kalani, Jon, this is Governor Dwight Randle, his Chief of Staff Tim Hall, and his Senior Policy Advisor Allen Wong.”
Kalani lowered her head to murmur a greeting, but was cut off by the governor launching forward.
“Where the hell are you on finding who did this?” Randle spat, raising a finger as he spoke, his ill-fitting sports jacket twisting over his stomach.
There was no response at all from Rip as Kalani felt her jaw drop a fraction of an inch. The wind pulled from her chest, thrown off guard by the brusque nature of the question, as she glanced sideways at Chief Tseng. For his part, he seemed unfazed by the unprovoked menace of the inquiry. 
“We’re following up on every lead, sir,” Tseng said, a bit of resignation in his voice.
“Which means you don’t have shit is what you’re telling me,” Randle said, swinging his gaze over to Tseng, his finger still raised in the air. “Right?”
“No sir, that’s not what I said,” Tseng replied.
“Oh, I heard what you said,” Randle shot back, cutting him off, adding a flippant wave of his hand to let Tseng know he was being dismissed. “I’ve heard what you’ve been saying all week. I want to hear from these two.”
The warmth in Kalani’s chest rose again, a flush she could feel playing out across her skin. Trying to force her demeanor to remain even she shifted her attention from Tseng beside her to the governor in front of her. Despite his brash manner and bombastic tone, she was a few inches taller than him, having to look downward to match his gaze. 
“I handpicked you to lead this investigation for a reason,” Randle said, the comment somewhere between a threat and praise. “Tell me my confidence wasn’t misplaced.”
Twice Kalani felt her jaw move up and down before drawing in a breath through her nose, willing her pulse to slow down. “As Chief Tseng said, sir, we’ve been following up on every lead.”
“Being politically correct starts the minute I walk out of this room,” Randle said, his voice rising a bit more. “Right now I don’t want to be fed terse sound bites. Tell me where the hell we are with things.”
A second surge of heat rose within Kalani, this one born more of animosity than nervousness. With it came a renewed vigor as she stared at the diminutive politician across from her, used to using his stature as governor to get what he wanted. 
Rising a bit taller, Kalani accentuated the height advantage she had over the man, peering down at him. “Right now, we have two things working against us. The first is that the bodies are coming faster than we can process them. With no known association between the girls, it’s like conducting multiple separate investigations at once.” 
To either side of the governor, Hall and Wong both seemed to clench up, drawing their mouths into tight lines and standing at attention. She didn’t dare glance to Tseng or Rip, knowing she was fast approaching the line of insubordination, but finding herself not particularly caring. This was a case she had not sought out in a field she wasn’t sure she even wanted to be in any longer. The entire thing was being done out of professional courtesy to Tseng and any lingering obligation she felt to the department.
Beyond the possibility of making her life, should she remain with the force, difficult, the governor had nothing on her. There was no call for his condescension.
“I’m very sorry the killer hasn’t been more blatant in helping you along,” the governor replied, a growing sneer spread across his face.
“And that’s the second thing,” Kalani said, remaining motionless, wanting so badly to take a few steps forward and wave her own finger in the governor’s face. “Maybe he has been, we just didn’t have the time to notice it, working under extreme time constraints in the dark. And maybe we could do a better job investigating if we didn’t have to be so invisible.”
This time the comment struck pay dirt, the color of Randle’s face growing deep crimson to match his tie. He took a step forward and lowered his forehead, glaring out from beneath bushy eyebrows at her, flaring his nostrils as he drew in one breath after another.
“Now you listen here, little girl,” he said. “I know you might think you’re big and tough, but let me remind you this is my state, and what I say goes. If I want something done quietly, it gets done quietly, or I get rid of you and find somebody that will.”
A litany of retorts came to Kalani, all with increasing levels of vitriol, bits of fire ready to be spit out at the self-important ass standing before her. Instead she pushed a long, slow breath out through her nose, forcing her pulse to slow a tick, making sure the next words she said wouldn’t force her on a plane to join her parents in Pennsylvania.
“My apologies, sir,” Kalani said, hating the words even as she said them. Her point had been made, at this point she had to retreat just enough to let him believe he was in control. “This case, the ferocity and gruesomeness of it, has us all a little on edge. We are working as fast as we can, and will continue to do so.”
The governor remained in place a long moment, maintaining his stance, before a smirk broke the tension and he took a step back. He glanced to his associates, a self-righteous look on his face. “Damn right you will.”
Once more a bubble of hatred arose deep within Kalani. She had already stepped too far over the line to risk going there again, but needed him to know she didn’t appreciate the arrogance. Instead of firing straight back at him she chose a different tact, meant to put the governor back on his heels.
“If you could though, sir, could you please direct whoever in your camp has been speaking to the press to refrain from doing so? Keeping things quiet is tough when the media is sitting in my driveway when I get home at night.”
The bright red veneer that had painted Randle’s cheeks slowly drained away, leaving a ghostly pallor behind. His lips parted a fraction of an inch as he turned and again looked at his staff, neither one meeting his gaze.
“I’m sorry, what?”
The words had served their purpose. Kalani bit back a satisfied smile, knowing full well Tseng and Rip were doing the same beside her. “An investigative reporter was sitting in my driveway last night. He knew all about both incidents. Now, as far as I know, the only people that know what happened at the capitol are in this room and your security detail, and I know none of us said anything.”
Three times in rapid sequence Randle’s mouth flapped up and down, trying in vain to find some response. After almost a full minute he turned to Hall and muttered, “Get Duke in here now.”
Turning on a heel, Hall almost sprinted from the room, the back of his oversized shirt swinging from side to side behind him. Kalani watched him go with a bemused expression, relishing having the upper hand for even a moment, her words having the full shock value she was hoping for.
Given her way, Kalani would have preferred for the moment to last several minutes, nothing but awkward silence as the governor paced and stammered, trying to wrap his head around the fact that his name could soon be synonymous with a scandal. Instead, it was just a matter of seconds before Hall returned, an oversized man Kalani presumed to be Duke by his side.
The man was of Hawaiian descent, standing just under six feet tall and weighing the better part of three hundred pounds. Kalani vaguely recalled having seen him somewhere before, though his full name and title eluded her. He wore the same uniform as most of the people in the room, aloha attire offset by a dour expression. 
“Duke,” the governor said, turning as the man entered, extending a hand towards Kalani. “This woman claims someone in our camp has leaked information about what happened at the capitol the other night.”
Completely ignoring the statement, Duke walked forward and held up a cell phone, thrusting it at the governor. “That’s going to have to wait, sir. There’s something you need to hear first.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
The Iolani Palace was one of the first buildings in the United States to be lit by electricity, long before the White House. Then-king of Hawaii David Kalakaua had a fascination with science and technology that he had developed in his travels, even forming a friendship with early inventive pioneer Thomas Edison. 
In the one hundred thirty years since it was first introduced to the grounds of the Iolani Palace, not a night had passed without hundreds of bulbs burning bright. Not only did it provide illumination throughout the palace itself but lit up the grounds, distinguishing it for all who passed by as a house of royalty.
The first thing Kalani noticed as she approached the palace, entering through the front gate and walking up towards the stately building just as visitors had done for over a century, was how dark everything seemed. Gone was any outward light from the wrought iron fixtures that encased the grounds. Unseen were any bulbs burning from within, outlining the dozens of windows that framed the building’s façade.
“Somebody cut the power,” Kalani muttered, following the arrow-straight concrete path as it moved towards the front steps. The city around them provided just enough residual glow to mark the way, but nowhere near enough to see the horrific centerpiece they’d been told lay in wait for them.
“Yup,” Rip agreed, moving in lockstep beside her. While his voice didn’t seem to convey the same since of tension Kalani felt, she could tell from the terse response that he was on high alert, cognizant of everything around them.
The voicemail had been just the start of an hour scripted by the devil himself. Duke had played the message for everyone to hear, a mixed bag of reactions coming out immediately. 
The first was from Duke and Chief Tseng, putting their heads together to determine how credible the threats were and what they should do about it. Kalani and Rip watched in silence as they batted a few ideas around before disappearing, both calling for reinforcements, looking for the manager of the resort.
The governor was the next to react, true to form missing the importance of the revelation, seizing only on the political ramifications of what he was hearing. Over and over again he demanded that somebody find Mary-Ann Harris and bring her to him, convinced this was nothing more than a campaign tactic meant to smear him on his biggest fundraising night of the year. On his hip, catering to his every word, was Hall, phone already out, dialing anybody he could think of that might be able to help. Together they stood in the empty room before leaving in a huff, Wong shrugging his shoulders and exiting behind them.
In the wake of the tantrum thrown by Randle the sudden silence of the room seemed overwhelming, Kalani and Rip standing in the same position on their half of the semi-circle, not another soul around. They waited a long moment to see if anybody was returning, neither sure how to respond.
“So, want to go check out those waves?” Rip asked. “I’ve got a couple of boards stowed away in the van.”
Under different circumstances, Kalani would have found the comment amusing. She might have even considered taking him up on it. Now, the words barely registered with her, attention focused on what took place a moment before.
“What just happened?” she asked aloud, her face pinched up in surprise. “Why would Mary-Ann Harris call the head of the governor’s security detail and tell him something was about to take place? She had to know that this would be taken seriously. If her goal was just to mess with the event, she basically just committed career suicide.”
Rip opened his mouth to respond before raising his hands and shrugging. He let out a small huff of air to show his uncertainty, shaking his head, before his hands fell to his side, slapping against his thighs.
“She didn’t,” a voice said from the doorway, drawing both their attention towards it, Kalani’s stomach tightening at the sight of the man behind it.
“She called me,” Kimo Mata said, walking into the room, the sound of his sandals smacking echoing through the deserted space. “That was my phone Duke was holding.” He stopped in the position previously occupied by the governor, nodding at Rip. “Kimo Mata, journalist.”
“You?” Rip asked, his eyebrows raised. “Mary-Ann Harris called you with that information?”
Kalani noticed there was no offer of an introduction by Rip, merely a jump right to the information they were being handed. If he was offended, or even surprised, by the transition, Kimo didn’t let it show.
“Yes, she did,” Kimo replied. “Same as she did a few days ago, when she brought me in and told me a body had been found on the mosaic at the capitol.”
Flashbulbs began erupting in Kalani’s mind as she stared slack-jawed at Kimo, trying to configure what she’d just been told. Since he had shown up on her front drive and confessed to knowing what was going on, she had been convinced there was a leak coming from their side. So convinced, she had come to a private meeting with the governor and all but accused him of having a mole on his staff.
Not once had she considered that there might be somebody from outside also feeding information in.
“Wait,” Kalani said, twisting her head in disbelief, hoping she wasn’t right. “Are you telling me the governor’s opponent is behind this? She’s the one leaving bodies all over the city? To frame him?”
Before Kimo had a chance to reply, a new voice entered the fray, a sharp bark coming from the doorway, harsh and nonnegotiable. “You two, come with me.”
Chief Tseng was back out through the door and gone before any of the three even got a good look at him, his voice the only way they had of identifying who had issued the command. In its wake Kalani bounced on the balls of her feet, looking from Rip to Kimo, torn between wanting to find out everything Kimo knew and having to follow an urgent order from Tseng.
Fortunately, Rip made the call for her.
“You’ll be around to finish this conversation later, right?” Rip asked, staring across at Kimo.
“If not, she knows how to find me,” Kimo said, nodding to Kalani as she and Rip headed for the door. 
They caught up with Tseng halfway down the hallway, his pace near a jog as he beat a path for the escalators, phone pressed to his ear. Together they ran to join up with him, falling in a step behind, waiting until he finished the call and they began their downward descent before inquiring what had happened.
“What’s going on?” Kalani asked, fearing anything from a bomb threat to a mass shooting in the middle of the most visible resort in Hawaii.
“Nothing here,” Tseng said, twisting his head. “A call just came in from patrol. We’ve got another body, matches the MO of the previous two.”
Kalani felt her insides roil as she cast a glance to Rip, his features impossible to read. 
The previous ten years had trained her to be around some truly ghastly scenes. In those days though, her job was to secure the scene and wait for the crime scene crew and detectives to show up. Now, she was the crew and the detective, being forced into both roles without training in either, her psyche still not recovered from the incident months before. 
Given her pending uncertainty about remaining in the field at all, the change in job description was one she could do without.
“Where?” Rip asked.
Tseng turned and gave them each a severe look before shifting to face forward, making sure nobody was within earshot. “Iolani Palace.”
The last fifteen feet of the ride down the escalator was in silence, Kalani running the information through her head, trying to imagine what must be waiting for them across town. The thought brought bile to the back of her throat, a bit of anger right behind it.
Now, standing in front of the palace, she felt both even stronger.
Nothing in the Hawaiian culture was more sacred than the Iolani Palace. The only home to royalty in the entire United States, it stood in the shadow of the state capitol, a reminder of all that once was, a hope to many for what one day may be again. There might have been more populated locales on Oahu to leave a body if a public spectacle was the end goal, but if making a point was the ultimate objective, there was no place better.
Forcing her mind to remain clear, to process what was before her, Kalani assessed what she had at hand. The first thing to be addressed was the darkness shrouding the grounds, which meant one of two things. Either the killer needed the cover for getting the body in undetected or the message was a very specific one meant to be sent to the governor. 
As best Kalani could figure it was some combination of the two, a definitive sign that their work would not be ignored.
“Looks like whoever it was cut the power to the entire grounds,” Rip said, motioning with a hand around them.
“Yeah,” Kalani agreed, following his motion, noticing there wasn’t a single light of any kind ablaze in the three acre parcel. Wedged tight in the middle of the city, there were plenty of lamps glowing just out of reach, but none on the ground where they stood. “Actually cut the source? Or had someone flip the switch?”
“Either way,” Rip replied, “had to have been done right at dusk. Any time before that, visitors would have still been touring. After that, somebody would have noticed the whole place suddenly going dark.”
Kalani hadn’t walked it through in her mind far enough to reach that point, but the observation made sense. She grunted her agreement as they reached the front of the building, the two story structure stretched out before them.
Over the years Kalani had been by the palace enough times to know exactly what it looked like. Built in a perfect square, it rose two stories, both of them fifteen feet in height. The outer wall was grey stone with white trim, cupolas standing on each corner, a rise with a flag pole in the center of the roof. Oversized stairwells led into the front and back entrances, porches running the length of the building on either side. 
Most of that was barely visible as they made their way to the foot of the front stairwell and stopped though, the building looming above them, shrouded in darkness.
A pair of HPD officers in matching black uniforms stood waiting for them, a red glow stick attached to one of their waists the only indication they were even there. Upon arriving Kalani slid a thin Maglite from her back pocket and clicked it on, an elongated cone of fluorescent light appearing before them. With her opposite hand she extracted her badge and held it at arm’s length, letting the light catch it, leaving it visible for them to see.
“Lewis and Ripowski?” the man on the right asked, his voice betraying a local lilt. He stood a few inches shorter than Kalani and quite a bit heavier, the rest of his appearance obscured from view. Not wanting to blind them, Kalani kept her light aimed at the ground, allowing their voices to identify them for the brief time they would be interacting.
“That’s us,” Kalani replied. “Chief Tseng tell you we were coming?”
“Said to secure the scene and then hand it over to you guys,” his partner said, the local tilt even stronger in his voice. He was much shorter and lighter than his partner, the tell-tale signs of a surfer born and bred on the island.
“Who found the body?” Rip asked, his hands hanging free by his side. His voice was free of any inflection at all, a simple question meant only to gather information.
“We did,” the man on the right said. “We round here a couple times a night anyway, but when we noticed the power was out we came to take a closer look. Found her up at the top of the stairs.”
A small wince slid out of his partner at the last few words, drawing even more dread from Kalani at what lay just feet away. She couldn’t yet smell the blood or hear any flies buzzing, but she knew both would be hitting her soon.
“Any word on the power outage?” Kalani asked. “What caused it? If anybody is coming to fix it?”
The sound of items shifting on a loaded police utility belt met their ears, most likely from one or both of them shaking their heads in the dark. 
“Chief said to leave it down for the night,” the partner said. “Told us it would make it easier for you guys.”
“Easier...right,” Rip muttered, shaking his head, shifting a bit and staring back out towards the street they had come from.
“Alright guys, thanks a lot,” Kalani said, sensing that they wanted to be no closer than necessary and that Rip was already getting agitated with the situation they now found themselves in. “And we’re really sorry about this. Trust us, handling it this way isn’t our idea.”
“Hey, no complaint here,” the man on the right side, his palms turning out to face them. “You get up there, you’ll see why we’re all too happy to step aside on this one.”
Two minutes later, Kalani saw exactly what he meant.
 
 
 
 
              
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
The passing of her husband had resulted in two distinct impacts on Mary-Ann Harris’s life.
On the professional front, it had provided an opportunity for her to finally step out of the shadows. It allowed her to no longer simply be the woman who never wore the same outfit twice and always had her hair and makeup in place. No longer was she the soldier’s wife, or the mayor’s wife, or sometimes simply and wife.
In a matter of just a few shorts years she became someone that had graduated top of her class from Vassar. Held a master’s degree in business administration from Villanova. Came from a blue-blood east coast family that supported the Kennedy and Clinton Administrations, was a staunch supporter of the new Obama regime.
Lauded for her poise in the wake of her husband’s passing and for her ability to stand behind the microphone and give a compelling speech, she was ushered forward within the state’s Democratic Party, a suitable fill-in for the gaping hole a heart attack had created.
Somehow, at the age of fifty-two years old, Mary-Ann was more successful and working harder than she had in the previous fifteen years combined.
And loving every minute of it.
The effect on her personal life was a case study in indirect proportionality. As much as the story of a soldier’s widow made for a compelling read, as great as selling herself as trying to fill the political void left by her husband’s passing made, it turned her into an asexual being. Those narratives only worked if she continued to play the part, going home to an empty house every night, shooing away dating in the name of fighting the good fight, carrying forward the family name.
The endless clichés attached to her candidacy had worn themselves almost as thin with her as going home to an empty house every night.
Tucked away on the second floor of the home she had shared with her husband for two decades, Mary-Ann Harris sat in bed with her reading glasses on the tip her nose, staring down at the latest Lee Child novel. She read with bemused detachment the adventures of Jack Reacher, his signature character known for being the Goliath-with-a-heart-of-gold, a complete flip on the classic underdog story.
The sound of her cell phone ringing on the night stand beside her shattered the silence of the house, her heart rate spiking, the breath catching in her chest. A quick glance at the digital readout on the alarm clock beside her showed the time was nudging towards midnight, well beyond what her campaign staff knew to be acceptable hours for calling.
Cocking her head towards the phone, she saw the number come up on her caller ID, a string of digits without a name attached. Even so, only a moment passed before she recognized who the number belonged to, despite having used it only a couple of times before.
The realization did nothing to slow her heartbeat as she closed the book and set it aside, sliding her glasses from her nose. She dropped them on the table and lifted the phone, pressing it to her ear with her right hand, massaging her forehead with her left.
“Good evening,” she said, weariness, resignation, in her tone. 
“Good evening,” Thomas Zall replied, his voice containing equal parts annoyance and his omnipresent condescension. “I hope I didn’t wake you.”
Again Mary-Ann glanced at the clock, shaking her head at the question, her lips pursed. “Of course not. What can I do for you, Mr. Zall?”
“Where are you?” Zall asked, moving right past the question, the annoyance fading a bit, a sense of urgency moving in.
Mary-Ann’s brow furrowed as she lifted her left palm towards the ceiling before dropping it back against her thigh, the heavy quilt enveloping her absorbing the sound. “I am at home, as most people of our age are at such an hour.”
The last part had been added as a tiny barb, just a slight nudge to let Zall know he wasn’t the only one that could be a bit condescending when the moment called for it.
If the strike found its mark in any way, there was no response at all from Zall.
“Good,” he replied. “I will have a car there waiting for you within twenty minutes.”
It took a full moment for the words to penetrate, Mary-Ann’s mouth dropping open. “What? At this hour?”
“Yes,” Zall answered. “And bring an overnight bag. A couple of nights worth of items should suffice.”
Her jaw fell an extra inch as Mary-Ann sat in silence, her eyes open wide. A series of expressions ran across her face, ranging from shocked to appalled, as she tried to articulate her thoughts.
“What?” she repeated. “I’m not going anywhere with you, much less for a few nights.”
She could hear an angry sigh come across the line, followed by a voice with a clear edge to it. “I didn’t say we were going anywhere. I just think it would be best if you were away for a couple of days.”
Instantly all shock fled from Mary-Ann, followed by an overwhelming sense of dread. Her eyes slid shut and she raised her left hand back to her forehead, laying her palm flat against her skin. For days now she had feared such a call was coming, questioning that very afternoon whether or not she should even call Kimo Mata. 
“What have you done?”
There was a silent moment before Zall responded. When he did, his voice was void of any inflection, a man that seemed to be exhausted with everything. “I think it’s a little late for that isn’t it?”
A hundred responses came to Mary-Ann, but she let each of them go, one after the other. There were so many things she could say to the man, so many accusations she wanted to level at him, but the fact was she had agreed to his plan, and it hadn’t taken much convincing to get her to do so. 
She knew when she entered the race for the governor’s seat she was facing an uphill battle, one that had only been achieved a single time in history. Still, the backing of a few key party officials long since disenfranchised from Randle had made her think it was possible. When Zall had come and presented his plan to her, it seemed so feasible, such a small role for her to play that would almost guarantee her success.
Now, it was far past any of that. The man had made a mess of things, and he had potentially torpedoed her career before it ever began. What had started as her just making a few phone calls could soon be casting her back to the sidelines. 
She only hoped it wouldn’t be taking her someplace even worse.
“Where am I going?” she asked, her voice sounding far away, even in her own ears.
“Nowhere in particular,” Zall said. “You will be on my boat for the weekend. Tell your staff you aren’t feeling well and need to recharge, be back and ready to go on Monday.”
Her eyes still closed, Mary-Ann ran through her schedule for the weekend, picturing her date book in her mind. “I have an event in Kapolei on Sunday.”
“But you won’t be feeling well,” Zall countered. “And at this stage of the election season, nothing can be more important than your health, right?”
The inside of Mary-Ann’s mouth tasted dry as she tried to work her tongue around it, lifting her jaw a few times in an attempt to get some saliva moving. “Will it be over in a few days? Or are you just trying to get rid of me for a while?”
There was another moment of silence on the line, punctuated by a second lengthy sigh.
“One begets the other,” Zall said, speaking slowly, as if choosing his words carefully. “To answer your first question, the hard part, the part you have been attached to, will be done this weekend. In fact, it is already done.
“As to the second, you not being around in the immediate aftermath should make it easier for both sides until things slow down.”
The answer was much what Mary-Ann had been expecting, her head rotating upward an inch or two in acknowledgment. “You realize at some point my contact might take all this to the police? And if he does, they will come asking me how I knew what I did.”
“I suspect, based on the events at this evening’s gala, he already has,” Zall said. “Which is why my driver will be there for you in what is now ten minutes.”
Once more Mary-Ann glanced at the clock, the digits growing ever closer to midnight.
“And when they do?” Mary-Ann asked.
“Just get on the boat,” Zall said, his voice still detached. “When you return, it will be taken care of.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Three
The swipe of menthol salve under her nose did nothing to lessen the scent for Kalani. The metallic, sharp scent of blood still managed to work its way into her nostrils, turning her stomach, bringing a sheen of moisture to her eyes. Every few minutes she would pinch them tight, feeling the residual tears slide off the side of her cheeks, before getting back to work.
The problem wasn’t so much with the scent itself. The body was still warm, free of any desiccating flesh or bug larvae. There was no heat-induced bloating or gases bulging the skin at grotesque angles. Not even the scent of charred flesh from the powder burns of a gunshot wound.
The problem was with the psychosomatic response it evoked in her. Two days before she’d allowed Tseng and Rip to do the prep on the body itself, keeping herself busy on the surrounding scene. Now, up close to it, she couldn’t help but receive the full effect of the smell, the scent pulling her back.
When she’d woken on the concrete sidewalk that night it was just moments before backup finally showed, but a long five before the paramedics arrived. For that length of time, a full three hundred seconds that she counted off in her mind, she’d been forced to lay flat, the combined blood of herself and her partner painting the area around her. Together it created a smell so strong she doubted she would ever forget it, a mere whiff bringing a Pavlovian response over her.
Beside her Rip worked with uncanny efficiency, his dress shirt rolled to the elbows, blood stains dotting the front of it and dribbling down onto his slacks. His jaw set, he worked in near silence, Kalani picking up that he no more wanted to be dealing with the scene than she did.
Her own time on the force had provided precious few contacts with such things, having worked as many scenes in the last few days as she had in as many years. She could only feign to guess how many he had been forced to cover in his career, no doubt bringing about their own set of evoked responses, some maybe even worse than hers.
“You ready?” Rip asked, finishing the last of his assessments, positioning himself by the head of the victim.
Kalani finished arranging the black polyethylene bag beside them, the zipper open. A gaping opening ran the length of it, the sides sagging wide, waiting to accept its payload. “Yeah.”
Taking up a post at the opposite end from Rip, she wrapped her hands around the ankles and together they lifted the girl from the steps and into the bag, positioning her thin body before pulling the flaps up around her. Starting at the bottom, Kalani tugged the zipper a few feet before handing it off to Rip, his blood-stained fingers clasping the brass tag and pulling it the rest of the way.
Leaning back on her haunches, watching the girl disappear from view, Kalani felt a stab of sorrow deep within her. This young woman looked to still be a teenager, a girl of Korean descent with smooth skin and a pretty face, just like the others probably on the verge of giving birth. The single gold band on her left hand meant that somewhere on the opposite side of the Pacific someone was anxiously awaiting word from her, ready to see his new child for the first time.
Much closer to home, just six feet from her was a man that four days ago was minding his own business, going for an afternoon session on the North Shore. Afterwards he would have most likely hit a shrimp truck or stopped off for some shave ice before heading home, eager to get up and do it all again the next day.
Even herself, someone who hadn’t slept through the night in a very long time, who despite the grueling physical therapy she’d gone through still felt the stiffness in her chest at least once a day. Seventy-two hours before she had no real interest in returning to the force at the moment, unsure if she had the desire to ever put on a uniform again. Her partner’s memory was still fresh in her mind, evoked by something as simple as a smell.
Now, all three found themselves together in the middle of the night, tucked away in the artificial darkness surrounding the Iolani Palace. Somewhere in the city was an evil that was pulling the strings on all of this, interfering with so many lives, doing so for whatever reason they seemed to believe warranted it.
Watching the zipper slide shut over the girl’s face, Kalani knew that no matter what that reason was, whether it be a personal slight, political gain, or any of a thousand things in between, it wasn’t good enough. Nothing was. Not for what they’d done to this girl, or the previous three, or Rip, or even herself.
In the end they might get whoever was behind this, but they would never be able to get even.
Drawing Kalani from her thoughts, a pair of headlights pierced the darkness to their right, square-shaped and set up high. Pushing herself to a standing position, she watched as they moved in a circular path around the building. As they drew closer the shape of a police SUV came into view, stray bits of light from the street nearby reflecting off the windows. It came to a stop with a slight squeal of the brakes, the engine left running while a pair of men climbed out.
“You guys call for us?” the driver asked, the dome light of the SUV illuminating a large Caucasian man with a shaved head and a goatee.
The feeling of sorrow lingered in Kalani as she stared at the man, the words to respond not finding their way to her throat.
“We did,” Rip said, standing and peeling his gloves off, the spandex giving way with a loud snap. 
The sound was what Kalani needed to hear, the noise shaking her awake, her hands moving to clear her own gloves as well. The night air felt cool against her palms as it hit them, the latex coverings causing her hands to sweat. A bit of fine powder from them had worked its way into the creases of her hand, the mixture resulting in a thin paste. She rolled it between her fingers into small balls as she watched the men approach, moving slowly.
“Headed to Tripler?” the driver asked, climbing the stairs, staring down at the bag spread across the top landing, giving the strong impression that he had no real interest in picking it up.
“Yes, please,” Kalani said, her voice just a decibel above a whisper. She shuffled herself a few feet to the side as the men positioned themselves in the same places she and Rip had assumed a few moments before and hefted the bag into the air, the girl’s slight frame proving no problem for them at all.
Kalani waited in silence as they loaded her in the back of the truck and drove away, nothing more than a wave from the driver to seal the transaction before his door shut, blinking out the overhead lamp, the world again going dark. 
“Come on, let’s go,” Rip said, putting a hand against the small of Kalani’s back, helping to steer her down the steps. At the bottom they lifted the crime scene bags Tseng had given them, each dropping a strap over their shoulders. 
Side by side they descended the front walk towards their cars parked along King Street, both lost in their own thoughts. As they grew closer the harsh orange specters of the streetlamps grew brighter, the gold plated statue of King Kamehameha coming into view on the opposite side of the road.
The previous hours had held such an emotional cocktail, from the heated exchange with the governor to the sadness of seeing the girl taken away, Kalani was content for the time being to put her mind in neutral. There was still innumerable questions to be answered, a plethora of things to be followed up on, but for the time being, at such a late hour, she was content just to focus on the few things that stood between her and going to bed.
Unfortunately, just as it had the night before, that list included Kimo Mata.
The same red Focus he had driven to her house was now parked behind her Jeep on the curb, his frame leaning against the front hood. He had swapped out his khakis for a pair of shorts, still wearing the same aloha shirt and slippers. With his backside resting just above the driver’s side tire, he waited with his arms folded in front of his torso, his legs crossed at the ankles.
“Figured you guys were going to come looking for me in the morning anyway,” he said as a combination explanation-greeting, staring back at them. “Didn’t really want to wait that long.”
“Nervous about something?” Rip asked, stopping in the middle of the sidewalk and matching Kimo’s pose, his arms across his chest.
“Not at all,” Kimo said, shaking his head. “I have witnesses than can vouch to giving me every piece of information I’ve uncovered thus far. I just thought each of our respective times tomorrow could be better spent looking somewhere besides each other.”
Exhaustion rested deep inside Kalani, the end result of a marathon week capped onto the end of months without proper rest. The number of things she would dread doing at the moment more than having this discussion with Kimo could be counted on one hand. 
Still, she couldn’t argue with the logic of his response. Despite his knack for obtaining more information than she or Rip would like, he was not a suspect in any way. If her day could be spent looking into people that actually were, she might have a chance of figuring things out and retreating back to her life on the opposite shore.
“How did you find us here?” Kalani asked.
An instantaneous snort shot out from Kimo, his right nostril rolling up, his head rocking backwards an inch. “You kidding me? This was the worst kept secret at that little party tonight, even worse than the internal polls having Harris and the governor in an even race right now.”
Kalani glanced over to Rip, who met her gaze for a moment before shrugging. There was no way to verify the response, but it bore to reason he was telling the truth. Seeing the Chief of Police and the governor’s security staff buzzing about had to have turned the rumor mill up to full speed.
“I’m surprised they even went ahead with the thing,” Kalani muttered, shaking her head at the dastardly way the governor had handled the entire case.
“Couldn’t afford to cancel it,” Kimo said, shaking his head. “He’s in a dead heat with Harris, and the unions are expected to come out and endorse her any day now. He needs the cash, badly.”
Beside her Rip shook his head from side to side, a loud puff of air escaping through his nostrils. “Asshole.”
Kalani felt her nod go up and down in agreement. She wasn’t an especially political person, something that was easy to become in a state as one-sided as Hawaii. Prior to a week before she’d never thought much about the governor, having not even voted in the last election, ambivalent to the office in general. 
Now, she would vote for a dog if it was on the ballot against Randle.
 “You mentioned Mary-Ann Harris,” Kalani said, the last line of Kimo’s response catching in her mind. “Let’s start there. What is her angle in all this?”
Kimo nodded, as if agreeing that the questions should begin right there. “She called first of the week and asked me to come by her campaign office, said she had something for me. I assumed she was either going to ask me to write an endorsement piece for her or try to smear Randle, but I went anyway.”
              “Candidate for the biggest seat in the state calls, you find the time,” Rip interjected, his voice relaying exhaustion without sounding bored, still standing with his arms crossed.
“Pretty much,” Kimo said, again nodding. “I showed up and she didn’t do either, exactly. Said she had it on good authority that a body had been found over there the other night, not two hundred yards from where we’re now standing.”
Out of pure reflex, Kalani felt herself rotate at the waist to glance back towards the capitol. Any sight of it was blocked by the darkened hulk of the palace, though the image of it still resonated in her mind. “She say where she’d gotten the information?”
“No,” Kimo said, shaking his head. “And I asked, too. She claimed she wasn’t at liberty to divulge.”
“And you let it go at that?” Rip said, leaning his head forward a couple of inches, his eyebrows rising.
“At that point? Yeah,” Kimo confessed. “I’m a journalist, I know all about protecting sources. Besides, until I had a chance to corroborate it, I wasn’t buying a bit of it anyway. Thought it was just some bullshit story being fed my way as part of the usual election season run-up.”
“Usual election season run-up?” Kalani asked, her eyebrows tracking a little higher on her forehead. “This sort of thing happens every time?”
“Nothing like this,” Kimo replied. “But there’s always mudslinging, anybody with a television knows that. I assumed that was all she was after.”
Trying to avoid the television ads every election was one of the few things Kalani’s father had ever bemoaned about living in Hawaii. She knew all too well what Kimo was referring to, and that he was right. If she had been placed in his position, she probably would have held the same assumption.
“So you checked it out?” Kalani asked, choosing her words carefully, not wanting to confirm or deny anything.
Kimo paused a moment, staring back at them, before the right side of his mouth curled up in a smile. He seemed to sense exactly what was going on, the two of them pressing him to see how much he knew without giving up anything.
“Alright,” he said, “I’ll play along.” He pushed up a couple inches off the hood of the car and readjusted himself, smoothing his shirt out and shoving his hands into the pockets of his shorts.
“I talked to an old friend that used to work for gov’s security detail. No, I won’t say who because he’s no longer active and it’s not important.” He glanced to Rip and added, “Protecting sources.”
Shifting back to Kalani, he continued, “He more or less told me what I’d heard was true. It was being kept very hush-hush and there weren’t a lot of details available, but it had happened.”
All things considered, the report was better than Kalani had any right to hope for. There wasn’t an explicit level of detail given out, about the scene itself or the people involved. There was just enough to make someone curious, dredge up a lot of questions without allowing for any answers. 
She glanced over to Rip, who gave her the slightest nod of the head. She drew in a quick breath, arranging the facts in her head, before pushing forward. “This is going to sound like we’re giving you the runaround, but there isn’t a whole lot more to it than that. The body was found around midnight, the governor had his staff cordon the area off and wait for Chief Tseng. He then had to process it himself and the whole thing was wiped clean by sunrise.”
An elongated whistle slid out from Kimo’s lips as he pursed them together. “Ballsy. Any reason to think the governor was involved?”
“Nothing we’ve uncovered so far,” Rip said. 
“What about the other girls?” Kimo asked. His statements to Kalani the night before had already confirmed he knew about the Ala Moana dump, his presence now displayed he was well aware of the third one as well.
“Sturgis?” Kalani asked, wanting to know how he had known about the second one before moving ahead.
Three times Kimo moved his head up and down in an exaggerated nod, answering Kalani’s question without saying a word. Only once his response was clear did he add, “I’m sorry, but I can’t divulge my sources.”
A crack of a smile formed on Kalani’s face as beside her Rip muttered, “Asshole,” again. At the sound of it the smile grew even larger, a matching one springing to Kimo’s visage.
“No,” Kalani said, raising her voice a half-decibel, using it to push them back to the main line of questioning. “All three women have been quite low level, with no known connections between them. Even if the governor had been involved somehow with the first one, there’s no way he would have brought in the chief, or messed with his own gala tonight.”
“True,” Kimo conceded, nodding his head at each of her points.
Silence fell among them for a long moment, all three chewing on the new information, trying to find some tendril that might connect everything they knew. As a whole, there was plenty of data for them to work with, each bit partitioned into its own unique silo. There had to be some way to bring them together, it just wasn’t quite yet visible.
“So how did you guys get pulled into this?” Kimo asked, pointing a hand at Kalani before moving it over to Rip. “Sturgis said you still weren’t active duty, and the same friend of mine tonight said he recognized you as a retired MP.”
There was another exchange of glances between Kalani and Rip, the latter giving another nod of the head. The situation they were in wasn’t a true police investigation, so it didn’t have to be handled strictly like one. That meant they were free to speak with anybody that might be able to assist them on it, even if they did draw a paycheck from someplace that reported news for a living.
“Governor told the chief to bring me back,” Kalani said, her gaze still on Rip, her voice almost detached. “Because I’m not active duty and could fly under the radar. I brought him in as a personal favor.”
There was no response from Kimo, not of confirmation or surprise, as he accepted the information. “And where do things stand now?”
“Who’s asking?” Rip said, his eyes narrowed just a touch.
“Easy now,” Kimo said, raising his hands by his side. “I’m an investigative journalist, not a newspaper reporter. I have no deadline to meet, and as far as I can tell, nobody else is even aware this is going on.”
“Meaning?” Kalani asked, waiting for him to clarify before she answered the question.
“Meaning yes, I’m here because of work ambitions, but they aren’t time sensitive,” Kimo replied. “I won’t get in the way and screw anything up for you guys, but I would appreciate not being cut out entirely.”
Kalani met Rip’s gaze as they turned to face each other, neither one certain how to respond. Sharing a bit of common knowledge on the curb had seemed harmless, but actually partnering up could be a disaster in the making. 
Conversely, after the events of the night, the governor would be putting even more pressure on them for a timely turnaround. There might even be a call to take them off it altogether. If working with Kimo could in any way help that, they needed to at least explore the option.
More than anything, if his assistance provided a way to make the entire thing go away that much faster, Kalani was all for at least considering the proposition.
“You realize we can’t tell Tseng, or anybody else, about this?” Kalani said, still focused on Rip.
“Wasn’t planning on mentioning it to anybody,” Kimo said.
“And that we might ask you to do some digging too, earn your keep,” Rip said, the words issued as a statement, his tone relaying no hint of a threat.
Another deep snort rolled out of Kimo, drawing both of their stares towards him. “Trust me, I was going to be doing that anyway.”
A feeling Kalani couldn’t quite define settled in her stomach as she stared at Kimo. Part of her wanted no part in forming a makeshift partnership with the man that had showed up at her house uninvited the night before, kept her from getting more than a few fitful hours of sleep. 
The other, more pragmatic side, said she should at least explore the option. If not for herself, then for people like the little girl in Chinatown, or the husband of the woman they had just sent to Tripler.
“Right now, as best I can see it,” Kalani said, “we’ve got a few different leads to follow up on. The first is Harris, which I think for obvious reasons is my and Rip’s first stop in the morning.”
“For obvious reasons,” Kimo agreed.
“The second is the girl we just bagged,” Kalani said.
“From what I could tell she was a foreign national here to give birth,” Rip said, “but we’ll make a run to Tripler after visiting Harris and see if there’s anything we can use.”
“Okay,” Kimo said, nodding. “And I get that both of those are places you two should go, having at least the specter of law enforcement about you, but where does that leave me?”
Kalani’s eyebrows raised a quarter inch as she glanced from Kimo to Rip and back again. “Motive.”
“Motive?” Kimo asked, Kalani feeling Rip staring at her from the side, a look of surprise on his face.
Since being asked to the gala that morning, Kalani had been wrestling with a loose idea in her mind. She had not verbalized it to anybody, wasn’t even sure how it would sound spoken aloud. Either way, she set herself to push it out, allowing Rip and their new partner to cut it down if it made no sense at all.
“The way I see it,” Kalani said, “the driving force behind this has to be political. Why else would the killer be making the two leading gubernatorial candidates a part of this when it appears neither one is directly responsible?”
The look of confusion was still splayed across Kimo’s face as he looked at each of them. “What? So you think a third candidate is doing this? Or the Republican or Independent they’ll face in the general, trying to manipulate things, take them both out?”
“No,” Kalani said, shaking her head, before scrunching her eyes up tight. “Hell, maybe, I don’t know. I just know, there has to be a connection there. 
“We’ll go to Tripler tomorrow and talk to the ME because we have to, but I don’t think we’ll learn a damn thing from her. The common thread isn’t the girls, those are just convenient targets. The thread is whatever agenda this guy has behind wanting the girls dead.”
The words, the thoughts, had spilled out of Kalani before she even realized she was saying them. It was a culmination of multiple sleepless nights, of growing angry at standing over innocent victims, of trying to find what pulled them all together. 
Untold hours of thought had led her to the belief that there wasn’t anything obvious doing that because there wasn’t anything at all. The girls were nothing more than props. The only way they would ever solve this case was to get on the other side of, ferret out whatever slight the killer was so angry about.
The idea out in the open, Kalani held her breath for a long moment, waiting for some visible response from either man.
After a full thirty seconds Kimo was the first to move, nodding his head up and down. With a single push of his hips he lifted himself away from the front of the car, headed for the driver’s side door. “Give me until the close of business tomorrow. I’ll be in touch.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Four
For most of the night, the total exhaustion that Kalani had been laboring under for the past week was strong enough to hold sway. It kept her subconscious at bay, letting her body slip into a state of total darkness, bypassing all REM sleep. There she stayed in a low-power mode for several long hours, her deprived body grabbing at any form of replenishment it could. Not until well after the first creases of light had ripped across the morning sky, finding the tiny cracks surrounding her bedroom windows and forcing their way in, did her mind become active again.
The images she found there were much the same as they usually were, the scene on the corner of Kapiolani and Kapahulu, a gunshot wound on her chest, her partner frightened, firing at something moving in the dark. They played by on a familiar scroll, one after another, the scene depicted in vivid detail for her to relive.
This time though, her mind decided to be cruel. 
As the bullet struck Jacobsen, lifting him from the ground, silhouetting his body against the streetlamp behind him, the momentum of it twisted him in the air. Only this time, gone was the blood and brain spatter that usually jolted her awake. In their place was the face of the girl she had processed just hours before, her creamy skin flawless, her eyes open and staring at Kalani as she floated by. There she hung in mid-air for a long moment, her body weightless, before the image became too much, snapping Kalani into consciousness.
An hour later, the picture remained at the front of Kalani’s mind as she drove the Pali Highway, crossing over the Ko’olau Mountains and beginning her descent towards Honolulu. The calendar now well into March, she had opted to leave the windows out of her Jeep, the worst of the wet season now over for the year. Overhead the morning sun peeked through palm fronds towering above the roadway, an incongruent shadow pattern splayed across the road ahead.
Sunglasses on, Kalani propped her elbow on the windowsill and ran her fingers back through her hair, resting her head in her palm, thinking about the day stretched out before her. 
The morning was set to begin at the headquarters of Mary-Ann Harris, where she and Rip would lean on her to give up wherever she was getting the information that was being fed to Kimo. As Kalani was not considered active duty with HPD, the list of things she could legally do to extract information was minimal, though the odds of Harris knowing that were low. 
She and Rip had discussed the matter after Kimo left the previous night and decided they would throw everything they could think of at her, ranging from making her an accessory to murder to simply calling the media and telling them exactly what they knew. As with most politicians, they foresaw she would then hem and haw and make veiled threats about who she was and what she was capable of, but in the end she would cave and answer their questions.
She had too much to lose not to.
How she answered those questions would determine how the rest of their day transpired. If she gave them anything solid to run with, that would become priority number one. If for some reason she opted to play hardball, they would call in Tseng to extract what was needed. In the event nothing she said was of any consequence, they would leave her behind and make a third journey to Tripler, back again to visit Dr. Song.
For the first time all week, the Saturday morning traffic was mercifully light as Kalani hopped on the H-1 headed east before jumping off at the second exit. She sat through two red lights as the sun rose higher in the sky, burning away the morning mist, promising another gorgeous day in Hawaii. 
Kalani spotted Rip seated on the opposite curb as she pulled up, looking to be the personification of how she felt. His hair was twisted into a jumble atop his head and two days of growth covered his jaw, dark circles under his eyes visible despite his deep tan. His mouth set, he stared at her without making any movement.
“Morning, Sunshine,” Kalani said, sliding out of her Jeep. She took her weapon and badge with her, attaching both to her belt as she went, as much to keep from leaving them exposed in the car as for extra validation on the task they were about to undergo. Knowing she was already in a less-than-ideal position for enforcing her will upon a candidate that might not be prone to speaking, having them along certainly couldn’t hurt.
“Morning,” Rip said, his voice just above a grumble as they waited for a faded Chevy Impala to roll past before jaywalking towards the front door of Harris’s campaign headquarters. Kalani could sense from just the single word that he too was beginning to feel the strain of the last several days, the combined lack of sleep and trying to determine what was going on starting to wear him thin.
The amount she was going to owe him when it was all over was something she would just as soon not try to calculate at the moment.
The front of the building looked like most of the others found between the capitol district and Waikiki, a basic brick shell with glass lining the street level. The key difference between this one and most others was that every square inch of the outward facing windows was covered with paraphernalia supporting Harris, a half-dozen different posters and placards all stating the same thing. 
“Say Aloha to Change,” Rip said, reading one of the banners in the same disgruntled voice. “That’s original.”
A low chuckle was Kalani’s only response as they headed for the door, her thoughts already on how the next few minutes would play out. In an ideal world, they would ask to speak to Harris, who would take them back into her office, and the two sides would have a discussion about the information she’d obtained. More likely, it would go to hell long before any of that happened, derailed by any one of a thousand unforeseen problems.
That just seemed to be how things kept turning out on this investigation.
Rip reached the door a half step before Kalani, pulling it open and allowing her to pass through before stepping in right behind her. Together they came to a stop just a foot inside the room, standing side by side on a tiny tile foyer, surveying the sea of chaos stretched out in front of them.
In a room that measured roughly a hundred foot on all sides, at least that many people were jammed in tight, all moving with frenzied purpose. Eighty percent of them were dressed in matching red t-shirts bearing the same slogan as the posters on the exterior glass, piling posters and signs into stacks, ready to be distributed. Moving amongst them were a handful of people in their late twenties wearing street clothes and carrying clipboards, barking orders and pointing things out that needed to be done.
The buzz of frenetic energy rose from the crowd, no single voice standing out above the others, a constant pitch droning on and on. Despite it, nobody seemed to be without purpose, each one accepting the task they were given, moving with determination to get it accomplished.
Standing at the front of the room and examining the crowd, not a single person appeared to be older than mid-thirties. Every one of them went about their business without so much as glancing at the pair of strangers standing amongst them, giving the impression that unannounced guests were just something that came with the territory.
“Excuse me,” Kalani said, reaching out a hand towards a young woman in a denim blouse and jeans. Her hand landed on the woman’s forearm only to be brushed off as she huffed past, a bunch of stenciled pencils in her hand, rubber-banded into a tight clump. Not once did she even acknowledge Kalani as she went, tossing her hair in an effort to announce she was too busy to be bothered.
A spike of annoyance rose in Kalani as she took a step forward. She aimed her attention at a young man with spiked hair and non-prescription glasses coming towards her and extended a hand out, her palm aimed at his sternum. “Can you tell me where to find Mary-Ann Harris?”
An expression of disgust crossed his features as he sidestepped the outstretched hand, twisting his upper body to the side to avoid contact. “Nope,” he said as he slid past her, careful to avoid eye contact as he went.
Feeling the disdain rise even higher within her, for a split second the thought of drawing her weapon and firing it into the ceiling crossed Kalani’s mind. She took another step forward and opened her mouth to yell, only to be beaten to it by a shrill whistle rising out beside her. The sound tore through the room at an alarming decibel, bringing the activity to a halt, many of the faces wincing or moving to cover their ears as they turned to view the tall blonde man assaulting their eardrums from the front of the room.
“Hey!” Rip bellowed, the bass in his voice a bit louder than usual, his face relaying the same sense of purpose. “We are police officers and we’re looking for your boss. One of you will stop and talk to us or we will draw our weapons and begin firing at you. Got it?”
“He doesn’t mean that,” Kalani interjected, heat flushing her cheeks, her eyes wide from his words. She drew her badge off her hip and waved it at the crowd, taking another step into the room. “We really need to speak with Mary-Ann Harris. Can someone please tell us where she is?”
A low murmur swept through the room as young people looked back and forth amongst each other. After a long moment a girl with dark hair pulled into a thick braid and large brown eyes stepped forward. She was dressed in jeans and a tank-top and held a clipboard in both hands, looking like her sleep schedule resembled the same one they’d been on all week.
“Sorry,” she opened, the rest of the room beginning to move again as she approached. Slowly the murmur of conversation started anew, rising with each passing second. “This is just our busiest time of the day, getting all our canvassers ready to head out. Being Saturday and all, we’ve got a heavier crowd than usual.”
Kalani nodded and returned the badge to her belt, meeting the girl halfway, the flooring underfoot changing from tile to thin industrial carpet. “That’s okay. We’re looking for Mary-Ann Harris.”
“I’m sorry, she isn’t here today,” the girl said, shaking her head, the braid slapping against her back.
“Do you know what time she’s expected in?” Kalani asked.
The right side of the girl’s face bunched up tight, the look one relaying she was about to deliver bad news. She hugged the clipboard across her chest, her purple fingernails flashing into view. “I’m sorry, but she won’t be in until Monday. Said she was feeling ill and needed to get away for the weekend.”
“Away,” Rip said, “as in, off island?”
“I’m not sure,” the girl replied, again shaking her head. “She called and left a message on the office voicemail sometime overnight.”
Rotating at the waist, Kalani turned and shot a look at Rip. The look on his face showed he was already having the same thoughts she was. “Is this unusual?” she asked. “Her to just disappear for the weekend?”
“First time I’ve ever known it to happen,” the girl replied, a hint of annoyance in her voice. “Said to cancel her events tomorrow and everything.”
There were dozens of things Kalani wanted to say to the girl, messages she wanted relayed, but she held her tongue. Shooting the messenger would do nothing to relieve the angst inside her. It would most likely only heighten it, making a host of people aware that something was going on. “If you see or hear from her, please let her know it is important we speak to her as soon as possible.”
“Okay, will do,” the girl said, nodding so deep it dipped the top half of her body forward. She stayed in place until Kalani and Rip began to move towards the door before wheeling and disappearing back into the crowd.
“You think she’s on the run?” Kalani asked the moment the front door closed behind them, the bright morning sun overtaking them as they stepped onto the street, headed for their cars.
“Oh, yeah,” Rip said, his face drawn tight. “Whether it’s because she’s afraid of us or whoever was feeding her information I don’t know, but she’s in the wind.”
Kalani stopped alongside her Jeep and nodded, the same thought crossing her mind even as the girl first said Harris was gone. The excuse of needing to take a break was clearly a blow-off reason to lay low for a while, but taking it to the extreme of leaving the island and canceling campaign events showed a much deeper level of fear. 
“She won’t stay gone long though,” Kalani offered. “She has too much going on in there to be away for too much time.”
“True,” Rip said, “but does her being gone for the weekend mean she’s just buying time, or something’s about to go down?”
The thought slammed broadside into Kalani, bringing a feeling of nausea with it. For the last twelve hours she’d been assuming that what they’d dealt with the night before was the worst that could happen, not until now realizing it could just be the start of more things to come.
“So what now?” she asked. If he was right and something was eminent, their next moves could be vital in determining what they might be. “Go to her house and bang on the front door, or head to Tripler?”
Rip drew in a deep breath and stretched his hands high over his head, his shirt riding up, exposing several inches of stomach. He stayed elevated on his toes for a long moment before returning to his flat feet and shoving a hand into his pocket, fishing for his car keys.
“You go see Jannie. I’ll knock on the front door of Harris’s empty house and then meet up with you afterwards.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Five
One of the worst kept local secrets in Honolulu was Liliha Bakery, a mom-and-pop joint that had been open for over five decades, tucked away on a side street in Kalihi. Specializing in all things baked, it brought people in by the droves to take a number from the ticker tape spool by the door and stare in apt wonder at the cases spread along the walls. Half of the space was reserved for counter service, a dozen stools stretched in front of it, all of them always full with a matching line waiting out the door. The other half was exclusively a walk-up bakery, standing room only for hungry folks with just a few minutes to spare.
For all the things that made Liliha what it was, the item that really put them on the map, the thing that differentiated them from scads of other bakeries on the island, was the coco puff. 
Small puff pastries filled with chilled chocolate custard, the delicate concoctions were then covered with a dollop of sugary macadamia nut spread, the entire thing harmonizing into a dessert that was known far and wide. At last count it was believed that as many as ten thousand of them went out the door on any given day, a testament to the power the tasty morsel held over the Honolulu community.
A paper fold-up carton of coco puffs swung from Kalani’s hand as she left her Jeep in the parking lot of Tripler and headed towards the door. Looking down at it hanging from her fingers she knew it was a pittance of repayment for the work Dr. Song had done for them in the past week, but at the very least it would show that the effort was noticed and appreciated. She herself felt in the same position as the ME, strong-armed into participating in something she wanted no part of, and knew that even a gesture as simple as pastries would go a long way in curbing the growing acrimony within her.
She could only hope they would have a similar effect on the doctor, or at the very least ensure her disdain was aimed elsewhere.
Much like the parking lot outside, the hallways of Building C were almost deserted as Kalani let herself in and walked towards the lab in the basement, muscle memory beginning to set in, her feet carrying her forward without much thought. Compared to the bright sunshine outside the hallway seemed especially dark, her eyes fighting to adjust, the subterranean air feeling cool on her skin. The only sound was the even slap of her shoes against the floor, an echo reverberating off the block walls around her.
Knocking once on the outside door to the lab, Kalani pushed her way inside, coming to a stop on the edge of the room. Everything appeared in the same position as it had on the previous two trips, most of the space outfitted in stainless steel, all of it polished to a mirrored shine. The faint scents of formaldehyde and disinfectant hung in the air, tickling the inside of Kalani’s nose.
On the far side of the room, in the same position as just a few days before, a single lamp threw harsh fluorescent light straight down, illuminating Dr. Song and her newest charge. Also paralleling the first visit, the newest victim was arranged in the standard autopsy position, an exaggerated Y cut from her shoulders to her navel. The skin flaps on either side of her were peeled back exposing the entirety of her innards, pink flesh washed out to almost white by the light shining down.
At the sound of the door closing Dr. Song looked up from behind her clear plastic mask, a grim expression on her face. She shook her head from side to side a moment before going back to what she was doing, removing a piece of tissue and inserting it into a glass vial. She took up a plastic cap and twisted it down over the end of the sample before dropping it down on the steel stand beside her and reaching up high, flipping the light switch off.
Again Kalani’s eyes dilated, everything around her seeming dim without the artificial sun shining down from the overhead fixture. 
“Good morning,” Kalani said, trying to offer a smile, but being unable to bring herself to do it. Between the ways she felt and the doctor looked, it would have only been perfunctory, neither one really believing it.
“Morning,” Song, rotating the plastic shield up from her face, the plate of it extended from her forehead like an oversized ball cap. The look on her face displayed that while she wasn’t suffering from the same extreme exhaustion as Kalani, she too was beginning to feel the strain of what was being presented to her.
“That bad?” Kalani asked, remaining rooted in place, the pastry offering still hanging by her side.
Song’s eyebrow rose in unison with her shoulders, a full body shrug that lifted her entire frame up an inch or so onto her toes. “Yes and no. Did I offend your partner on the last trip? He sent you alone this time?”
Out of habit Kalani turned to the side, half expecting Rip to be standing beside her, before a shy smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Not at all. He’s confirming a lead this morning and then headed this way.”
“Ahh,” Song said, peeling the clear surgical gloves from her hands and tossing them into the oversized garbage chute beside her. Shoving the sleeves on her coat up a little higher she walked to the sink along the back wall and used the kick release to turn on the water, the sound of it splashing against a stainless steel basin reaching Kalani’s ears. “Should we wait for him or go ahead and get started?”
“We can go ahead,” Kalani said, raising her voice a bit to be heard over the water. “We’re pretty sure the time frame is getting tighter. That’s why we went in opposite directions this morning. We need to be moving on this stuff as fast as we can.”
“Got it,” Song said, turning with her hands held out in front of her, the porcelain skin glistening with water. Droplets dripped from her fingers as she tugged some paper towels from the dispenser on the wall and wiped herself dry. 
“I haven’t written anything up yet,” she said, nodding towards the corpse still lying open on the table beside them. “As you can see, I still have a few things left to do before I even close her, but I think I’ve found everything I’m going to.”
Kalani nodded. On the drive over she had steeled herself for how little the report would most likely contain, the girl not seeming like any of the others they had processed before. If forced to guess she would venture that she was a victim of circumstance, an easy target that met a very particular typeset.
“Pregnant?” Kalani asked, jumping right to the punch line.
“Very,” Song said, shoving her hands down into the pockets of her lab coat, leaning a hip against an empty exam table. “Her hormone levels were consistent with someone well into the third trimester. Given her size and the stretch marks on her skin and the walls of her uterus, I’d say a week or two from delivery at most.”
Without realizing it, Kalani’s eyes slid shut a moment, her body going rigid. Her assessment the night before had been correct. “Passport baby.”
“That would be my guess, too,” Song said, nodding gravely. “The fillings in her teeth seem to indicate Korea, which would fit her appearance, but I can’t be sure.”
That had been Kalani’s first guess as well. They had sent the fingerprints to Tseng as part of their scene workup the night before, but it was hard to know if he’d had a chance to run them through AFIS as yet.
Even if he had, Kalani wasn’t expecting there to be a match.
“Sorry,” Kalani said, “didn’t mean to get ahead of you. Please, go on.”
Song looked at her a long moment, almost sensing what Kalani was thinking, before pressing her lips tight together and offering a tiny nod of assent. “It’s okay. It was the first thing I checked this morning too.”
Unsure how to respond Kalani simply nodded, remaining rooted in place, waiting for the report she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear.
“Unlike the previous girls, there was no sign of sexual trauma at all,” Song said. “She was young, and in good health. Looks to be late teens or early twenties at the latest.”
A handful of responses came to Kalani as she stood listening to the report, but she remained silent. She could tell from Song’s tone she had much the same feelings about the entire situation. There was no need to spend time rehashing the obvious.
“Other than that, the only things of any real value I can give you are of the chemical variety,” Song said. “First, her blood showed high levels of pentobarbital, an unusual, but not unheard of sedative for this type of action. 
“Second, and perhaps even more useful, is the fact that I noticed traces of burns around her nose and mouth consistent with chloroform.”
Kalani’s brow pushed together as she fed the information into what she knew, thinking back a few hours before, examining the body. “But there was none in the tox screen?”
“No,” Song said, “which isn’t that surprising. Even a strong dose of chloroform, like would be needed to leave skin burns, would be metabolized out in a few hours.”
Once more Kalani nodded, the wrinkle between her brows growing deeper. “Meaning she was grabbed and kept alive for at least a while before being killed.”
She glanced up at Song, who nodded in agreement.
“As I was working I was trying to put it together in my mind as well. That’s the best I could figure too, especially given the amount of pentobarbital in her system.”
While the information didn’t provide a ton of opportunity by itself, it told Kalani a few things that could potentially be of use.
The first was that the killer must have somewhere to hold the girls. There was no way he would have kept an abducted girl close to giving birth in a vehicle for any length of time, especially while administering sedatives. Since the first victim it had been assumed that the stolen fetuses were being taken to achieve some goal, but the information of knowing the girl had been held as well meant the location must be somewhere with medical capabilities, perhaps even a full lab. The type and amount of sedatives used were just too strong otherwise.
The second, and even more harrowing, was that the killer was growing bolder in his selection of victims. No longer was he stalking street walkers in Chinatown, now presumably abducting targets from the airport or some other well-traveled location.
This could have been nothing more than an act of convenience, but more likely it signified a rising level of desperation. It was Kalani’s experience that such escalations often coincided with a truncated timetable, consistent with the sudden weekend disappearance of Mary-Ann Harris.
It was also her experience that such expediting also tended to result in more bodies being found. 
The thought pulled her stomach into a tight ball as she looked across at Song. “Thank you, Doctor. Is there anything else?”
“No,” Song said, offering only a tiny shake of the head, her voice no more than a whisper.
The two women stood and stared at each other a long moment before Kalani stepped forward and raised the offering from Liliha. “A small thank you from Rip and I. I know you must have had better things to do on a Saturday than being called in against your will.”
Song looked at the box without reaching for it. “It was my understanding that this wasn’t any of our ideas.”
Placing the box on the closest examination table, Kalani took a step back, shaking her head. “No, it wasn’t. I feel terrible for getting you and Rip both involved.”
“Wasn’t your fault,” Song said, her voice soft. “People above us got leaned on, they did the same. That’s how these things go.”
The words rang in Kalani’s head as she took one last glance at the girl’s body still spread open in the center of the room. A quiver of sorrow passed through her as she looked at the small figure, just a child herself. 
“Tell me something,” Kalani said, her gaze still aimed on the room’s macabre centerpiece. “What would someone keep using all these fetuses for?”
A moment of silence passed, both women looking at the exposed insides of a young woman whose name they would probably never even find out.
“You know, that was the other thing I was considering this morning,” Song replied. “Before now, the condition of the girls was throwing me off. I kept assuming that the obvious sign of sexual trauma was the thread connecting the victims together.”
“Us too,” Kalani said, shifting her focus over to Song, the doctor’s attention still aimed in the opposite direction. “We’ve spent all our energy thus far looking at the victims, tracking them down, trying to figure out why they were being slaughtered and placed in such public places.”
“But looking at this girl here,” Song said, motioning towards the table with her chin, “I realized that wasn’t the case at all. Those girls just happened to be easy targets. The pregnancy is what they’re really after.”
Little by little the pieces Kalani knew in her mind began to link up. It explained how a haole, a Chinatown working girl, and a foreign visitor all ended up in the same room together within days of each other. She had been trying so hard to examine them and figure out how they connected to each other when the truth was they themselves didn’t at all. 
It was what they carried that did.
How or why that brought them to be related to a gubernatorial election was still something Kalani had no idea about, but at least now she had a clear heading to work from.
“And?” Kalani asked. “Any thoughts on why someone would go to these lengths to abduct babies before they were even born?”
Song lifted her hands still clutched inside the pockets of her coat, her head once more twisting to either side as she turned her focus to Kalani. “Honestly? The only thing I can even think of would be stem cells.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Six
The first journalism job Kimo Mata ever took was as a freelancer for a small paper in Los Angeles with local distribution. Nowhere near as expansive or powerful as the Times, it operated on a much tighter budget, allotting desk space only to those writers that were considered full-time staff. Still in his junior year of college, Kimo was a long way from that, having only submitted a handful of articles on various low-end human interest stories.
Alone at the bar one night though, he heard a conversation he believed was going to change all of that.
It was just after sundown on a Tuesday, the place completely empty as Kimo made his way inside. He took up the seat closest to the door and asked for a burger and a beer, waiting in silence as he watched a muted Dodgers game on the TV above the bar. 
He was supposed to have been sitting in a night class about journalistic integrity, but had decided to blow if off to hear a favorite band play down the street. Without tickets he had shown up hoping to scalp, but fast found that the twenty bucks in his pocket wasn’t going to get him close enough to even hear the music, let alone inside the door.
Alone and dejected he had found the joint by mistake, ambling in under the withering gaze of a bar wench weighing twice what he did, a halo of frizzed out hair and cigarette smoke encasing her head. He placed an order for a draft and burger more out of fear than thirst or hunger, using it to get her away from him so he could have a few moments to himself.
It was in those moments that a pair of security guards from the nearby dog track wandered in.
Over the course of the next half hour, Kimo sat in rapt silence, nursing his place at the bar as slowly as his twenty dollars would allow, listening to the guards bemoan their work situation. They were convinced that their boss was skimming from the house operation, taking home a sizable chunk of the profits that would have otherwise been earmarked for them.
By the time they were done with their dinner, Kimo was aching to sprint out of the place, convinced he had a story that was going to make him a star. Filled with the gumption of youth and the fallacy of big dreams that often came with it, he went straight home to his laptop to begin pecking away, digging up everything he could about the race track. When there was something he couldn’t get access to, he called in a friend that was a budding tech god to assist.
Three days later he had everything he needed for a front page expose that would have the big papers calling. Long before it ever made it to press, or even to his editor’s desk, the police showed up at his doorstep. They had been monitoring activity at the track for some time and when his IP address showed up snooping through the company files, they came to have a little chat with him.
Fortunately for him, they arrived before the outfit backing the race track did.
The story might not have been the one that he built his career on, but it did impart a lesson on him that he had never forgotten. Whenever performing research, always be sure to do so on a public computer, one that couldn’t be traced back to his name, much less his bedroom.
The Manoa branch of the Hawaii State Library system was just five blocks from his apartment, a single story building tucked away on a mostly residential street not far from the University of Hawaii. Made of brick and painted white, it was small and unassuming, rarely used during the day by more than a few locals, the occasional college student looking for someplace quiet to study.
All told, it was the perfect place for somebody like him to come in and do some digging without looking over his shoulder.
A small, plump woman with rosy cheeks and white hair pulled back into a ponytail smiled at Kimo as he entered, his lips curling upward in a matching gesture. A semi-regular at the place, both sides knew each other by sight, if not by name.
Swinging past the general fiction and A/V sections, Kimo went directly towards the back corner of the building, a bank of four computers sitting empty. Around him an elderly man in a loud polo shirt and a mother carrying an infant against her chest both roamed the aisles, though neither looked his way as he passed. The scent of old newspapers and printing ink found his nostrils as he ambled on, the early morning sun filtering through the windows, illuminating the space.
Twelve minutes after leaving his house he was seated in front of a computer screen, his back to the wall. Two years before he had taken out a library card in a false name, having never checked out a single book on it. Instead it was used exclusively for gaining internet access, three hour chunks of time to be spent on the worldwide web, free of charge. Once he was done he could sign out and walk away, the system wiped clean at the end of each business day. As long as he steered clear of pornography, weapons, or anything that might get flagged in the system, he was virtually invisible as he prowled about.
For the ten hours since leaving the palace his singular focus had been on trying to determine the motive behind whatever was causing the string of killings in Honolulu. Whoever was behind them clearly had political motivations, as Kalani had pointed out. The bodies were all displayed to be used against the governor, placed in high-visibility areas that he would be forced to either make general knowledge or hide completely. 
The fact that he had gone the route of hiding them was curious to say the least, but didn’t do enough to place any blame squarely on him. The fact that he had called on the Chief of Police only bolstered that opinion, as had his actions the previous night as well. From what Kimo could tell, it appeared the governor was guilty of a healthy amount of election paranoia, but nothing more. 
That left the other major candidate, which was an even harder situation to figure out. Mary-Ann Harris was riding a lot of public sentiment in the wake of her husband’s passing, but few in the state really viewed her as a serious contender to go all the way. Early polls showed her even in the primary, but Kimo was convinced that was more on the Anybody-But-Randle ticket than any merits of her own.
How she had parlayed that into possessing intimate knowledge of what was transpiring around the city was the part he couldn’t quite wrap his mind around. The first such incident could have been chalked up as coincidence, but the second call was too much to brush aside. She had known something was going to happen, this time before it even transpired. That meant she had been in direct contact with the perpetrator of the act and even if she was merely being used as the mouthpiece, against her will or not, that made her an accomplice.
That part of the puzzle Kimo was content to leave to Kalani and Rip. The aspect that most concerned him was the motivation for it all. There was the outside chance that this entire thing was meant to pull both candidates from the race in favor of a distant third place individual or one of the opponents in the general, but Kimo agreed that that seemed tenuous at best. 
The timing, and the involvement of the two primary candidates, meant this had to be about their upcoming run-off. 
In his limited experience with political campaigns, Kimo had found people sided with whoever’s views most closely aligned with their own. Often, this meant showing up at the polls. More often, it meant writing generous campaign donations. 
Starting there, Kimo signed online under his alias and went straight to the Hawaii State Board of Elections. It took him a few moments of trolling around before finding what he was looking for, itemized lists of all donations coming in to either party. Time stamped three days prior it was the most up-to-date data available, most likely not to be added to for another week or two at best.
He just had to hope something that had already been documented would jump out at him.
Exporting the information into Excel worksheets, Kimo sent them to the printer, coming back with two stacks of paper over ten pages each. Pulling a pair of high lighters from his bag he sat aside the ones for the governor, beginning with Harris, starting with just a simple search for donors having given the maximum amount. In Hawaii, the threshold was set at $6,000 for both individuals and corporations, several dozen names falling under the yellow ink, but none jumping out at him in particular.
Once he was done he pushed the list aside, moving directly into the opposite pile. Swapping out the yellow for an orange marker, he went back through the list, this one even longer than the one before.
Twice throughout the process he stopped and looked up, checking his surroundings before returning to the task at hand. When he finished he again paused to scan the room, finding the small branch still quiet, an elderly couple having wandered in and headed for the opposite side of the room being the only additions. Feeling his mouth grow dry, he bent back over his work, flipping to the last page of either stack and holding them up side by side, his gaze flicking from one to another.
His face contorted in confusion as he stared at the printouts for a full minute, even checking again to make sure he hadn’t made a mistake.
“What the hell?” he said aloud, forgetting for a moment where he was, drawing the stares of everybody inside towards the sound of his voice.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Seven
The very same governor that first influenced the construction of the state capitol building also served as the galvanizing force behind the only medical school in Hawaii. By the time the notion became a reality there was precious little space on the actual university campus for such a large undertaking, so he unilaterally carved out a piece of ground along the shorefront in Kaka’ako, bringing with it the ability to finally train medical professionals at home.
What started as a single brick building pressed tight against the Kaka’ako Beach Park had undergone both space and size upgrades over the years, expanding into a campus unto itself, replete with full primary care training, peer-to-peer research facilities, and a cancer center that became the largest in the Pacific Rim the moment it opened its doors.
In honor of such foresight by the governor, the school was named in his honor, officially dubbed the John A. Burns School of Medicine, though to locals it was known as the much easier JABSOM.
When Kalani first called Rip to tell him to meet her at JABSOM, his response was a long moment of pause, followed by a voice of uncertainty. “Jannie found something on the body?”
“Not at all,” Kalani replied. “But we put our heads together and came up with something else. Tseng’s trying to get us a meeting as we speak.”
“Trying?” Rip asked, Kalani having to press the phone hard into her ear to hear over the sound of wind rushing in around her. She bit back the sarcastic remark she had in mind, ending the call and resuming her position against the door. With her hand pressed against the side of her head, fingers laced through her hair, she turned off the H-1 and cut through the heart of downtown towards the waterfront.
Free of the workday crowd, the city center was almost deserted, the sidewalks speckled with nothing more than a few handfuls of tourists. Easily spotted by their slow gait and maps clutched in front of them, Kalani rolled her eyes as she reached Aloha Tower and headed south, the Pacific mere feet away outside the passenger window.
The sun overhead was just past its peak, beginning a slow amble towards the horizon that would take another six or seven hours to complete. The warmth of it hit her square in the face as she drove, her scalp growing hot to the touch, the jeans she wore becoming a bit uncomfortable.
The same thoughts seemed to have hit Rip, who was standing in the empty parking lot outside of JABSOM as she pulled up, his bare legs exposed beneath a pair of khaki shorts. He was leaning against the hood of his van with his eyes closed and his face lifted towards the sun, soaking up as much of the warmth as he could. He remained in the position as Kalani parked two stalls away and climbed out, slamming the door behind her.
“Getting your vitamin D for the day?” she asked, going for something innocuous to start the conversation.
“Do you realize Panic Point is no more than two hundred yards from where we’re now standing?” Rip asked, ignoring her question. “And I still have an extra board stored away in here for you?”
Despite the moment, and everything that was going on in it, Kalani couldn’t help but smile. While her mind was sifting through what little they knew, trying to find a way to pull everything together, Rip was also painfully aware that just over the rise behind them was one of the favorite local surfing spots within city limits.
“Not right now,” Kalani said. “We’ve got to get in here and meet with, well, somebody.”
For the first time Rip raised his head from the hood of his van and opened his eyes, raising a hand to shield the sun from his face. “Well then, that sounds promising.” He pushed himself up and fell in beside Kalani, the two of them walking towards the front entrance.
Approaching from the parking lot, the hub of the school was a single oversized building standing four stories tall, extended almost a block in length. Constructed from tan concrete bricks the front façade was almost entirely windows, a green metal roof shining bright beneath the sun. A quartet of stained glass sculptures resembling lady bugs was clustered in the front corner, light of various colors refracting through them, striping the grass below in a myriad of hues. 
The full John A. Burns School of Medicine moniker was stretched across the front on a free standing sign, a line of pigeons resting atop it, watching Kalani and Rip approach with detached boredom.
“How many buildings you think they’ll name after this governor?” Rip asked, his voice already transitioned back from the carefree sunbather in the parking lot to an investigator on the case.
Pushing past the jab, Kalani climbed the front steps, giving Rip the two-minute overview of her conversation with Song and the reason for their being at the school. He listened in silence as she went on, giving the distinct impression he had been thinking on the same lines, nodding along as she spoke.
The front doors of the building gave way to a subdued lobby, the open space stretching upward towards the roof four floors above. Measuring no more than thirty feet in width, the elevators dominated one side of the room, a cafeteria shrouded in darkness the back end. Along the front wall were a large handful of tables, a few stray students spread amongst them, most giving nothing more than a quick gaze at the visitors.
On the left side of the room was a single desk, a guard in a rent-a-cop uniform sitting behind it. At first glance he appeared to be no more than a twenty, a work-study student that put on the shirt each weekend and collected ten bucks an hour watching overeager med students study. He looked up as they approached, tracking them grow closer, remaining seated until they were just feet away before standing, letting out a puff of air from the effort.
“Aloha,” the young man said, pushing his shirt back into his slacks, a budding paunch adding a degree of difficulty to the task.
“Aloha,” Kalani said, snapping her badge from her waist and wagging it at him. “Chief Tseng was supposed to have called over here and set up a meeting for us. Not sure who with, but—“
“Dr. Watari,” the young man inserted, cutting her off. He lifted a clipboard from the desk and thrust it towards them, his voice relaying the boredom he was under and would soon be returning to. “She’s on the third floor, just take the elevator up and hook a right. Can’t miss her, she’s the only one here.”
Accepting the clipboard, Kalani scribbled both their names and thanked him, the two of them catching the elevator up to the third floor in silence. When the doors parted they made a right, walking down the oversized hallway littered with bulletin boards covered in a mishmash of papers and announcements, past a handful of offices with their lights off, doors shut tight.
A single light showed at the end of it, spilling out across the floor, beckoning them near. Ignoring the other offices along the way they walked straight for it, Kalani knocking with the back of her knuckles before sticking her head and shoulders just inside the frame.
“Dr. Watari?”
The office was a standard issue academic affair, the kind given to professors that spent far more time outside of it than in. Compared to some of the palatial suites they had passed on the way down it was little more than a hovel, measuring just twelve feet in either direction. 
An L-shaped desk was arranged so that half of it extended straight out from the wall, bisecting the space in two. On the outer side was nothing more than a pair of chairs, their padding covered with a thick blue woven material. Opposite them was a pair of bookcases loaded with volumes, a series of plants resting above them, vines and leaves of various sorts hanging down, obscuring many of the titles.
Behind the desk, a woman of mixed Chinese and Caucasian features stood, rising no more than a few inches above five feet tall. Her hair was cut short and spiked outward in all directions, a smile on her face.
“Yes,” she said, leaning forward over her desk and waving Kalani in through the door. “Please, please, come inside.”
“Thank you,” Kalani said, sliding in, Rip right behind her. “My name is Kalani Lewis, this is my partner Jon Ripowski. Thank you so much for seeing us like this.”
“Oh, nonsense,” Watari replied, waving both her hands at them in unison. “Please, have a seat.”
She waited until they were in the chairs across from her before lowering herself down and lacing her hands across her stomach. The large smile remained in place as she stared a long moment, almost beaming at their presence in her office.
“You’ll have to pardon my enthusiasm,” she said, leaning forward and resting her forearms on the table, her fingers still laced. As she did so a myriad of gold bangles rattled along her wrist and a pair of oversized diamond rings sparkled. “It’s not every day I get the opportunity to assist law enforcement through my work.”
While that assessment wasn’t quite how Kalani would phrase what they were doing there, she couldn’t help but smile at the infectious energy of the doctor. Despite her age looking to be somewhere in her mid-forties, she seemed to have the unbridled joy of a teenager on their first date.
“I take it that Chief Tseng filled you in on why we are here?” Kalani asked.
Watari gave a non-committal squint and twisted her head a bit. “Sort of. He said something to the effect of I might be able to aid in an investigation and my assistance would be greatly appreciated.”
“We certainly do appreciate you coming in like this on a Saturday,” Rip said. “Judging by the rest of the building, you’re one of the few folks brave enough to do so.”
The smile on Watari’s face grew a bit wider as she rocked her head backwards in a silent laugh. “That’s only because this is a teaching building. I assure you, next door at the library there isn’t an empty seat in the house.”
Had the purpose of the meeting been social in even the slightest of terms, Kalani might have posed any of a series of follow up questions. She would have inquired about exam schedules, med school life, any of the other numerous things normally employed in such situations to establish rapport. There was a likable vibe about the woman that made interacting with her easy.
As it were though, they just didn’t have the time for it.
“Besides,” Watari added, “I was downstairs in the lab anyway. Getting that call was a blessing, brought me up here to actually see some sunshine for a few minutes.”
Again Kalani could think of a large handful of things to ask about, some to feign interest, some out of genuine curiosity, but let them pass. She had just been given an opening, one she would snatch at for the sake of both parties.
“Well, in that case, we won’t keep you any longer than necessary,” Kalani said. Before Watari could brush aside the comment she plunged forward, adding, “The reason we’re here today is to ask you about stem cells.”
The smile remained affixed to Watari’s face as she looked back at Kalani, as if waiting for more of an explanation. When no more came, she asked, “Okay, what would you like to know?”
Casting a quick glance to Rip, Kalani felt warmth creep up the small of her back. The sum total of her experience with stem cells was having read a few articles in the news about various procedures that were either going to be the medical breakthrough of the century or were the spawn of Satan, depending on one’s personal view of the matter and their political affiliation.
It was obvious from the utter joy etched across the doctor’s face that Tseng had given her no details about the case at hand. Already she had told Kimo more than she wanted, spreading the number of people who knew to a ring that was larger than necessary. In no way did she want to widen the circle any further, but there seemed to be little way to obtain the information needed without zeroing in on exactly what they were asking for. 
Besides, if all the secrecy was meant to do was protect the governor, she didn’t feel too bad about sharing it.
“Obviously,” Kalani began, again flicking her gaze over to Rip and back, “everything I’m about to tell you is very, very confidential.”
The smile receded a bit around the edges as Watari stared back. “I understand.”
“Okay,” Kalani said, drawing in a deep breath. “This week alone, the remains of three different women have been found in Honolulu. All three were in the late stages of pregnancy, all three had the entire fetus and umbilical cords removed entirely from them.”
A hand flew to Watari’s mouth as it dropped into a perfect circle, shock, sadness flooding her features. She drew in a sharp breath of air and said, “That’s awful.”
“We’ve been working the case in terms of the victims, checking out their back stories, any connections they might have, but after this third one showed up, it became apparent to us that the only thing any of them have in common is that they were pregnant.”
The hand slowly lowered from Watari’s face, coming to rest in her lap. She looked aghast as she glanced from Kalani to Rip and back again.
“So you’re thinking whoever is doing this is after the fetuses for their stem cells?”
Kalani felt her eyebrows rise on her forehead, a gesture meant to relay uncertainty. “Well, that’s our first impulse, which is why we’re here. We’re hoping you can tell us if we’re right, or if we need to recalibrate our investigation again.”
The look of sorrow remained on Watari’s face as her gaze lowered, focusing in on the desk, staring at nothing. She remained that way a long moment, sitting in silence, before finally saying, “You know, I knew it upset some people, but I never would have thought...”
A bolt of adrenaline passed through Kalani as she leaned forward in her seat, looking across to Rip, whose posture was much the same. She ran her hands down the front of her jeans and rested them on her knees, her body poised, staring at the woman across from her.
“You knew what upset some people?”
The question seemed to snap Watari out of her thoughts, her eyes coming up to meet Kalani’s, her body rocking backwards to lean against the chair behind her. Gone was any trace of the excitement she’d had a few minutes before, now replaced with a sense of dread.
It was not the first time this week a visit from Kalani had brought such a reaction from someone, a fact she was fast growing tired of.
“Let me back up and answer your original question first,” Watari said. “It will help put everything in context.”
Her face changed again, pushing aside a bit of the emotion splayed across it, settling into more of a detached teaching posture. Kalani got the impression it was a seasoned response, something ingrained from years of reciting the same information to students time and time again.
“As you well know, every last part of the body, from the heart to the skin to the hair on our head, is made of cells. All told, there are over two hundred different types.
“What sets apart stem cells from other types of cells though are two distinct things. First is self-renewal, the ability for it to go through numerous cell divisions while still maintaining its original undifferentiated state. 
“Most of the time, a cell divides once in its lifetime, producing two duplicate daughter cells. This is what allows the body to repair itself, hair and nails to grow, things like that.
“The second key aspect of stem cells is the potential outcomes of that differentiation. Like I said before, most of the time, a cell duplicates into two daughter copies. Skin cells beget more skin cells, hair cells become hair cells, etc. A properly stimulated stem cell though can become any one of the two hundred types of cells in the body.”
Again some of the backlash Kalani had heard over the years came to mind, clicking into place with what the doctor was explaining. “Which is why some people are against their usage.”
“Among other things,” Watari said, nodding in assent. “Some, especially the religious groups, feel like we’re playing God, trying to use stem cells to repair injuries or replenish tissues that can’t regenerate on their own.”
“You used the pronoun we,” Rip said. “They feel like we’re playing God. Is that what you do here?”
Watari made a show of raising her wrist and staring at it as if checking her watch. She shook her head and said, “For another, what, two or three months anyway. That’s why I was here this afternoon when you called. I’m always here these days, trying to push out as much research as I can before the project gets shut down.”
Without even knowing how exactly how the information fit with everything she knew, Kalani could tell a big piece had just been dropped into their lap. A prickly sensation rippled up through stomach and on to her scalp, her body sensing that for the first time all week they were making progress.
“Is that what you meant when you said you knew it would upset some people?” Kalani asked.
Again Watari’s focus shifted down to the desk for a long moment before raising itself up to meet Kalani’s. Her lips parted a bit before her head nodded up and down.
“For the past three years, myself and a small team of researchers have been working exclusively on stem cell research. Set up through discretionary funding out of the governor’s office, we were tasked with trying to determine if there was anything that could be done to battle the growing concern of brain injuries in sports.”
A puff of air pushed out through Kalani’s lips, a bit of surprise passing over her face. “Wow. I had no idea. I never even heard about such a thing, even though concussions are all the rage in the news these days.”
“No, you wouldn’t have,” Watari said, shaking her head. “The funding was granted under the conditions of confidentiality, all of us made to sign very strict gag orders before coming aboard.”
“And so recently it went public?” Rip asked. “Is that what would anger some people?”
Watari shifted her focus to him and shook her head again, the movement slow and controlled. “No, quite the opposite. This year, the funding was removed from the governor’s budget. When the new fiscal year starts on July 1st, we will go dark, and I will go back to teaching full time in the fall.”
It was a struggle for Kalani to remain visibly calm as she stared back at Watari, fireworks exploding in her mind. So many questions raced forward, beginning with the secrecy the governor used in convening the group and running through why he had suddenly decide to strip the funding from it.
“What were you guys working on?” Kalani asked. “Was it something that might have brought down political fire in this election?”
“And he shut us down out of fear?” Watari asked, sensing where the question was going, finishing the thought for her. “Only insomuch as we existed. As far as our work went, we were making good progress, but we were very careful not to cross any moral lines. As I alluded to earlier, I think a few more people would be angered by knowing we were shut down than that we were conducting research.”
“What makes you say that?” Rip asked, Kalani sensing he was leaving the question intentionally vague.
Watari extended a hand towards Kalani. “As you just stated, concussions and head injuries are cause for great concern today. Did you know that former football players are nineteen times more likely to develop Alzheimer’s disease than a regular person? Or that the average thirty-five year old NFL player has the brain composition of a seventy year old man?
“If we could correct some of those things, or at least figure out a way to minimize the effects, we could potentially be affecting thousands of lives every year, far more than that if you think of all the young boys playing in high school across the country. And that’s just football. Toss in hockey, soccer, boxing, even surfing here in Hawaii. The numbers add up fast.”
A moment of quiet passed as Kalani and Rip contemplated what she said, running the figures in their mind. Just in her own amateur athletic career Kalani had received a concussion playing field hockey, the result of a stick to the head that left her sensitive to light for days afterward. She couldn’t even bear to imagine what NFL linebackers must endure on a weekly basis.
“But you mentioned that it was very hush-hush,” Kalani said. “If nobody knew about it, how could they be angry?”
There was no response from Watari for a long moment, followed by a loud snort that drew the entire right side of her face upward. “I’m sorry, I should have clarified to say there was nothing said publicly about it. As he is prone to doing though, there was no way the governor was going to let something like this go by without making sure some potential donors were aware of his actions.”
Just like that, Watari had handed them an even bigger piece of information than anything they could have hoped for.
Motive.
Kalani’s mind raced as she strung things together, from the targeting of pregnant women to the very precise placement of their bodies once they were stripped of their cargo. Somebody had placed a lot of hopes on the research being conducted and had not taken kindly to the funding being pulled from it.
“Have any of those donors come forward and tried to resuscitate the program?” Kalani asked.
“That I don’t know,” Watari said, lifting her hands by her side, the bracelets on her wrist rattling against each other. “That’s above my pay grade. I wouldn’t be surprised though, given some of the grumblings I’ve heard behind closed doors about our being shut down.”
Kalani and Rip fixed a long stare on each other, both of their faces neutral. Kalani could barely contain herself as she stared back at him, ready to sprint from the room and begin digging on the new lead they’d been given, finally gaining traction once they’d started looking in the right direction.
Still, she had just a few more things to ask, shoring up the reason they had come there in the first place.
“Doctor, in your opinion, could the abduction of three fetuses be for the purpose of conducting independent stem cell research?”
Another veil of horror passed over Watari’s face before receding, her lips pursing in front of her. They could see her visibly wrestling with the moral qualms attached before, after a long moment, focusing on the question.
“It would be highly, highly unethical,” she began, the words coming out slow and measured, a look comprised of considering the question and simultaneously being repulsed by it. “As of this time, there isn’t a single facility in the country studying human fetal stem cells.”
“Human?” Rip asked, beating Kalani to it by just a split second.
Watari nodded, glancing between them. “Here, and in most laboratories, we use mice cells. They are much easier to obtain and work with, free of any moral setbacks. A few years ago the FDA legalized using human cells for research, but the only place in the country that ever tried was in Atlanta, and they shut down last winter.”
“So that’s it?” Kalani asked. “Nobody is working with them at all now, despite everything we hear in the news?”
“Pretty much,” Watari said, resignation on her face. “There was talk of a group in Sweden still doing some things, I had heard of a guy in Japan making a run at it, but otherwise, nothing. The court of public opinion had ruled against it.”
Kalani nodded. If somebody in the state had had a personal interest in the research being conducted by the university, they would take its closure quite seriously, especially given the dearth of any other work on it in the world. It would provide more than enough impetus for the acts that were now going on around the city, especially with the election looming just months away.
“Let’s just say, hypothetically,” Kalani began, thinking out loud. She knew it was against protocol to do so, especially in the presence of a civilian expert, but the circumstances and the heinous nature of the crimes had her far from caring. “That someone was angry that this facility was shut down and wanted to take up the research on their own. How would they go about it?”
The question raised Watari’s eyebrows as she sat in silence a moment, giving off the impression that she had never seriously considered the prospect. Her face receded to an ashen color as she realized the hypothetical was a legit question, her gaze fixed on Kalani.
“Depends how hung up they were on the ethics of it. If they wanted to go by the book, they would apply for a permit through the FDA, obtain mice to harvest stem cells, and begin working.”
“And if they weren’t concerned about that at all?” Kalani asked, leaning forward, realizing the small of her back had grown damp against the chair behind her.
Watari pressed her lips together for a long moment, as if not wanting to release the words that were just behind them. “Then they would probably start gathering human stem cells from wherever they could. Abortion clinics, baby teeth, and, yes, pregnant women.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Eight
For the second time in as many days, a meeting was called for three of the most unlikely allies in Honolulu.
Kalani’s first reaction at leaving Watari’s office was to pull out her cell phone and contact Tseng. In one fell swoop they had just been given an entirely new direction, matching motive to both the ritualistic killing of pregnant women and the targeted disposal of placing them where the governor would be implicated. In addition they had also been handed the key to another ongoing investigation, added in on a throwaway comment, something too strong for Kalani or Rip either one to miss.
Upon pulling her phone out and powering it back to life though, her thoughts of contacting Tseng were cut short, interrupted by a half dozen missed calls from Kimo Mata. The last of the list was time stamped just six minutes earlier, the entire futile attempt at contact punctuated with the text message,Call me ASAP. Very important.
Blowing through the lobby with only a slight wave of thanks to the front guard, Kalani pressed the phone to her ear, bypassing her voicemail and calling Kimo directly. The line was snatched up halfway through the first ring, the voice on the other side breathless.
“Where have you been?” he asked, concern more than irritation in his voice.
“We’ve been in a meeting at JABSOM, what’s going on?” Kalani replied, Rip beside her as they headed for the parking lot.
“JABSOM?” Kimo asked. “You guys alright?”
A hint of a smile pulled at Kalani’s face. “More than alright. We just got some big information.”
“Yeah, me too,” Kimo replied. “I’m near the capitol now. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”
It only took him seven.
Sliding into the lot, he parked at an angle in front of the van and Kalani’s Jeep, forming a misshapen triangle in the open lot. He hopped out and ran both hands back over his buzzed-down hair, stretching up onto his toes, a few low pops sounding out from his spine.
“Wow,” he said in greeting. “What a day.”
“Yeah?” Kalani asked.
“You don’t know the half of it,” Rip said, back to leaning against his van, the sun dropping golden rays directly onto his face. The skin folded in tight around his eyes to shield itself from them, but otherwise he made no attempt to block it from view.
Kimo looked at each of them in turn, a slow smile growing on his face as he stared across at Rip. “You first, then I’ll fill in what I know.”
Taking a deep breath, Kalani hooked her thumbs into the rear pockets of her jeans and began. “Earlier today I went back to Tripler to meet with the ME. Pretty much exactly what we figured last night. Girl was very clean, and very pregnant.”
“So no connection to the previous two at all?” Kimo inserted.
“None,” Kalani said, shaking her head. “So, taking our conversation from last night into account, I flipped the script, asked the ME what she thought three unborn babies would represent to someone. 
“Her response? Stem cells.”
Rotating at the waist, Kimo looked back at the buildings behind him, nodding. “JABSOM. Got it.”
“Yep,” Kalani said, glancing over as well. “Chief Tseng got on the phone and put us in touch with a Dr. Watari in there, leading stem cell expert in the state.”
A moment passed as Kimo pursed his lips, trying to place the name, before shaking his head. “Never heard of him.”
“Her,” Kalani corrected, “and the reason for that is for the last three years she’s been working on a very secret project looking at stem cells. She didn’t get into too much detail about the nature of it, but I do know it was tasked with examining brain injuries. Right, Rip?”
“Right,” Rip confirmed, his fingers laced behind his head, pulling it forward to follow every word of the conversation. 
Kalani opened her mouth to continue but paused, seeing a look of realization flash over Kimo’s features. His smile and eyes both opened wider, his body rocking back at the waist to look up at the sky.
“What?” Kalani asked.
“Nothing,” Kimo said, bringing both hands up and passing them over his face, a loud breath echoing off of his palm. “Please, continue, we’ll get to it in a minute.”
“Oh-kay,” Kalani said, letting her surprise at his reaction show in her voice. “Anyway, this thing was kept way off the books per direct orders of the governor. Ironclad non-competes, no talking to anybody, you name it.”
“The governor?” Kimo asked, his smile fading a bit, confusion flooding in. He leaned forward a bit and cocked his head to the side, asking, “What’s his angle in this?”
“Controlling the purse strings,” Rip said, jumping into the narrative for the first time. “He set the whole thing up using discretionary funding, but this year didn’t feel the need to put it into his budget.”
“Whole thing goes up in smoke on July 1st,” Kalani finished.
“Oh, shit,” Kimo said, his eyebrows tracking up his forehead, his lips forming into a perfect circle. “Bet that pissed some people off.”
“Sure did,” Kalani said. “Who those people might be we’re not sure, but now we at least know to start looking for them.”
“Also,” Rip said, drawing their attention towards him, “care to guess what else she mentioned as another suitable source of stem cells? Besides just fetuses?”
Kimo’s face fell blank as he glanced to Kalani and back to Rip. “What’s that?”
“Baby teeth,” Rip said, Kalani noticing for the first time a hint of triumph on his features. Things were beginning to fall into place, and like her he was starting to get enthused, no longer being forced to play catch up.
“Baby teeth?” Kimo said, his face twisting up in confusion a moment before a slow dawning hit me, a smirk forming. “Baby teeth. The thing Sturgis is working on.”
“Very same,” Kalani said, nodding her confirmation. She could have done without the mention of Sturgis’s name, though she wasn’t about to let that show. Odds were she would soon need his help, as he was one of the few people aware of what was going on. Conceited ass or not, he was numbers, something they might desperately need later on.
Beside her Rip pushed himself up from the hood of the car, his shirt stuck to the hot metal, remaining affixed until his forward momentum tugged it free. “Alright, your turn. What have you got?”
Kalani shifted her attention back to Kimo. The meeting with Watari had been so exciting, so full of new information, she had almost forgotten that Kimo had spent the day digging from the opposite angle. Since seeing his missed calls she’d been replaying the conversation from the night before in her head, going over what it was he had been taxed with finding.
Judging by his behavior, whatever he had was good. She only hoped it was strong enough to buttress what they had just found, giving them something clear to pursue.
“After we talked last night,” Kimo said, “I lay awake and thought about your point that this has to be political. After rolling it around for a while, I came to two conclusions. One, you were right. Two, political motivations usually started and ended with financing.”
Rip, his fingers still laced, raised his hands above his head and lowered them down to his hair, standing just a few feet from Kalani, both staring at Kimo, waiting for him to continue.
“I first went through and pulled the official campaign contributions for both candidates, quite honestly not expecting to find much. I started with Harris, went through and flagged everybody that had maxed out, then crossed over and did the same thing for Randle. Care to guess what I found?”
“A lot of people with too much money on their hands?” Rip asked.
“Besides that,” Kimo said, brushing aside the comment, acknowledging without condemning. “Four different entities all maxed out contributions to both candidates.”
Kalani ventured a glance over to Rip, who looked just as confused as she did. In her time on the force she had had very little contact with political campaigns, but what she was being told seemed odd, even to her. People tended to support one candidate or another. If they didn’t like either one, they waited until the general election and supported the party itself. Maxing out to both sides in a competitive race made little sense.
“But why would companies do that?” she asked. “To curry favor with whoever wins?”
“Eh,” Kimo said, holding up a finger, “you didn’t let me get to the best part.” He paused a moment as if waiting for his big reveal, before saying, “All four companies are shell corporations owned by the same guy.”
The information was unusual for sure. Even to the untrained political ear of someone like Kalani, she could tell that someone going through such extensive measures just to donate to a primary election seemed a bit excessive. Still, she could sense that from Kimo’s demeanor there was more that wasn’t being shared.
“You’re sure of this?” she asked.
“Very,” Kimo replied. “That’s where I was when you called, running this stuff down. As far as I, or the girl I sweet talked at the Department of Commerce and Consumer Affairs into helping me dig could tell, they exist on paper only. None of them import or export anything. None of them have done any business or hired a single employee yet.”
Again Kalani could tell the information was important, she just couldn’t decipher quite how it all fit together. She knew that if she kept Kimo going, eventually, somewhere, a piece would come out that would make it all fit together.
“Tax returns?” she asked.
“None,” Kimo replied, “because all four were formed in January, all within ten days of each other.”
Running the math in her head, Kalani’s eyes lit up. She glanced across at Rip, his hands still resting on his head. “January. After the budget came out.”
“Yup,” Rip agreed, his attention still aimed at Kimo. “Who owns the companies?”
The same cocksure smile returned to Kimo’s face, the look of triumph Kalani had recognized earlier. She couldn’t help but think the final morsel of information was coming, the last bit that would force things into place.
“A guy named Thomas Zall,” Kimo said, “who I’m guessing you’ve never heard of. I sure hadn’t, and with good reason. The guy has been a ghost since arriving here a couple years ago.”
He paused again, the look growing even stronger. “After a boating accident in New York.”
The air slid from Kalani’s lungs. She had been right. All it took was one single piece of information to fall in place for everything to make sense. The timing, the motivations, the political tie-ins.
“And he suffered some form of injury?” Kalani asked.
“Him? No,” Kimo replied. “But his son was left in a vegetative state.” 
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Nine
The first call had gone to Tseng, requesting a meeting back at his office. His initial response was to ask if it could wait until the next day, Kalani able to hear the sound of meat sizzling on a grill, children yelling as they splashed into a pool. As much as she hated to interrupt his afternoon, she told him there was just no way to postpone. Time was of the essence.
The second question out of his mouth was to ask if they could meet him at his home, relaying that he was hosting a barbecue for some of his neighbors. There was no small amount of dread in his voice as he did so, though Kalani couldn’t tell if that was from not wanting to meet with them or not wanting to endure the cookout any longer than necessary.
Either way, she declined again.
The last thing she mentioned before signing off the call was that he should have Sturgis and Li both up on standby, as there was a good chance she had information directly related to their case as well. To that Tseng muttered some sort of response, the words too much of a garbled mess to decipher. 
Kalani hung up the phone without bothering to ask for a clarification. She could guess at what they were without having to hear them, the very same ones having gone through her head many times already.
Standing in the parking lot of the med school, the three debated whether to bring Kimo with them to the meeting, ultimately opting against it. While they would make no effort to hide the role he had played in aiding them, they had not exactly gained clearance in bringing him into the fray. Having him come with them might be a display of defiance they weren’t quite ready for.
Being just a few blocks away, Rip and Kalani went straight over and were seated on the front steps when Tseng arrived, both sitting in silence, chewing on all they’d just learned. After fumbling along one foot at a time for so many days on end, having a veritable windfall of information hit them was almost too much to process. Again and again Kalani ran it back through her mind, making sure the pieces fit the way she thought they did, that in their haste they hadn’t overlooked an important aspect. As badly as she wanted this to be over, to stop having innocent young women turn up on the streets, their even more innocent unborn children ripped away, it had to be done right.
While this was the kind of case that could catapult her back into the life if she so chose, it was also the type of thing that could take the choice away from her if she wasn’t careful. Never had she heard of Thomas Zall before, but everything Kimo relayed about the man displayed he wasn’t someone to be made a fool of publicly. If they went after him, they had to make sure it was for real. There was no coming back from it if they were wrong, as he would exert everything he could to bury them moving forward.
“Sorry for pulling you away from your family,” Kalani said as the chief reached the stairs, noting his t-shirt and canvas shorts, the rubber sandals on his feet. His hair was semi-combed across his head, windblown from a day by the pool, and he carried the faint scent of smoke as he passed.
“You kidding?” he grumbled, stuffing his keys in his pocket and jerking open the front door. “My wife planned that thing weeks ago. The last thing I want to be doing is playing nice with those people with all this going on.”
Kalani and Rip exchanged a glance, Rip raising his eyebrows, as they followed him in silence up the stairwell. It being early on Saturday evening the station was subdued as they passed through, no more than a stray person or two sprinkled amongst the first-floor desks, heads down.
Tseng remained quiet as he used the key ring to open his office door and stepped around his desk, allowing Kalani and Rip to enter behind him. He waited until Rip had shut the door before motioning towards the chairs across from him, settling down into his own.
“Alright, let’s hear what you’ve got,” he said, forcing his elbows into the arms of the chair, the pads of his fingers pressed together in front of his chin.
Starting with the scene workup the previous night, Kalani ran through all they had uncovered in the preceding hours. She rattled off everything Dr. Watari had told them, how they believed it all fit together, and supported it with what Kimo had found.
When she was done, a deep set frown encompassed the bottom half of Tseng’s face, the skin burrowed into a pair of parentheses on either side of his mouth. He remained silent a long moment before pushing out a breath through his nose.
Without responding in any way he reached out and shook the mouse on his desk, calling his computer to life. A moment later the fluorescent glow of the screen illuminated his face, Kalani and Rip both watching as he began typing. After a moment he stopped, drawing a fist up and resting his chin on it, reading the screen before him.
“Thomas Prescott Zall was born in 1953 in Hoboken, New Jersey to parents Charles and Irene Zall. He was educated at Princeton and Columbia Business School before following his father’s footsteps into finance.”
He rattled off the information with a detached tone, his gaze never moving to them as he read from the screen.
“In 1989 he married Marilyn Wanston and six years later they had a child together, a son named William Prescott Zall.”
He paused again, his forefinger scrolling with the circular control on the mouse, the clicking sound it made the only noise in the entire office.
“Says here he specialized in healthcare stocks before moving into the tech sector, riding the dotcom boom to quite a fortune before going to venture capital. Lived in the city until 2009, at which point he and his son, fourteen year old William, were in a sailing accident. Although an investigation occurred, he was eventually acquitted of all charges, though he did lose his wife and two years of his life to the process.”
Once more he paused, glancing over to them. “This was all part of the file the NYPD put together on him regarding the case. Apparently because it was just the two of them, and the son was left with massive brain damage, there wasn’t enough evidence to convict.”
“The state tried to prosecute for a sailing accident?” Rip asked, his face, voice, relaying his surprise.
“The mother,” Tseng said, shaking his head. “She pressed charges for reckless endangerment and criminal negligence. Like I said though, insufficient evidence for a conviction.”
Kalani nodded, her gaze aimed at the bookcase above Tseng’s head, adding the new data to what she already knew. “So she left with half his money, he moved to the islands and started becoming quite interested in stem cell research.”
Another long, slow sigh slid out of Tseng. “It would appear that way.”
“Where is the son now?” Rip asked.
“Doesn’t say,” Tseng answered, glancing over to the screen, but finding nothing new.
Silence fell over the office as Kalani kept her attention aimed up at the bookcase on the wall in front of her. Along the top shelf were a number of framed photographs following the chief through his life on the force, beginning when he was a young beat cop and following him through. In another time she would have focused in on the attire and the odd choices of facial hair made over the years, but at the moment her mind was preoccupied with the mountain of information before her.
In her limited experience with investigations, this was how they seemed to go. Little bits added up along the way, working their way into an amoebic jumble until the one key thing that was needed fell into place. Once it did, the others seemed to file in right behind it, each thing fitting as it should.
For the first few days, they had nothing more than the jumble, an odd assortment of mismatched facts and ideas. Not until they flipped their point of emphasis, moving from the victims to the motive behind them did things start to come into view.
What that view had afforded was a man that was desperate. His desperation had turned into a timetable that was too fast, a plot that required too many moving parts to be successful. 
“Where is Zall now?” Kalani asked.
Tseng went back to the computer, the reflection on his face changing colors as he shifted from one screen to the next. “It lists here a home address on Tantalus Drive, up above Punchbowl.”
“What about the businesses?” Rip asked, glancing to Kalani and back to Tseng. Before waiting to be asked, Kalani passed across a list of names and telephone numbers Kimo had given them, the chief accepting them without comment.
Three full minutes passed as Tseng entered them one at a time into the database, checking each one in turn. By the time he was done the frown on his face was even deeper than before, stress, agitation, beginning to exude from him.
“I’ll be damned,” he whispered.
“What?” Kalani asked.
Tseng paused a moment before reaching out and rotating the computer monitor towards them. On it was a screenshot from Google Earth, an overhead view of a neighborhood stretched across most of the screen.
“All four corporations list the same address in Hawaii Kai, a location that is strictly residential.”
The backs of Kalani’s legs lifted from the chair she sat on as she leaned forward, peering at the screen. The name of neither the street nor the image before her rang any bells, though from what she could tell it was a cul-de-sac tucked away a few blocks in from the sea. Neighboring properties abutted it on either side, the entire street parceled off and developed into dwellings.
She stared a moment more before retreating back into her seat, glancing over to Rip. “What do you think?”
Extending an arm, Tseng slid the monitor back into place, his attention also affixed on Rip, awaiting his answer.
Rip watched as the screen rotated back out of view before running a hand through his hair, a loud breath escaping his nose. “I think, at this point, we obviously have to go and check out both of those locations, the home on Punchbowl, and the business listing in Hawaii Kai. And as much as I hate to say it, we have to go tonight, no matter how ill prepared we are.”
Kalani stared at Rip a long moment, waiting for him to continue. She wasn’t sure she agreed entirely with preparing two surprise visits on short notice, but trusted Rip enough to know he had some sort of reasoning for thinking such a thing.
“Why’s that?” Tseng asked.
“Mary-Ann Harris,” Rip replied, flicking his gaze between them before settling on Tseng. “We know she was accepting campaign donations from him, and we know she was the conduit for him to get information to the press.”
“Assuming it was him,” Kalani inserted, careful to point out that while they did have an overwhelming amount of evidence stockpiled, it was still mostly conjecture.
“Assuming it was him,” Rip agreed, nodding his head for emphasis. “We also know she up and disappeared late last night and said she would be returning on Monday. Whatever it is these guys have planned, it’s probably happening soon.”
The words made sense as Kalani fitted them over what she knew, shaping the information to align with what was already proven. “That, or they knew we were getting close and she was sent away to let things die down for a few days.”
“Which again,” Rip added, “means we’re getting close enough to make someone uncomfortable.”
Tseng waited until they were both done before shoving the mouse away and leaning back in his chair. He folded his arms across chest and scratched at his chin with the side of his hand, his face scrunched up in thought.
Even as Kalani sat and watched him work his ways through the paces, she knew there were boulder-sized holes in their case. At the same time, there was simply too much pointing at Thomas Zall to not at least go have a look around.
After several long moments Tseng slapped his hands down against his thighs, rubbing them along the front of his shorts. He shook his head from side to side and muttered, “Damn Randle to hell for sticking us in the middle of this.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty
Ducks on a pond. That was the expression Thomas Zall’s father had used to describe maintaining sanity in the face of certain adversity. He would always tell his son it was okay for the feet to be churning under the surface, fighting to keep control, to push yourself in the direction you need to go. Just so long as all anybody saw was serenity above the water, everything would be okay.
Those words, that expression, came to Zall’s mind as he stood off to the side, watching as Dr. Saiki unpacked the stainless steel valise he had brought with him, lining up one vial of clear liquid after another with precision. Beside every one he placed an oversized syringe with a needle as thick as a pencil, each with the plunger all the way depressed, ready to be loaded.
The doctor was silent as he deftly transferred the small glass containers onto the table, the only sounds that of their bottoms tapping against the steel surface.
The table stretched almost five feet in length, brought in special for the procedures, the first of what Zall hoped would be many. Brand new and polished clean, it reflected the last of the day’s sunlight that filtered into the room, throwing bright streaks across the wood floor beneath it.
Standing in harsh contrast barely five feet away was the oversized medical bed of William Zall. 
Extended seven feet long and five feet wide, it was constructed of white plastic, a full array of adjustable knobs lining both sides of it. By day the bed was reclined at a forty-five degree angle, allowing for sunlight to pass over William, his head aimed out the window. Each evening, just after sundown, the bed was laid flat, allowing for him to sleep comfortably.
Neither of the movements was at all necessary, something Zall himself had instituted when they first moved into the house years before. Deep within him, without fully knowing why, he found the action cathartic. Not once since they had arrived in Hawaii had his son even opened his eyes, a shell of a human, being kept alive entirely by the myriad machines spread behind him. Bit by bit his figure had dwindled away, receding from a young, vibrant man into a weakened corpse of a being.
Still, Zall had insisted the adjustments be made twice a day, a directive that nobody in the house dared object to.
The incident that had brought all this about was something Thomas Zall replayed in his mind constantly, even now, years later. It had started out like most any other late spring morning in New York, glorious sunshine spewing in through the windows of their Upper East Side home, warming the hardwood floors beneath their feet.
The decision to go out on the water was made at the urging of William, youthful exuberance pouring from him as he beseeched his father to untie their boat for the first run of the season. Despite a growing list of tasks that needed Zall’s attention he relented, as he usually did, unable to tell his son no. His entire reason for buying the boat, a beautiful seventy-five foot Jamaican sloop, just big enough for the two of them to handle, was so they could spend time together, isolated from the world.
It was that isolation that led almost directly to the situation they were now in.
The Sunday morning boat traffic was thin as they cast off, William working the two masts, Zall at the wheel. They kept the sails down and used the V-8 engine to motor out of the Hudson, waiting until they were well into the Atlantic, the cityscape fading in the distance, before raising the sheets. Once they did, they let the strong North Atlantic current press tight against the canvas awnings, pushing them along the coast line.
With a cooler of sandwiches and soft drinks, the sun splashing across the water around them, a more perfect day could not have been planned. Many times over the years since Thomas Zall had looked back at those last few fleeting moments on the deck of his boat as the last times in his life that he was truly happy.
To his eternal horror, Zall wasn’t there when it happened. He had gone into the ship’s hull to relieve himself, a sizable morning breakfast demanding to be evacuated. When he returned his son was sprawled out on the wet surface at the far end of the topside, his eyes closed, a gash opened on the back of his head. Blood had coursed out from the wound, mixing with the seawater spread across the polished wood, long strings of red striping the deck.
Those few moments were ones Zall had relived no less than a million times, emerging from the darkness below, stepping into the sunshine, only to have everything he cared about in the world ripped from him in one moment.
On pure instinct he rushed to his son’s side and tried to revive him, dragging his limp body back the length of the deck, bloody water staining his white sailing togs. Propping him up on the padded bench chairs lining the back end, he tried in vain for over five long minutes to revive his son, attempting everything from slapping his face to spraying him with water.
There was no response. 
In the four years since, there had been no response.
It took the Coast Guard over half an hour to arrive. By the time they did William’s skin was growing clammy, his pulse falling away to almost nothing. Zall himself was frantic to the point of hysterics, trying to fight the first responders that stepped onboard, threatening them to stay away from his son. It took three of them to subdue him enough to secure William for transport, flying them both to the city before securing the sloop and towing it back to port.
To Zall’s knowledge, nobody had ever set foot on it again.
The worst part of all, the part that still antagonized Zall every time he looked at his son, was the random nature of it. It wasn’t that a single accident had sent his wife into a state of despondency that she never recovered from, killing their marriage, causing her to file a lawsuit against him that almost took his freedom. It wasn’t survivor’s guilt, screaming into the night sky, wanting to know why his son was taken and he wasn’t. It wasn’t remorse for all that had happened in the time since, all of the effort, the time, the money, the lengths employed to try and correct the world around him. It wasn’t even the insinuation laden stories or sideways glances he received after the fact.
It was not knowing. It was having to live with the fact that one moment he and his son were sharing a joke, a corny pun about sailing, and the next his progeny was gone forever. There was no rogue wave that caused the fall. No rough seas or unexplained weather changes that brought it on. Somehow in the six minutes he was below deck, his son, an able sailor with years of experience, slipped, fell, and was never the same again.
The road to this point had been a long one, fraught with every sort of potential pratfall along the way. Deep within him Zall knew most of what he had done to get there was truly inexcusable, the types of things that would earn him a direct ticket to hell upon his judgment, but he didn’t much care. If there was a chance, however remote, that this could bring his son back, preserve the family legacy, right some bit of the cosmic wrong that had been dealt their way, then it was worth it.
Every last bit of it.
“Are you ready to begin, sir?” Saiki asked, standing off to the side, his hands clasped behind his back. 
The sound of his voice drew Zall’s attention towards it, pulling him back to the present, away from the same story he had already bore witness to untold times before.
“Yes,” Zall whispered softly. “Yes we are.”
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-One
It was agreed with much trepidation that the group would have to split. There was no way to visit a house in Hawaii Kai and a home atop Tantalus in sequence without tipping off Zall. Already they were working against the near certainty that he had gone underground, much the same as Mary-Ann Harris. Giving him even the slightest bit of a tip that they were coming would make that a virtual lock. He would disappear and ever finding him again would become a question of if, not when.
Given the existing dynamics of the cases involved, it was decided that Kalani and Rip would go to Zall’s home address together. Tseng would call on Sturgis and Li to join him for the other location, the hope being that a coordinated strike would give them the best chance of actually catching Zall. While there wasn’t enough hard evidence just yet to nail down charges, there was plenty to justify holding him on probable cause.
At the very least, they could keep him until Monday, when Mary-Ann Harris was said to be back in town. At that time, they could put them both in the same room and hash things out, but before that could happen they had to bring Zall in, and ensure he didn’t have a chance to warn her.
Neither side was especially thrilled with the plan, both wishing to arrive with a much larger force on hand. The reality was though they had a ton of conjecture, and nothing concrete. They had been warned innumerable times to keep things quiet, something that would prove impossible if they stormed the home of one of Honolulu’s wealthiest residents without complete certainty.
Given the acts that had already occurred, it bore to reason that whoever was behind them was working with at least some modicum of firepower. While arriving with a minimal force wouldn’t be ideal if things got ugly, the hope was that by not appearing with a mobilized assault it may keep tensions from escalating quickly.
Compounding things was the problem of time. Assembling teams and preparing a plan required planning, which needed time to be done properly, time they didn’t have. Instead, both sides would go under the auspice of bringing in Zall for questioning. Whether or not that would work nobody wanted to speculate on, going their separate ways in silence.
Forty minutes later, Walter Tseng had swapped out his shorts and sandals for jeans and running shoes, but still wore the same t-shirt as he sat behind the wheel of his SUV three blocks away from the targeted house. Free from the trade winds blowing outside he could detect the scent of teriyaki chicken and charcoal smoke on it, his stomach acutely aware that he had skipped out on the festivities before dinner was served. 
A scowl on his face, he watched in his rearview mirror as a pair of headlights approached and pulled to a stop behind him. A moment later they blinked out and two dark silhouettes emerged, both people pausing for a moment before walking to the passenger side of his car and climbing in.
Taking the front seat was Jake Sturgis, swinging his bulk into the leather chair and slamming the door shut behind him. The combined force of the two movements set the SUV to rocking, the smell of grease and sweat overpowering the scent of barbecue in the car. He rolled his body back in the seat and tugged at his clothes until they no longer pinned him down before settling in.
His partner, Clayton Li, took the back seat, sliding in a moment later. Different in every way from Sturgis, Li was just approaching his mid-thirties, his hair still dark and thick. Routinely scoring on the higher end of the department fitness reports, he had a short, compact build that was not for wasted motion. He made not a sound as he moved onto the seat and nodded to Tseng watching him in the rearview mirror.
“What the hell are we doing here?” Sturgis growled, staring at Tseng, making no attempt to hide the disdain on his face. “You know this is our night off.”
Tseng allowed a long moment to pass, still watching the street. He didn’t bother to look over at Sturgis, checking the street before turning over the engine and rolling forward. “Thank you for coming. There aren’t many people on the force that I can call in on this.”
“There aren’t many...” Sturgis began to protest before cutting himself off. He rocked his head back, a mocking smile on his face. “Oh, this is about that mess at the beach the other night, isn’t it?”
Heat rose to Tseng’s cheeks and neck as he stared out the windshield, easing to a stop before making a left. He had no problem bringing in Li, but Sturgis was someone he would have rather left on the sidelines. The precarious position the governor had put him in by demanding secrecy at all times had made it such though that he didn’t have much of a choice. He couldn’t very well approach a house, no matter how safe it appeared, alone. He also couldn’t call on one detective and ask him to take part in something while keeping it a secret from his partner. Those were the sorts of stories that bad television shows were based on, a direct route to bringing dissension into his precinct.
“I don’t have time to give you the entire backstory right now,” Tseng said, which wasn’t entirely the truth, but all he was going to give. Sturgis had already once gone to the media with the department’s dirty laundry. There was nothing to stop him from doing it again, next time to someone a lot more dangerous than Kimo Mata. 
Looking into the rearview mirror, he added, “Our investigation has shown that this particular address may be directly related to those murders, as well as your case involving the theft of children’s teeth.”
In the backseat Li’s eyebrows went up at the statement, but he remained silent.
“Our case?” Sturgis spat, still staring across at the chief, walking a fine line between intrigued and insubordinate. “We’ve seen nothing that would point us this way. And who was doing the investigating? Lewis and her hired hand?”
The veins on the back of Tseng’s hands bulged as he squeezed the steering wheel, feeling the blood surge the length of his arms. More warmth crept to his face and scalp, his pulse starting to rise.
Without allowing Sturgis any further opportunity to speak, he aimed the front of his truck at the driveway on the end of the street, the overhead image from Google Earth still fresh in his mind. He didn’t bother looking for a house number anywhere as he approached, his front lights flashing over the gate standing closed across the entrance.
This was the right house, of that he had no doubt.
“Just stay quiet,” Tseng hissed, dropping his window and pressing the call button on the speaker system standing alongside the drive. 
The request was met by a long moment of static before being returned by a male voice, sounding irritated and a little anxious. “What do you want?”
The overt hostility of the question fell in line with what Tseng expected to find, an unofficial confirmation that they were in the right place. Lifting his badge from the middle console, he flashed it at the small camera positioned above the call button and said, “HPD, open up. We have some questions for Thomas Zall.”
Again the fuzz erupted over the speaker for a long moment before a second voice appeared, this one a bit more articulate, a trace less animosity in his tone. “Come back with a warrant.”
A second confirmation in as many minutes.
Tseng glanced into the rearview mirror, watching as Li coiled himself tight, his right hand already reaching for his hip. Feeling the same sense of foreboding within him, Tseng slid his hand up along his thigh, tapping the barrel of his Glock with the tip of his pinky. “We’re not here to search the premises. We’re just here to talk.”
Sitting in silence, they waited a full minute as no response came. Extending his left arm out through the driver’s side window, Tseng depressed the call button again. “Hello? Hey, you in there?”
Once more a long pause met his response, followed by the first voice coming back over the air. When he spoke, the overt acrimony from before was gone, replaced by a tone that bordered on amused. He said just two words, but they were issued as a direct challenge, his intentions unmistakable. 
“Go away.”
Pulling back an inch, Tseng glanced across at Sturgis, who for the first time seemed to be at a loss for words. His eyebrows rose and he drew his chin back, his face relaying he was just as surprised by the directive.
“Listen, I’m not sure who I’m speaking to,” Tseng said, hearing his own voice rise, “but this is Thomas Tseng, Chief of Police for the Honolulu Police Department.”
It was the last word Tseng got out, cut off by the sound of metal pinging against metal. A tendril of steam began to rise from the front hood, followed by the hiss of the radiator.
“Are they shooting at us?” Sturgis asked, his hand pawing at his waist, his body pressed back in his seat, threatening to snap the chair clean in half.
A rush of adrenaline passed through Tseng as he sat and watched the white mist rise just a few feet in front of him, starting in a narrow cone and rising upward before dissipating into nothing. His entire body went rigid, every nerve on fire as a third shot rang out, caroming off the hood of the car, sparks rising from the paint job. A split second later the bullet slammed into the front windshield, bisecting the space between Tseng and Sturgis, a star pattern stretching across the lower half of the glass.
“What the hell?” Li yelled from the backseat, drawing his weapon and leaning towards the window.
In that moment, Tseng had to make a choice. He could drop the gear shift into reverse and flee into the night. He could withdraw a few blocks, call for backup, and storm the place. Doing so would alert Zall of what was going on, allow whoever was behind the gate to regroup and hunker down, and though he found himself caring less and less by the moment, incur the wrath of the governor for making it a public spectacle. 
Most importantly, doing so allowed anybody that might be at the other location to plan an attack, potentially hanging Kalani and Rip out to dry.
It was the kind of choice nobody should ever have to make, let alone the Chief of Police.
“Hold on,” he muttered, stomping the gas pedal down, aiming the nose of the SUV towards center mass of the gate in front of them.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Two
Growing up as the child of a migrant worker, Danilo Cruz was never accustomed to having a lot of material possessions. The first twelve years of his life, everything he owned could be stuffed inside a pillow case. More than once such packaging was put to the test as he was awoken in the middle of the night and forced to do just that, tossing it over his shoulder and fleeing into the darkness.
While not quite the type of idyllic childhood that many others might have had, it imparted him with certain lessons he had carried with him well into adulthood. The first was to never have any non-animate object that he couldn’t leave behind at a moment’s notice. As much as he loved his new truck, both for what it symbolized as much as the item itself, there would be no qualms about leaving it behind if need be. 
Second, it had showed him the upside of traveling light. There was no need to obtain a home and fill it to the brim with clothes and furniture and knick-knacks. He was more than capable of living a fulfilling life with a meager supply of goods. 
Perhaps a bit more now than just a pillow case, but not far from it.
The thought filled his mind as he carried his second box of possessions into the guest house and dropped it on the bed, everything he owned in the world now sitting on the driveway outside or inside the matching pair of crates resting side by side. White and square, their original purpose had been for moving copier paper, the total cumulative size little more than a couple of square feet.
More than ample room.
There was no way to know how long he would be staying in the guest house, and no need to continue paying rent on a room he wasn’t using, so rather than splitting his things between the two locations he told his landlord he was done and vacated entirely. If his stay ended up being shorter than expected he could find another place easily enough, a city as transient as Honolulu almost bursting with them.
For the time until that eventuality became a reality, Danilo was quite content where he was. While he didn’t relish the idea of Zall being able to look in on him whenever he chose, he had been in the man’s employee long enough to know that it wouldn’t be an issue. The only reason he had lasted for so long when many of his colleagues had fallen by the wayside was because he got things done. Provided that continued to be the case, there would be no need for Zall to ever come calling.
Besides, it was hard to argue with the fact that it was by far the nicest home he had ever stayed in.
Tucked away in the back corner of Zall’s spread, the place was almost completely hidden from sight, thick groves of palm and macadamia nut trees obscuring it from view. Constructed in the old Hawaiian plantation style, it had an open floor plan that allowed natural sunlight to pour in, the breeze to pass through unencumbered. In the few months of the year when it was hot enough to warrant it, a cooling system sat at the ready behind the house, a four ton unit capable of forming frost on the windows in under an hour.
Outfitted in a design of tans and greens and yellows, the carpet underfoot was soft and plush, the sofas and bedspreads throughout made in a fabric to match. In the living room sat an entertainment center with the largest television Danilo had ever seen and the kitchen resembled something found on the set of a Food Network program.
The first time he walked through the place, Danilo could do little besides shake his head at the opulence of it all. Never before had he been past the front room of the main house, but if this was how Zall outfitted his guests, he could only speculate at the decadence of his own accommodations. 
Holed up in the back bedroom, the last of the daylight filtered in as Danilo lifted his items from their boxes, dark shadows starting to spread across the bed. With little regard for wrinkles or creases, he tossed his bit of clothing into a single drawer in the bureau. Grabbing the empty box they had come from, he pulled open the closet door and chucked it into the bottom.
Halfway back for the second box, a dull buzzing sounded out through the room, an unnatural green light refracting up from the bed. Leaving the other batch of items where they sat, he lifted the phone and pressed it to his ear, a scowl already growing on his face from simply seeing the name sprawled across his caller ID. For a moment the incident at the laboratory house the night before played out in his head, the same acrid taste rising into his mouth. He envisioned the young men in their matching suits all scurrying past him, none appearing to have ever thrown a punch, let alone fired a bullet, in their lives.
“What?” Danilo snapped, not wanting the conversation to take more than a minute. He relayed that exact sentiment with just a single word, letting the man on the other end feel his animosity.
“They’re here,” the man replied, a voice Danilo didn’t recognize, but could tell seemed nervous and sounded like it was panting.
“Who’s there?” Danilo asked, the scowl growing deeper, his eyes narrowing. He raised his gaze out through the window towards the darkening world outside, his grip on the phone tightening.
The man on the other end continued panting a long moment before returning, sounding distracted. “The police! And we’ve got shots fired!”
Time slowed for Danilo as he ignored the second box and paced back into the living room, cutting a path for his truck. Based on just two sentences he could feel his pulse pick up, the tension in his body increase. 
“Which side fired?” Danilo asked, moving fast, keeping his voice low and even.
“Wait...what?” the man asked, his voice sounding shocked that such a thing was being inquired about.
“I said, which side fired?” Danilo repeated, slowing his cadence, putting a razor’s edge on the words. “Did they come out shooting, or did you dumbasses open up?”
The panting continued a long moment before the guy replied, “Hell, I don’t know. Stewart told me to call you, so I am. We’ve got company!”
The last words came out just short of a scream, the man’s fear, his inexperience audible over the line. The moment they were out the call went dead, the guy no doubt moving away in abject terror, out to do his own part in the mess taking place across town.
White hot rage roiled within Danilo as he jerked open the door to his truck and wrenched the passenger seat forward. The idea to hire untested guards for the lab was not his, and he had gone as far as he could in letting that be known. 
Zall, for all his business acumen, was not someone terribly accustomed to doing this kind of work. This entire project was something far outside of his comfort zone, something Danilo had known for quite some time. Men like Zall weren’t designed for engaging in such matters. They lived in places where a sharp tongue and deep pockets insulated them from any dangers the world may have, allowing them to sleep easy at night.
Danilo wasn’t delusional enough to think such a place actually existed. If left to his own designs, he would have disposed of the bodies in a much more sensible manner, someplace where nobody would ever find them, instead of leaving them out in the open. 
Loyalty, not to Zall, but to a promise he made long before was the only thing keeping him around. The things he had done would earn him a lifetime in prison, but that would be a welcomed eventuality upon knowing his vow had been fulfilled.
In the past months, Danilo had watched as Zall’s good sense slipped away, being replaced by desperation. That fact was even more apparent now, evidenced by things such as Zall insisting on hiring a team of thugs, men that looked the part but accomplished little else. Even his own presence in the guest house proved that the old man felt the world squeezing in around him. 
Reaching into the open space behind the seat, Danilo extracted an oversized plastic case measuring eight inches in height and twice that in length. Gripping it by the handle he pulled it free and slammed the door shut, leaving the seatback lurched forward at an awkward angle.
Never before had Danilo been past the front foyer, a request from Zall that he had always abided by. In times past there was never any call for him to go charging ahead, earning the wrath of his employer. Nothing had ever occurred that couldn’t be handled in the front of the house, the few encounters they had had there simply to exchange information.
Tonight was not such an encounter.
The front door was unlocked as Danilo stepped inside, taking long, exaggerated steps, the case swinging by his side. The waning glow of dusk outside had been just dark enough for him to see the only light in the house was coming from the second floor, his body aimed in that direction as he passed through the hardwood foyer and headed straight up the stairwell before him. Climbing the steps two and three at a time, he called out, “Zall! Where are you?”
He already knew the man was inside, as he was to be informed whenever he left for the foreseeable future. In his voice he left the sense of urgency that was surging through him, wanting it to be known.
There was no response as he reached the second floor landing, light splashing out from a room to his right. “Zall,” he said again, not quite as loud, but his tone just as urgent. His feet smacked against the floor as he cut a path straight towards the light and swung through the open doorway. He had his mouth opened to call for Zall again, but stopped just inches inside the room, the words fading from his throat.
Years before, when it first became apparent that Zall was going to beat the court case in front of him and flee to the islands, Marilyn Zall had come to see Danilo. How she found him he never found out, letting the matter go, as much out of respect for her having the courage to come to his home as for the years he had been in her service.
That night she had lain out that she knew what Thomas was up to and his reasons for doing it. There was no way she could ever be in the same city with him again, not after knowing what had happened, what he had taken from her. Even worse, she couldn’t stand to sit and watch her son wither away, the result of a man incapable to accept the consequences of his actions.
In her stead, she had implored Danilo to stay by his side, to watch over William, come what may. In return she vowed to do the same for his parents, both remaining behind in the New York City area, both too advanced in years to move six thousand miles and begin anew.
At first, Danilo had thought to reject the offer. He wasn’t sure he even wanted to come to Hawaii, intent to stay in the city and look after his parents himself. Knowing their failing health would soon outstrip his own meager funds though, he had accepted the offer, thanking Marilyn profusely, making on oath to her that so long as William breathed he would do everything in his power to protect him.
Despite more than three years having passed since that night, not once had Danilo ever actually seen the boy. Through a solid network of information of maids and gardeners that worked there he kept tabs on everything that happened, though always one step removed.
When Saiki was brought on board, he suspected that it was in the name of helping William. When Zall called him to the front of the house and had a very serious talk with him about changing the scope of his services, he accepted without thinking twice. Marilyn had stood by her word, looking after his parents, and he would do the same.
The gravity of that vow struck him full in the face as he stood on the edge of what appeared to be a scene from a hospital, the room bathed in bright light. In the center of it was an oversized medical bed, a tiny, frail body with a thick shock of dark hair propped up in the middle of it. The sight of it pulled the air from Danilo’s chest as he stared, recognizing the visage of young William’s face, the rest of his body shriveled to little more than a skeleton. His entire mass weighed less than one hundred pounds, his muscles atrophied to nothing, his motor skills completely eroded.
Standing across from him on the far side of the bed was Saiki, an enormous needle in his hand, the tip of it ready to plunge directly into William’s spine. Perched on the near side, holding the shriveled form upright to receive the shot, was Zall. He turned over his shoulder as Danilo entered, his face pale and drawn. 
“What is it Danilo?” he asked, his voice strained, just south of angry. “You know I have asked that you never come in here.” 
For months Danilo had done as he was asked without question, knowing who the tasks were really in service of, even if he couldn’t say as much. He had performed some truly atrocious acts, had endured the perverse oddities of Saiki, had even bit his tongue about the handling of the house in Hawaii Kai. It had all been done in the name of a promise to Marilyn, on the basis of providing his parents the care he couldn’t.
Still, despite knowing all that, it didn’t make seeing what was happening on the bed before him any easier. 
“William,” he whispered, taking a step forward, glancing between Zall and the shriveled figure on the bed. “I never imagined.”
Targeting the pregnant women. Searching out children and confiscating their teeth. Bringing in the idiosyncratic doctor from Japan and setting up a lab in the basement of a home in Hawaii Kai. It all made sense. No longer were they content to simply keep William alive, they were trying to bring him back, to return him to the young man he had been. 
How the old man had managed to keep it all so well hidden, even keeping him at bay over the years was nothing short of impressive. Danilo stood and stared at the frame of the once virile young man that had been reduced to nothing, and he understood.
An impatient sigh pushed out through Zall’s nose as he glanced at Saiki and back to Danilo. “Is there some reason you’re here right now? As you can see, we’re in the middle of something.”
Twice Danilo’s jaw worked up and down as he stared at the shell of his former friend, his charge, bestowed to him by an oath he would die protecting if it came to it. A ripple of emotion of a different form, something he had never felt, had no chance of defining, passed through him, as he stared at the young man.
“We just got a call from the Hawaii Kai house,” Danilo said, his voice neutral, his attention aimed on the figure propped up on the bed.
“And?” Zall asked.
Setting the case down on the floor, Danilo popped open the silver hinges on either side of the handle. He pulled the top back and folded it towards the floor, a half dozen handguns gleaming under the bright lights. Stripping away a pair of Heckler and Koch P7’s he rose and placed them on the surgical scrub table behind him, both already loaded, the safeties off, before turning and heading towards the door.
“They’re coming.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Three
When the group left the station, Tseng asked for a half hour. He wanted to have time to call on Sturgis and Li and get into position, allowing both sides to arrive at their respective destinations simultaneously. If he couldn’t get through to them, he would have to call on somebody else, risking widening the number of people involved, but willing to do so to ensure he didn’t show up alone.
Kalani and Rip had both agreed to the stipulation, leaving Tseng on the curb and climbing into the Jeep. They watched as his taillights disappeared down Beretania Street in silence, not bothering to start the engine, sitting in the cooling evening air.
“Hungry?” Rip asked without looking over at her.
“No,” Kalani said softly, shaking her head from side to side. “You?”
“No,” Rip echoed. He paused and glanced over at her, concern on his face. “Where you at right now?”
“Right here,” Kalani said, her attention aimed out through the front windshield, her gaze unfocused.
A low snort slid out of Rip as he glanced over at her. “You know, we’re going to be alright. We’re just going up to knock on a door and see if anybody’s home. It’ll be just like Mary-Ann Harris’s this morning. 
“We’ll knock, nobody will answer, we’ll be on our way.”
Kalani heard the words without really listening to them, her thoughts in a dozen other places. Bit by bit she parsed through everything they knew, everything they had learned that afternoon, tying it all together in her mind. She wasn’t especially crazy about the idea of going up to that house, unannounced, after dark, but would do so. Before she did though, she had to make sure things were in order, that they were making the right call.
“You should also know,” Rip said, rolling his head along the seatback to look over at her, “even if something does go down up there, you’re ready.”
Somehow the words found their way into her consciousness, pulling her attention towards him. Gone were the thoughts from a moment before, falling by the wayside as she sat and stared at him, her expression blank. He hadn’t specified exactly what he meant, but he didn’t have to. Kalani had gotten where he was heading with the comment, even though not once before had they ever discussed what happened. 
“You don’t know that,” Kalani said, her voice no more than a whisper.
“I don’t?” Rip said, turning to face forward a moment before looking back at her, a half smile on his face. “You think for a second I would have ever taken this on with you, that I would be willing to go up there tonight with you, if I didn’t know that?”
Kalani felt her mouth open to respond, but no words came out.
“I’ve read the file,” Rip said, staring back at her in earnest. “Back when it all went down. I called in a favor and I read every word of what happened. It wasn’t your fault.”
Again Kalani tried to respond, her eyes growing glassy, but no words passed her lips. She turned to face forward, looking out through the window at the empty street ahead, forcing herself to remain composed.
“Back when I was in the military, we had an expression,” Rip said. “Shit happens.” 
The tenor of his voice was almost a challenge as he leaned towards her another couple of inches. “Every last one of us that has ever worn a badge, in any department, for any agency, in the country knows what can happen on any given night when we clock in. Your partner knew it then, just like I know it now.
“And he trusted you then, just like I trust you now.” 
There were an untold number of things Kalani could have said. She could have explained to him how she still saw the incident every night when she went to sleep. She could have told him that everything they had done so far was pretty straight forward, but this was the first time they faced real danger. She could have thanked him for the vote of confidence, for knowing she needed to hear it, even if she would never say as much.
She said none of that. Instead she glanced down at the clock on the dash and said, “Half hour’s almost up. We should get going.”
Rip stared at her a long moment, his face betraying nothing, before the right side of his mouth curled up a bit. He looked at her a long moment before simply saying, “Let’s go.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Four
There was only two ways the collision could end. The first was for the front of the SUV to crumple in on itself like an accordion, sending the grill into the engine, and the engine through the front seat. If that happened, the V-8 would tear through Tseng and Sturgis as if they weren’t even there, the hot steel ending up somewhere close to the backseat. Li as well would be hard pressed to survive without being crushed, a quarter ton of jagged metal shrapnel hurtling towards him.
Option two was for the clasp on the edge of the gate to give way, causing it to swing back over the driveway, ushering them in. If the gate was made of reinforced iron, or positioned on rollers that stretched across the length of the pavement, Tseng might have had misgivings about aiming the front of the car at it and slamming the gas. As it were, he could tell the flimsy structure was meant more for decorative deterrence than actually keeping anybody out, a symbol that was put in place for a home, not a makeshift lair.
Fortunately for all three inside the Tahoe, his supposition was correct.
The magnetic sleeve keeping the gate closed tight held for just a moment before giving way, the oversized object swinging back with vicious ferocity. The sound of the magnet wrenching lose let out a thunderous screech, followed by a rush of wind as it swung backwards.
To their right a pair of muzzle flashes ignited, brief spots of yellow followed by the pinging sound of bullets smashing into the body of the truck. A moment later the sound of men crying out could be heard as the gate completed its arc, mowing down a pair of guards, their bodies flattened against the pavement.
“Holy shit! Did you see that?” Sturgis yelled from the front seat, his body perched upright, staring out the window. In his right hand his Beretta was out and pointing towards the ceiling, waiting just inches from the side of his face.
“That’s two,” Li called from the backseat, his body twisted around, watching the pair of inert objects land in misshapen heaps not to move again.
Tseng remained silent as he ignored the path of the driveway, hunkered low behind the wheel, gripping it with both hands. Blood pulsed through his body, his arms clenched so tight he could barely move them, his rigid form oblivious to the jostling car as it bounded forward across the lawn.
Outside a pair of guards descended the driveway towards them, guns drawn, extended out in front of their bodies. Tseng bore down on them hard for a moment, watching as the tips of their weapons ignited with tiny orange blossoms, hearing them as they ricocheted off the body of the truck. Two more found the front windshield as he drove, a matching pair of divots erupting in the front glass, the crystalline pattern spreading across, obscuring his vision.
“You boys ready to go?” Tseng asked through gritted teeth, every nerve in his body tingling with sensation.
“Oh, hell yeah,” Sturgis said beside him, rocking back and forth in place, anticipation rolling off of him.
“Do it,” Li said from the backseat, his voice still even, one hand on his weapon, the other on the door handle.
Aiming his focus on the distorted images of the men before him, Tseng closed the gap between them before pounding the brakes, the heavy truck lurching to slow down. At the same time he jerked the wheel to his left, the massive form of the SUV skittering sideways, the sound of rubber sliding over asphalt meeting their ears. Chunks of sod and dirt sprayed upward from the front tires as they peeled off into the lawn, the heap coming to rest less than ten yards from the men standing across from them.
The car had barely stopped moving before both passenger side doors burst open, Sturgis and Li exploding out. Both took their first steps with guns extended, one round after another pounding from their weapons. 
Tseng watched for just a moment as the two guards got off a pair of shots before their bodies began to writhe in place, bullets finding their flesh, twisting their bodies with impact. 
The smell of gunpowder, burnt rubber, fresh plowed soil, all met Tseng’s nostrils as he stepped from the SUV, using the driver’s door as a shield. Turning away from the men on the drive he aimed his attention at the front door, his outstretched arms resting between the v-shaped crook of the body and door of the car.
A moment later the shooting died away, the only sound the hissing of the engine just inches from his face.
“You guys okay?” Tseng yelled, his heart pounding in his chest, sweat bathing his body.
“Good,” Li replied, his voice even, just a tiny hint of strain in it.
Chancing a glance across, he saw Li standing with arms outstretched, tucked away behind the rear door, attention focused on the bodies lying prone on the pavement. In front of him Sturgis was leaning back into the car, resting his forearms on the seat, wiping a hand across his forehead. When it came back his palm was painted red, crimson streaks running through the creases in it, sliding down his wrist.
“Sturgis, you hit?” Tseng asked, his heart rate growing higher, seeing the fresh wound stretched across the man’s scalp. 
“Fine,” Sturgis said, wiping his hand across his pants, leaving a red print behind, before swiping back across his head a second time. “Asshole shot out my window. Shards of glass got me.”
Again Tseng took a quick glance across, seeing the shiny objects imbedded in the creased flesh of his forehead. “Your eyes okay?”
“Yeah,” Sturgis replied, a grunt in his voice as he pushed himself back away from the seat, his weapon at the ready.
“How many do you think are in there?” Li asked, moving his attention away from the bodies on the drive, bright red blotches pooling out from around them, reflecting the lights of the car nearby. He shifted his weight and slid out around the edge of his door, weapon aimed at the front windows.
“This is the Honolulu Police Department!” Tseng yelled, wondering the same thing as Li, knowing there was only one way to find out. “Your accomplices are dead! Come out with your hands up or we will come in there!”
While it was the right thing to say, there was nothing Tseng wanted to do less than have to make a move on the house. He had called Sturgis and Li to join because he didn’t want to be alone when he walked up to the front door and asked if Thomas Zall was around. At no point did he believe he was going to end up in a shootout. If he had thought that for even a moment he would have defied the governor and called in the SWAT team, brought in a trained unit in full tactical gear to overrun the place in a matter of moments. 
At the very least he would have brought protective gear for the three of them.
On their side was the fact that their opponents didn’t seem to be heavily trained. Dressed in black and wearing sunglasses well after dark, they seemed far more concerned with the image they were exuding than being effective in their job.
“We know there are more in the house!” Tseng continued to yell. “If you do not come out, we will-“
His sentence was cut off halfway through, the front window igniting with gunshots. Without trying to say another word, Tseng aimed at the sparks flashing through the front curtains, emptying his clip as fast as his finger could pull the trigger. Beside him he could hear Sturgis and Li doing the same, all three firing long after anything was being returned from the window.
The same deafening silence fell over the front yard as Tseng pressed the magazine release on his weapon, letting the empty sleeve fall to the ground. With his right hand he reached inside the SUV and slid another off the dash, jamming it into position and wracking a live round into the chamber.
“You good?” he asked, two short, terse words, relaying both adrenaline and tension.
“Good,” Sturgis grunted.
“Good here,” Li replied.
All three stood and watched as a shadow passed behind the remnants of the living room curtains. Straining forward, they kept their guns outstretched in front of them as the front door cracked open an inch, the hinges squeaking as it moved.
“I’m coming out,” a voice inside called. It was a male’s, terror obvious, sounding no older than early twenties. “I’m the only one left in here.”
“Open the door slowly, and step out one foot at a time,” Tseng yelled back, “keeping your hands where we can see them.”
A tense moment passed as the door eased open a little wider, all three men leaning forward an inch, their weapons poised. A black-clad boot was the first thing to emerge from the house, followed by a leg and a torso. Above them came an outstretched hand and the face of a frightened young man, his fleshy face pale, his cheeks red. The last things out were his right arm and leg, both spread wide from his body as he stepped onto the front patio and stopped, his full figure resting in the middle of the headlight’s glare.
“Turn your back to us and drop to your knees,” Tseng called out. “Cross your legs at the ankles and lace your fingers behind your head.”
Acting in slow, distorted movements the young man did as he was told, coming to rest on the concrete, his body visibly quivering.
“Is it legit?” Sturgis asked. “Or is he a decoy to draw us out?”
The very same thought was passing through Tseng’s mind as he stared at the back of the young man. By his count, there were five men dead on the grounds, a sixth now kneeling before them. In his experience, nobody in a group of this size ever gave themselves up unless they were alone and outnumbered. Still, he couldn’t be certain of it.
Keeping his gun stretched out in front of him, he inched his way into the hull of the SUV and reached into the middle console, extracting a pair of handcuffs.
“You two stay here. I’ll get this guy taken care of, then we’ll secure the house.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Five
There was no warning. No greeting, no attempt of parlay, nothing that would have given even the slightest heads up of what was about to come their way.
Even more than that, there was no reason for what happened.
After leaving the police station, Kalani wound them up through the backstreets of Makiki, rising towards Punchbowl and on up Tantalus. Behind them the last sliver of the sun slipped below the horizon, the rippling surface of the Pacific sparkling with a golden hue before giving way to a tiny green flame, the proverbial final gasp of sun on a perfect cloudless day. One moment they were bathed in light, warming the back of their necks, reflecting off the windows of cars and houses around them. The next they were deep into dusk, darkness settling fast over the neighborhood.
Using the images they had pulled up online as a guide, Kalani cut a path towards the highest point in the valley, watching for house numbers on mailboxes. She slowed the pace of the Jeep to little more than a crawl as they went, goosing the engine with just enough gas to make it up the sharp incline, looking over each of the homes in turn.
It wasn’t hard to find the one they were looking for.
Perched at the top of the drive, the road forming a small roundabout in front of it, was a modern style villa that seemed to have exploded out from the mountainside. By definition it stood just two stories tall, though both stretched much higher than usual architecture called for, the total structure over thirty feet in height.
              The first thought to enter Kalani’s mind as she saw it was it looked like a Hawaiian version of a southern plantation, with large windows and thick columns down the front, the stairs and porch appearing to be cut from white marble. Below the front walk the lawn sloped down away from the house, every blade of grass clipped to uniform length, the color impossibly green. Thick forestation and flowers lined everything, blocking all neighbors from view, pruned back so as to not interfere with the stunning panorama below.
              Easing the Jeep into the cobbled driveway, the entirety of Honolulu opened up before them. They could see the high rises of downtown right in front of them, the lights of Waikiki stretched out in a jagged line along the coast. Off in the distance the dark silhouette of Diamond Head Crater lingered, its hulking shape drawing a sharp end to the lights spread wide.
              “Damn,” Kalani whispered, stopping the Jeep halfway down the drive and putting it in park, leaving the keys in the ignition. With her badge and weapon both attached to her hip she climbed out and walked around the front hood, meeting Rip, both of their gazes aimed at the view below.
              “Yeah, but I’m guessing the taxes are just brutal up here,” Rip countered, glancing over to Kalani, a wry smile on his face.
              The bullet struck him just below the right collarbone, the momentum of it carrying him backwards, the smile still affixed to his face. Inch by inch his body fell, his arms extending out in front of him, the entirety of his weight landing heavy on the cobbled stone, hitting with a mighty smack.
              For a full moment Kalani stood with her eyes spread wide, her jaw gaping open. She watched as he fell to the ground, blood spatter hitting the smooth grey rocks beneath him, settling into the rivulets separating them from one another. His body bounced once, his neck and hands rising a few inches in recoil from the impact before he fell unmoving to the ground, his face open and pale, relaying the shock he was already slipping into. 
              His eyes, wide and unfocused stared straight up at the sky before shifting over towards her, pleading on his face. “Get...down.”
              The words barely registered with Kalani as she stood staring at him. Around her a pair of shots skittered off the driveway, sparks flashing beneath their impact. To her left the sound of a round smashing into the front of the Jeep echoed out, the distinct din of metal-on-metal contact filling her ears.
              “Get down,” Rip repeated, his voice a little sharper, deeper.
              It was the sound she needed to hear, the words finding their way into her brain, forcing her into action. 
              Dropping herself flat to the ground, she rolled over to the base of her Jeep and pressed her body tight against the front tire, curling her legs back beneath the undercarriage. Propped up on her left elbow she drew her weapon from her hip and brought it up alongside her face, trying to slow her breathing, willing her pulse to stop pounding through her temples.
              Three feet away she could see Rip lying, blood leaking from the wound in his back. In the fading light she watched his skin take on a grey pallor, his fingers curling up, his arms setting themselves rigid. With forced effort he raised his head to stare down the driveway in the direction the shots had come from, his chin resting on his chest. 
Not once did he make any effort to reach for, or even acknowledge, her.
Tucked away behind the tire, Kalani contracted her body as tight as she could. Her field of vision was limited to a partial view from under the front bumper, no more than fifteen or twenty feet of driveway, the tops of a few flowers before the yard descended away.
Up ahead she could hear the sound of a magazine being slid from a gun, a fresh one being slammed home. A moment later came the slide of an automatic bullet feed, the spring-loaded mechanism pressing a new round into place, ready to be fired. Backing up the sound was the even slapping of shoes against the stones, steps slow and measured, as if stalking a prey. Unable to see anything, Kalani kept her attention on Rip, his gaze still aimed at their attacker.
“You should not have come here,” a voice snapped through the darkness, no small amount of disdain present. The accent carried a hint of an Asian lilt, sounding more island than mainland. Japanese maybe, Filipino perhaps.
Either way, it was one Kalani was sure she had never heard before.
“Why the hell did you shoot me?” Rip asked, his voice weakening, unnatural pauses forming between the words. “Kill her?”
The steps continued moving forward, growing closer, still just beyond Kalani’s sight.
“So she is dead?” the man asked, moving ever closer, his front leg just entering into view. It was stained brown, both from ethnicity and Hawaiian sunshine, everything from the knee up still hidden from sight.
“Yes,” Rip said, his voice just more than an urgent whisper, rocking his head back and resting the crown of it on the ground for a moment. “Yes, you son of a bitch, you killed my partner.”
              The performance was so real, for just the briefest moment Kalani almost believed he thought she was gone. He had seen her fall, had watched as she rolled for cover. Even without looking at her, he knew she was okay. Despite that she wanted to wave her arms at him, to yell that she was alright, that she was just lying in wait, hoping to get off a clear shot without exposing her position.
Seeing his act, watching him lay exposed in the open, bleeding, drawing the target ever closer, she knew she couldn’t do such a thing. If she made a sound they were both dead, the man across from them filling Rip with lead before turning his attention on her.
“Why are you here?” the man repeated, more animosity rising in his voice. He took another step forward, his front arm extended before him, the gun gripped in his hand. Behind it his torso was still blocked from view by the front bumper, his center mass just beyond reach.
The option was there for Kalani to make a move. She could roll her body away from the Jeep, giving herself the angle she needed, the entirety of her target coming into plain sight. Doing so risked her balance though, it drew her out into a clear firing lane, and it alerted him that she was unscathed. As much as she ached for the chance to get off a shot, to stop him before he could harm Rip any more, she couldn’t just yet. Holding her breath another moment, she continued to wait, hoping, needing, him to take one more step.
“I...I...” Rip said from the ground beside her, his voice just barely audible, his head rising and falling, fighting to get the words out.
“What?” the man snapped, taking another step towards Rip, his gun cocked at an angle, pointed down in anger, ready to explode. “You what?”
Kalani never said a word. Just like her target a few minutes before, she gave no warning at all. One time after another she pulled the trigger on her Beretta, the .40 caliber bullets spitting out from the tip of it, each one punctuated by a tiny sprig of light.
The first two rounds struck him four inches apart, one just below his sternum, the second in the middle of his chest. The impact of the first pushed his hips backward, the next drew him back into line, his body jerking with the force of the shots. He remained on his feet as the subsequent rounds entered his skin, puncturing the surface with dime-sized holes, cleaving through his flesh and tearing out the backside with exit wounds the size of silver dollars. With each blast his body jerked in reaction, the strength sapped from him, the gun in his hand sliding to the ground. 
For a long moment his body remained just barely standing, nothing more than muscle memory keeping him upright, until it too lacked the requisite strength to remain on his feet. Rocking backwards his body fell in slow motion towards the ground, retracing the path Rip had taken a few moments before, toppling over. 
He landed as a lump of lifeless weight, his body unable to brace itself as it fell to the ground. 
Gun still extended, Kalani drew her knees under her and scrambled to her feet, taking three cautious steps forward, alternating her glance between the corpse and the surrounding grounds. As far as she could tell there had been no other guards, nobody else firing, but she couldn’t be certain.
On the ground, the man lay with his unseeing eyes aimed straight upward, bloody spittle striped down his cheek, disappearing behind his ear. Her initial reaction to his voice had been correct, the man’s appearance relaying Filipino, his stature confirming it.
Kalani kept her attention on him just long enough to ensure he was dead before shifting to Rip, sprinting over to him, sliding to a stop alongside his body. “Rip! Rip, talk to me.”
Reaching down, she grabbed at the seam of his shirt and tore away a chunk of it, wadding it into a ball and pressing it flat against the wound on his chest. “Rip, dammit!”
“I’m right here,” Rip replied, reaching a hand up and clasping her around the wrist, his voice much stronger than it was a moment before. “And not so hard, I just got shot there dammit.”
In another time, under different circumstances, there might have been a shred of humor in the comment. As it were, Kalani shoved it aside, peeling Rip’s hand from her skin and forcing it down over the makeshift compress. 
“Here, hold this,” she said, rising and moving for the Jeep. She started in the front, reaching into the middle console and snatching up her cell phone. She jammed it into the rear pocket of her jeans and rose to put her knee on the passenger seat, digging into the foot well of the back, pushing paper sacks and wrappers aside until she came up with an old t-shirt.
“I’m okay,” Rip said from the ground behind her. “It hurts like hell, but I’ll live. I was just leading him on to draw him out in the open.”
Mouth drawn into a tight line, Kalani moved back to his side. “Raise up.”
Placing a hand under his shoulder blade, together they lifted his upper body a few inches from the ground, enough for Kalani to stuff the t-shirt between his wound and the stones beneath him. Once it was positioned she helped him back into place, blood already seeping into the white cotton.
From what she could tell, the bullet had penetrated a good two inches above where she had been hit, clear of most major internal functions. The blood wasn’t seeping too badly, most of the spray on the ground beneath him from the initial exit, not from major damage.
“Hey,” Rip said, again grabbing her by the wrist, holding it tight as she tried to pull away. “I said I’m okay.”
Every instinct within Kalani was to pull away again, but she refrained, remaining crouched over him. She glanced to the man lying on the ground near them, to the house lit up as the backdrop, and shook her head.
“What the hell was that all about?”
“I don’t know,” Rip said, lifting his head just enough to see before lowering it again. “But you’ve got to get in there and find out.”
“No,” Kalani said, pulling the phone from her back pocket. “I’ve got to call for backup, medical attention for you.”
Just as fast Rip snatched the phone away from her, his bloody hands leaving red fingerprints across the screen of it. “Just go. I’ll call it in.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Six
From where Thomas Zall stood, the scene played out like something from a movie. Perched on the second floor of his home, he remained stationary in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows of his son’s room, his hands folded behind his back. He saw as the Jeep pulled in and the pair of detectives climbed out, watched as Danilo shot the first one without waiting to at least see what they wanted.
In all the time he had worked for Zall, he had been prone to bouts of tempestuousness. It was far worse when William was still active, Danilo taking to him like some sort of self-appointed protector. He had acted as a mother hen over the younger Zall even long after he still required it, hovering, never more than a few minutes away.
That very reason was why Zall had kept him on after the move from New York to the islands. As instrumental as Danilo had been in the preceding months, the entire three years before that he did nothing that Zall could not have hired done locally at a steep discount. The main difference between Danilo and anybody else though was the complete devotion Danilo had always shown to his son.
A pang of sorrow, of guilt, passed through Zall as he watched the scene play out beneath him. No matter how many street walkers and passport mothers they were able to hide, there was never going to be a chance for them to get away with murdering police officers. Danilo should have known, should have recognized that for what it was. No amount of money could make that go away, and William was not yet in any state to be moved again.
The moment the fool had opened fire on them, his fate was sealed. Even if he had somehow survived the ordeal, Zall would have had no choice but to deny involvement, feeding them Danilo while at the same time trying to win back some tiny shred of favor by making a hefty contribution to the HPD Survivor’s Fund.
In some perverse way, Danilo allowing himself to be mowed down on the front drive was the best thing that could have happened to him. A man like him would have never survived life in prison, an inevitability given everything he had done in the preceding months.
Shaking his head, Zall turned away from the window, his hands still folded behind his back. Opposite him Dr. Saiki returned the empty vials to the steel valise, the enormous syringes piled up beside them. He worked as if unaware of anything going on outside, his movements slow and particular.
“Danilo is gone,” Zall said, his tone flat, not a trace of anything to be gleaned from it.
Without so much as looking up Saiki continued moving his wares. “Where did he go?”
“No,” Zall said, shaking his head. “He is gone.”
“Oh,” Saiki replied, for the first time stopping, raising his head to look out into the hallway before him. “That is a shame.” Just like that he went back to work, loading the last of his items and closing the case, clasping it together at the top. “Does that mean they are coming for us now?”
In slow, measured steps Zall went to the foot of the bed and paused, looking down at his son. 
The years had not been kind to him. Gone was most of the muscle mass that had adorned him in his youth, his size withered to a fraction of his former self. His face, once full and smooth, was now gaunt and hollow, his skin chalky and greying.
It wasn’t supposed to have been this way. Coming to Hawaii was supposed to have been a revelation for them both. The research program at the university was rumored to be doing great things, would be able to heal the damage done to William’s brain, bring him back into the world. Once they were reunited they could pick back up where they had left off, father teaching his son the family business, lining up his heir to take over when he was gone. All he had to do was be patient, waiting for the needed advances to come available.
Things had started to fall apart months before, when the first budget of the year was released. Gone was the funding needed to keep the project going, to push it the last little bit towards completion. Even when he had tried to cut a check to finish the work, there were too many strictures in place to allow it to happen. The entire thing, all the progress that had been made, all the hope he’d had for the future was gone, cast aside by the whim of one man.
When trying to get a forum with the governor had failed despite many hefty campaign contributions, desperation had set in. Zall knew that then, just as he knew it now. Day after day of watching his son waste away had left him with precious few options.
The first spark of anything had come about when he met with Dr. Watari, a last ditch effort to try and save the program. She explained to him that all research was bound and confidential, held in the archives until the state revived the project. It was in that meeting that she mentioned a couple of other places in the world attempting such experiments, and the hunt for Dr. Saiki ensued.
The plan, as it were, was two pronged. On one hand, he needed to lure Saiki to Hawaii and do whatever it took to create the stem cell therapy that would bring his son back to life. On the other, he needed to do everything he could to ensure that Dwight Randle never held public office again.
The first part of it was surprisingly easy, Saiki almost jumping at the opportunity to come aboard and work without the confinement of a regulated lab. Within days of first contact they had a contract worked out and the basic requirements outlined for the workspace that would be needed. A month later they were off and running, the kind of thing that evolves quickly when aided by exorbitant amounts of money.
The second part had been a little slower to come together, not until Saiki began asking for human samples did a method for bringing Randle down come about.
Or so he had thought.
“How is he responding?” Zall asked, watching the green line of the heart rate monitor attached to his son as it passed by one time after another on the screen. Each time it began anew it emitted a low beep, keeping in rhythm with the steady rise and fall of the breathing machine beside him.
“It is still too early to tell,” Saiki said, turning back from the work table and folding his arms across his chest, staring down at his patient. “This being the first dose administered, it might be a while before there is any noticeable difference.”
“I don’t think we have that kind of time,” Zall said, glancing over his shoulder, watching as the female officer moved about down below, making repeated trips between her Jeep and her partner.
A handful of contingency plans ran through his head, each one dismissed as fast as the one before it. As easy as it might be to disappear into the night, there was no point in it. The police clearly knew who he was, had managed to trace him back to both his properties in the city. If he ran now he would always be doing so, an impossible task with William in the state he was in.
Instead he turned and looked back at his son, his mind just barely registering the heart rate monitor as the beeping faded, the space between rises on the line spreading incrementally. His world seemed to slow as the gaps between them grew further apart, his breath catching in his chest.
“What’s going on?” he asked, his mind fighting to compute what he was seeing, his voice sounding far away, even in his own ears.
“I don’t know,” Saiki replied, standing still, arms folded across himself, staring at the monitors. “He must be having some sort of reaction.”
“Reaction?” Zall asked, reaching forward and grasping the end of the bed, using it for support to keep himself from toppling over. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest, feel adrenaline pulsing through his body. “Why’s his heartbeat slowing down?”
Saiki stood and watched the monitor a long moment, the spikes slowing even more, a single blip flashing on the screen before leveling out, the sound receding to a steady tone. Not until a flat bar stretched the length of the monitor did he go into action, circling around the foot of the bed, shoving Zall to the side.
Starting with the medical cart beside the bed he withdrew a vial and jammed a syringe into it, pulling out five cc’s of epinephrine. Moving to the IV mainlined into William’s femoral, he jabbed the needle into the moist rubber stopper and depressed the plunger. Once the drug was expelled he jerked it away and cast it away, the used implement bouncing across the floor and slamming into the window behind him.
At the foot of the bed, Zall watched in horror as the scene unfolded, his son’s skin receding into pale blue, the readout behind him continuing to flash no signs of life.
“What’s happening? Why isn’t it working?” Zall said, his voice rising, terror seeping in around the edges. He could feel moisture forming in the corners of his eyes, sweat soaking his back.
Without responding Saiki bent and slid a defibrillator case from beneath the bed, snapping it open and pressing it to activate. Across the top a series of lights came on, starting with red, shifting towards orange. While it charged Saiki stripped back the covers on the top half of the bed, William’s bare chest exposed, little more than skin stretched across bone, his ribs jutted out, his stomach sunken beneath his hips.
“What are you waiting for? Do it already!” Zall screamed, inching his way up the side of the bed, taking William’s hand in his own.
“It’s not charged yet!” Saiki yelled back. “If I go now it could electrocute him.”
Time seemed to stand still as Zall turned to again look at the heart rate monitor, an even line registering no activity. He watched as Saiki waited with the paddles, the lights switching from yellow to green, giving him the go ahead. Pressing them flat against William’s chest, the doctor shoved a massive jolt of electricity through his body, the machine behind him emitting a loud coughing sound. 
Staring in horror, Zall saw his son’s frail body lurch, the line beside him remaining flat.
In that moment, there was no doubt. Everything Thomas Zall had done, had tried to accomplish in the previous months, in the previous decades, was over. There would be no legacy to pass down, nobody to receive it even if there was. His last gasp at achieving immortality, of having any sort of life beyond his own, was gone. 
He still held his son’s hand in his own, but already he knew he was gone, just as he knew his own life was gone.
“Thomas Zall!” a woman’s voice yelled from below, followed by the sound of footsteps ascending the stairs. “Thomas Zall, I’m with the HPD. Are you in here?”
Turning towards the open hallway behind him, Zall paused a long moment before shifting back to look at the monitor beside him. No matter how many times Saiki depressed the paddles, no matter how far his son’s body bounced off the bed, there was no bringing him back. A fight that had begun years before was finally over. His son had done everything he could to hang on, to stall while his father figured out a way to bring him back, but in the end he was unable to do so.
For the first time in his life, Thomas Zall had failed.
One last time Zall raised his son’s hand to his lips, feeling his clammy skin against his cheek, before releasing it and stepping back, watching as the doctor he had hired to save him fought to do just that. The sound of electricity pulsating in the air filled his ears as the defibrillator tried time and again, each attempt achieving the same result.
Inch by inch Zall retreated until the backs of his thighs were against the steel table behind him, the metal valise bumping into his spine. Only vaguely did he even notice it was there, his momentum stopping, his senses dulled as he tried to process what he was seeing.
“Thomas Zall,” the woman called again, her voice close, just inches outside the door. Zall watched as she moved inside the frame, a gun extended in front of her, the barrel of it aimed at him.
Turning towards the sound of her voice, Zall moved his hands back, allowing them to rest on the table behind him. On his right was nothing but empty table, his fingers sliding over smooth steel.
To his left were the Heckler & Koch P7’s Danilo had left behind.
“Thomas Zall, you are under arrest for the murders of four women and the attempted murders of two police officers. Raise your hands above your head where I can see them.”
Just as Zall had known that prison was no place for Danilo, he knew just as surely that it was no place for a man like him. No amount of money would cover up what he had done, and without William by his side there was no point in even trying to do so.
Ignoring the commands of the woman beside him, he wrapped his left hand around the base of a P7 and raised it. Again he could hear her voice ordering him to stop, could see the fear splay itself across Saiki’s face across from him, but none of those things registered in the slightest.
In that moment all he saw was his son, not the shrunken form before him, but the young man he had been standing on the deck that afternoon years before. Laughing, the sun on his face, the wind pushing his hair atop his head, he was young and free, without a care in the world. He and his father were going to conquer Wall Street, would no doubt move on to take down countless other conquests before they were done.
It was that image that he focused on his eyes glazed over, his finger tightening on the trigger. 
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Seven
Kalani was not happy about the summons, and had no problem letting Tseng know it. Across the street at Queen’s Medical Center her partner was lying on the operating table, having the connective tissue between his neck and shoulder repaired. At the moment he was just a half hour into what the doctors told her would be a four hour surgery. Despite there being not one thing she could do in the meantime, she still had no intention of leaving the waiting area right outside, not for a shower or a change of clothes or even a cup of coffee.
Damn sure not to speak with the governor.
The first time Tseng had called and told her to meet him, Kalani had hung up on him. With Rip’s bloody prints still smudging the phone in her hand, she wanted no part of Tseng or whatever asinine request he was about to make. 
The second time, she stayed on the line long enough to tell him to leave her alone until at least morning.
The third and final time, he was smart enough to make the entreaty in person.
Rip’s blood lined the rims of her fingernails and spotted her shirt as she paced through the tiny waiting room, making lap after lap around the arrangement of chairs spread across the tile floor. For the first couple of trips Kimo, seated in the corner, his own face twisted up in concern, had followed her every move. After a while he conceded, content to let her pace, sensing it wasn’t the time to force anything from her.
The day had been hell itself, but that wasn’t what drove Kalani as she walked in an unending circle, afraid that if she sat down she might not start moving again. Instead, the same three minute loop played over and over again in her mind. It started with Rip taking the bullet, his body dropping backwards, framed against the sky behind it. The scene continued as the bullet exited him, blood spatter hitting the ground below, seeping from his chest.
Unlike the previous scene, the one that had haunted her for so long, this one didn’t end there though. It went on. It continued to his lying in wait, playing possum on their shooter, drawing him near so Kalani could get a clear shot. It encompassed her doing something she was never able to do for Ben, taking down the man that shot him, helping him in his time of need.
She was midway through her fifteenth lap of the waiting area when Tseng walked in, looking every bit as disheveled as she did. Dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, heavy sweat rings lined his underarms and upper back, his hair in a twisted mop. Bits of dirt and blood speckled his jeans as he walked in, his face relaying the exhaustion they all felt.
His appearance stopped Kalani where she stood, a tangle of chairs separating them. In the corner Kimo looked on, sitting up straighter, running his hands down the front of his shorts.
“What are you doing here?” Tseng asked, opening the dialogue with a question directed at the reporter.
“Uh,” Kimo replied, his mouth dropping open, his head shifting to look at Kalani.
“Rip called him,” Kalani said. There was no hesitation in her voice, no trace of the deference she had shown to the chief just hours before. Replacing those feelings within her was deep resentment, at the events of the last week, of her being the reason Rip was now undergoing surgery. “For whatever reason, as he was lying there shot and bleeding, he felt the need to honor whatever you and the governor’s little game is instead of calling for an ambulance. Kimo came and drove him here.”
The edge in her tone was palpable, though Tseng did nothing to acknowledge it. Instead he again looked to Kimo. “Thank you.”
The comment was met with a silent nod as Tseng moved his attention to Kalani. “The governor has requested us in his office.”
Indignation rose within Kalani as she stared at Tseng a long moment. A snort lifted her head a bit as she glared, contempt obvious on her face. “Tell the governor to go to hell.”
A weary sigh passed through Tseng’s nostrils as he shook his head, already moving towards the door. “Feel free to tell him yourself. I know I might.”
Like that he was gone, headed down the hall, making his way for the exit. Kalani stood and watched a long moment before flicking her attention to Kimo, her eyes flashing.
“Just go,” Kimo said, meeting her gaze. “I’m not moving, you’ll be back before he gets out.”
The combined force of not wanting to honor anything the governor requested and not wanting to leave Rip pulsated within Kalani, threatening to burst from her. She looked at Kimo a long moment before finally nodding her head, wagging the phone in her hand at him. “If anything at all happens, you let me know. I don’t care who it pisses off.”
The faintest whiff of a smile crossed Kimo’s face as he nodded, Kalani setting off fast down the hall. The soles of her shoes squeaked against the polished tile as she jogged out through the front door, catching up with Tseng on the corner, the darkened outline of the capitol building looming directly in front of them.
“Just so you know,” Kalani said, falling in step beside him as they crossed the street, both walking fast, a pair of overhead street lamps dumping orange light all around them. “I can’t promise I’m going to play nice in here.”
“How’s he doing?” Tseng asked, offering no comment on the previous statement.
The question caught Kalani off guard for a moment, interrupting the string of vitriol flowing through her mind, stopping the words that were already cued up, ready to spill out. “He’s going to be okay. The wound wasn’t life threatening, but the bullet did some damage.”
“That’s a tough place to get hit,” Tseng said, his mouth drawn into a tight line. “Whatever the VA doesn’t take care of for his therapy and such, the department will.”
Kalani couldn’t tell if Tseng was saying these things out of respect to Rip and the situation, or as a means to make her calm down. Either way, she was going to hold him to his words, intent that they ensure Rip was made whole again. In the meantime, it would be her job to help his as much as possible, making sure that his life returned to the peaceful, retired existence it was before she showed up on the North Shore a week before.
The expansive interior of the capitol held an eerie silence as they walked through the front archway, eschewing the central area and moving straight for the bank of elevators in the corner. Tense silence fell between them as Tseng directed the elevator to the top floor, neither saying a word, anger filling the tiny space.
In a span of less than ten minutes, Kalani had gone from being singularly focused on the scene at Zall’s to thinking of the situation she was walking into. With the exception of a few moments the night before she had never even spoken to the governor, a man that somehow had managed to change the entire trajectory of her life with his insatiable need for secrecy. 
The previous time they had spoken, Kalani had not been bashful about letting her true feelings on the situation be known. This encounter would be no different.
The muffled sound of voices met their ears as they walked across the deserted concrete slab comprising the fifth floor, the cool night breeze blowing along their bodies. Glancing up through the curved arch above her Kalani could see the moon, a thin strip of clouds obscuring the bottom half of it.
“Do we knock?” Kalani asked, stopping just outside the oversized doors in front of them, the top of it stretched over ten feet in height.
“Nope,” Tseng said, reaching out and jerking the door open. A blinding spray of light poured out, illuminating both of them, their pupils contracting. Side by side they stood for a long moment before stepping inside together, letting the door slam shut behind them.
It was the first time Kalani had been inside the office since a third grade tour many years before, though the place looked exactly the same. A massive desk dominated one end of the room, offset by a pair of sofas extended perpendicular from it. A coffee table and various smaller end pieces filled in the remaining space, the outside of the room decorated with Native Hawaiian artifacts. The only difference at all that she noticed was a budding collection of artwork on the wall, all portraits of the governor posing in various states of dress.
Just seeing them made the venom within her rise a bit higher.
Standing inside the room, staring back at them, was the same trio of men Kalani had met the night before. On the far left was Allen Wong, dressed as if it were a regular Monday morning at the office, his arms folded across his chest. In front of them, occupying the center of the space, was Tim Hall, his thinning hair appearing even more pronounced by the addition of a heavy layer of late night hair product. His cheeks glowed red as he stood and stared at them, his jaw hanging open.
On the right side of the room stood Governor Dwight Randle, wearing a pair of cloth shorts and a plain grey sweatshirt, the sleeves too long and hanging down over his wrists. He stood behind the desk, glowering across at them, as if the makeshift barrier somehow made him superior to everybody else in the room. 
In the corner was the security detail member that had rushed in with Kimo’s phone at the gala, his name one Kalani had heard the night before but couldn’t place at the moment. A look of complete boredom was on his face as he waited at attention, his hands folded in front of him.
“What took you so long?” the governor snapped, cutting off whatever tirade was aimed at Hall and directing it towards them.
Kalani felt her chest constrict, fury swelling within her.
“I was securing the scene at the Hawaii Kai location,” Tseng said, his voice meant to let everyone know he was in no mood for a lecture. “An officer was injured and there was an enormous amount of evidence to process.”
Feeling emboldened by the posture of Tseng beside her, Kalani fixed her gaze on the governor. “My partner was shot and is in surgery right now. I felt, feel, like that’s where I should be.”
Beside her, Hall drew in a sharp breath, a sound just short of a wince, the skin around his eyes and mouth tightening a bit. Whether this was meant as a warning to her or his own reaction to anybody appearing defiant in front of his boss, Kalani didn’t much care. Instead she stood and kept her gaze leveled on the governor.
There were so many questions she wanted answered, so many things she felt she had more than earned the right to know. The entire thing was such a mess, an unnecessary amalgamation of the governor’s ego and paranoia. 
A half smile crossed the governor’s face as he stared back at her, condescension in his eyes. He stared at her a long moment before saying, “Well, I’m very sorry to have disturbed you.”
“You mean tonight, or a week ago?” Kalani asked, taking a half step forward. 
At the sound of the words the smile slid from the governor’s face. He shifted his attention to Tseng and said, “Last time you were here I had to remind you to know your place as well. You might want to get your girl here on a leash.”
“No,” Tseng said, his voice just as cold as Kalani’s had been, “last time I was here you threatened my family and blackmailed me into taking part in your little scheme. You made me drag her into it, too. Forgive us if we’re both feeling less than social tonight.”
Kalani knew that Tseng had been pulled in against his will, though it was the first time she had heard that there were threats involved. Her lips parted a fraction of an inch as she fought the urge to turn and look at him, to let him know she now understand, her anger at being drawn into things wasn’t on him. 
Instead, she kept her attention aimed at the governor, saying nothing.
“We’ll get right to it then,” Randle said, raising his hands by his sides. “Is it over?”
Something about the way he said it galled Kalani in a way she couldn’t quite explain. The way he referred to it, the way he jumped right to the end, showed that this was nothing more than a headache he wanted to go away. She and Tseng had both just mentioned injuries sustained, but he didn’t so much as ask about them. All he was concerned with was the final product, making sure the entire incident was kept quiet, far away from pollsters and roving reporters.
“It’s done,” Tseng said. 
“You’re sure?” the governor asked, leaning forward and placing his fists on his desk, over half of his body hidden behind it.
“One of the guards at the house we infiltrated spilled his guts,” Tseng said, his face grim, his voice to match it. “He was just a hired hand, had no real loyalty to anybody. ID’d Zall and everybody else involved. Even took us down to the basement laboratory they had set up, got us past their security system.
“Thing was crawling with evidence. If there was any doubt about who had done it, there wouldn’t have been after an hour in that place.”
The governor grunted, nodding his head, seemingly content with the answer. “And Zall?”
Kalani stared at the governor a long moment before spitting a single word at him. “Dead.”
He matched the look, meeting her gaze, trying his best to look intimidating, but only managing to infuriate her even more. “You sure?”
“Very,” Kalani replied. “So are his son, and his henchman, the man who actually pulled the trigger on all those murders. You can sleep easy tonight, there will be no more bodies showing up on your watch.”
Randle’s nostrils pulled back in a sneer as he continued to level his attention on Kalani, letting it be known that he didn’t appreciate the tone or the insinuation.
“His private doctor was taken into custody,” Tseng said. “He will be questioned in connection with at least four murders, maybe more, before being turned over to the feds for extradition.”
Randle nodded once at the information, sliding his gaze over to Hall and Wong. He drew his mouth into a tight line and stared at them, contemplating what he had just been told.
With each passing moment Kalani felt her disdain for him grow stronger. Still he had yet to ask about the condition of the men involved, or even if the families of the victims had been contacted.
“And Mary-Ann Harris?” the governor asked, attention still aimed at his advisors.
The question, the audacity of the man even thinking it, let alone asking it, was too much for Kalani. She made no attempt to mask a loud snort, turning towards the side, shaking her head in derision. 
Directly in front of her Tseng stared at the governor, not once looking her way. “We’ll pick her up first thing Monday morning. After speaking with her, we’ll decide if any charges should be filed.”
“And not-so-subtly suggest she bow out of the election,” Randle added.
The words were too much for Kalani to bear.
“Unbelievable,” she muttered, moving past Tseng, headed for the door. She could feel the gaze of every person in the room on her back as she went, her hand making it as far as the knob.
“Young lady,” the governor called as she got there, the same paternalistic condescension as before back in his tone. 
Kalani paused, squeezing the knob so tight her knuckles showed white beneath her skin, before turning back to look at him.
“I’ve warned you once about your behavior in this office,” the governor said, still leaning forward over his desk, his forehead showing deep red beneath the overhead lights. “I won’t do it again.”
Pushing her breath out through her nose, loud and slow, Kalani released the knob. She pulled herself back from the door, rising to full height, and ambled back towards the desk. Every man in the room tracked her as she went, cutting a winding path.
“Can you answer a question for me?” Kalani asked.
Behind the desk, Randle continued to stare at her, saying nothing.
“Why did you cut the funding to the stem cell program?”
The red receded from Randle’s forehead as he stared at her a long moment, his gaze following her as she came to a stop on the opposite side of the desk, her thigh pressed against the edge. He held the pose, looking her over, before the corners of his mouth pulled back into a smile. Glancing over to his advisors he began to laugh, his entire upper body shaking with the exertion.
“Is that what all this was all about?” he asked, his head bobbing up and down as he chortled. In the background, Hall and Wong half-heartedly joined in, thin responses born more from appeasement than agreement.
Standing there, watching the man laugh, Kalani thought of everything that had transpired in the last week. She thought of the four lives that were lost, the children that were traumatized by being kidnapped, their teeth extracted. She thought of her partner lying in surgery, of all the secrecy that had shrouded everything.
She thought of how she had been jerked back into a life she was now certain she wanted no part of, all to feed the political ego of the pint-sized prick across from her.
The fist was cocked by her shoulder before she even realized it, her entire body coiled tight. Without warning she unfurled it, her arm becoming a piston, driving her middle knuckle into the exposed and unprotected bridge of his nose.
The laughter died away instantly, replaced by the sound of bone on bone contact. The momentum of her punch pushed her arm out to full extension, replacing the space his head had occupied as he toppled backwards, his body landing in his chair, the wheels of it sliding back away from the desk.
Adrenaline pulsing through her, Kalani stood over the desk glaring down at him, ignoring her busted knuckles, the tendril of blood dripping down between her fingers. Instead she focused on the squat man before her, the look of shock on his face as he held his hands to his face, a stripe of crimson running down over his lips, hanging from his chin.
“Aren’t...aren’t you going to do something?” he bellowed, turning and staring up at his security guard standing just feet away.
Every person in the room shifted their attention towards him, watching as for the briefest of moments a look mixed of pride and amusement passed over his face. In the next it was gone, replaced by a mirrored impassiveness. 
“No,” he said, fixing his gaze on Kalani. “I think the young lady is done here. Right?”
“Right,” Kalani said, rotating on the ball of her foot and marching from the room, Tseng right behind her.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Eight
The world was still dark as Kimo aimed his Ford up the H-2 freeway, headed north, away from the city. On the opposite side of the narrow median the morning commute could be seen already lining up, long rows of cars pressed back to front. The flow was moving but congested, their headlights strung out one after another as far up as could be seen.
Beside him in the passenger seat sat Kalani, a cup of coffee cradled between her hands, the bottom of it nestled against her thighs. Despite the hour she was already awake and alert, her eyes clear, ready for the day ahead.
Three nights had passed since she’d walked out of the governor’s office, each one spent with the doors locked and shades drawn, waiting for somebody to show up. Who they would be or what they would want she wasn’t sure, knowing full well there was no way he would let what happened go.
In the moment, the punch had felt glorious, even more so after seeing the reaction on his face, the blood dripping down his chin. The vindication she felt was only confirmed by the reaction of the guard in the corner, most likely the same look that every man in the room had if she’d stopped long enough to look around. 
Just two brief encounters with the man had been enough for the governor to earn her enmity, there was no telling what those that worked for him full time felt.
Kalani didn’t expect much to happen on Sunday, partly because she was holed up at the hospital and there was no way anybody would look for her there, partly because it was Sunday, and nobody in Hawaii worked on Sunday. Monday she had expected a knock on her door, every little sound in her house bringing with it a feeling of dread. When it too passed without incident, she began to feel like maybe the entire affair would do the same. So long as she stayed away, the governor wouldn’t risk the exposure of everything that had happened over one punch.
Especially when a young lady had been the one to deliver it.
“Seriously,” Kimo said, looking over at her, a smile that expressed disbelief and triumph at the same time. “You just pulled back and nailed him?”
On the dashboard in front of them was his iPhone, the recorder turned on, taking down every word they exchanged. Kalani had offered to do it before, but Kimo had said it could wait, given that nobody else even knew the story existed. He reasoned that he was willing to swap some expediency to deliver a fuller story, wanting to wait and see how the governor handled things in the aftermath.
As far as Kalani could tell, he’d done absolutely nothing.
Releasing her grip on the coffee, Kalani lifted her right hand, rotating it to show Kimo her knuckle. A scab the size of a pencil eraser covered the top of it, blue and black bruises stretching out from it like legs on a spider. The surrounding area was still a bit puffy, though most of the swelling had since receded.
On sight, Kimo raised a hand to his mouth, trying in vain to cover his laughter. “Damn! And I missed it?”
His reaction brought a smile to Kalani’s face as she lowered her hand and used it to take another drink of coffee, a thin attempt to hide her own laughter.
“And they just let you walk out after that?” Kimo asked, his disbelief scrawled across his face, permeating his voice. 
“They didn’t try to stop me if that’s what you’re asking,” Kalani said. At the time, she had not been up for rehashing what had just taken place, informing Kimo she would tell him everything in due time.
Seated in the front seat, Kalani turned her attention out the window, watching as the Schofield Army Base slid by, formations of soldiers already out for morning calisthenics, nothing more than dark shapes in the late moments before dawn. “Besides, I got the distinct impression I wasn’t the only that wanted to do it.”
“That I can believe,” Kimo said, adding a small smirk, rocking his head up and down in agreement.
Kalani watched another moment as the base fell from sight, the open fields of mid-Oahu taking their place. In the early morning half-light they appeared tranquil and quiet, receding back towards the Ko’olauloa Mountains in the distance. Cook pine trees lined the roadway, their branches stacked high in lines, equal gaps between each level.
“It just pissed me off,” Kalani said, “the way he didn’t even bother to ask about Rip, or what happened in Hawaii Kai. All he wanted to know about was if it was done and if Mary-Ann Harris was out of the election.”
A deep snort rolled out of Kimo as he shook his head, disgust on his face. “Asshole,” he muttered. “How is Rip doing? I talked to him yesterday, but he just kept saying everything was fine.”
“Yeah,” Kalani said, the corner of her mouth curling up a tiny bit, recalling he same thing he had said to her over and over again the day before. “I was over there most of the day, and he’s hurting a lot more than he’s letting on. Moving really slow, actually let me get him a few things, which would never happen otherwise.”
“But the doc gave him a clean bill of health?” Kimo asked.
“Yeah,” Kalani said, bobbing her head. “Month or two, and a lot of physical therapy, and he’ll be back up on his board.”
Silence fell as Kimo turned north off the freeway, taking a state route slicing through the heart of the island. The road narrowed down to two lanes, the traffic thinning considerably, as the first rays of light began to stripe the sky overhead.
“And Harris?” Kimo asked, putting the words out there gingerly, a bit of hesitation obvious.
Kalani kept her gaze aimed out the window, watching as the landscape changed again. Replacing the empty meadows were cultivated fields, their crops planted in straight lines. “They picked her up on Monday. She claimed she’d only been given a tip, had no direct knowledge of anything.”
“Right,” Kimo inserted, derision in his tone. “Tell me they didn’t buy that.”
“Not at all, but prosecuting isn’t our department. She’s not being held right now, but they’ve put her name on the watch list, told her not to leave the island.”
Kimo eased off the gas, the car slowing as their destination came into view. He brought them to a complete stop and waited as a farm truck passed in the other direction before turning into the parking lot, using the same stall he had just a few days before.
“And the election?” Kimo asked, putting the car in park, leaving the engine running a moment longer.
“Chief Tseng said he expects she’ll be announcing a withdrawal later in the week,” Kalani said, raising her cup and finishing the last of her morning beverage. The coffee had long since gone from hot to warm, the bottom a mixture of grounds and non-dissolved sugar. It tasted bitter as it spread across her tongue, her nose crinkling.
“And just like that,” Kimo whispered, shaking his head once more, “the governor gets what he wants. The case all goes away, his opponent disappears, he gets to go on like nothing ever happened.”
Kalani considered the statement a moment before twisting her head, a half-smile growing on her face. “Well, not if you do your job,” she said, nodding towards the recorder still rolling on the dash. “And even if he does, imagine how much fun he’s having trying to explain his nose to people this week?”
A chuckle shot from Kimo as he reached out and took his phone down from the dash. His entire upper body quivered with laughter as he reached into the backseat and grabbed for his bag, pulling it forward and dropping it on his lap. After a moment the laughter receded and he looked across at Kalani, the amusement still on his features.
“Last chance. You know you don’t have to do this. I made the promise, not you.”
“No,” Kalani said, twisting her head, feeling her hair brush against her shoulders. “I want to. I would like to thank Sam for doing his part, and I owe you for what you did.” She paused and again shook her head, reaching for the door. “I still can’t believe Rip called you instead of an ambulance though.”
The comment brought out another laugh as Kimo exited the car opposite her, both of them meeting behind it in the lot. Despite the early hour, most of the parking places were already full, loaded with old farm vehicles and sedans coated in a heavy layer of dust. Behind them rose the warehouse for the Takamini Pineapple Plantation, a faded sign up high on the outer wall announcing it to the world.
“How about you, huh?” Kimo asked, gripping the strap of his bag in front of him, his head aimed towards Kalani. “What are you going to do?”
She met the gaze a long moment before averting her attention past the warehouse, towards the pineapple fields stretched out nearby. In equal rows they sprung from the ground, their spiky tops standing almost two feet tall. Behind them rose the morning sun, a straw colored orb just poking itself above the horizon, splashing down over the fields, pushing its way steadily towards them.
For the first time in months, a sense of peace settled into Kalani. She didn’t know the answer to Kimo’s question, but she didn’t much care. In that moment all that mattered was the day, the promise it held and the beauty it was already producing. 
For all the ugliness that she had witnessed in the past week, this was its counterpoint, a moment of vitality to affirm she had made it, and would continue to do so.
Other people weren’t always so fortunate.
“Lucky we live Hawaii, yeah?” she said, already having forgotten his question, absorbed in the scene before her.
Kimo stared at her a long moment before he too turned towards the morning sun just as the edge of it reached their feet, climbing inch by inch up the length of their bodies, painting them gold.
“Yeah,” he whispered. “Lucky we live Hawaii.”
 
 
 
 



Thank you for reading! 
 
Dear Reader, 
 
First and foremost, thank you so much for taking the time to read Motive, which I hope you enjoyed. This was my first time writing about my adopted home of Honolulu in a number of years, and I hope the added level of familiarity here came across in the story. By and large, I left every location depicted here exactly as I have encountered them, ranging from the Hawaii State Capitol to the Iolani Palace. 
 
As anybody that has ever lived here can attest, there is often a hidden dichotomy at work here. While there is truly a natural beauty and wealth of culture here unlike place I’ve ever been, the opening quote has always seemed especially poignant given that day-to-day life does still occur here, filled with all the usual trappings found elsewhere. 
 
The main storyline in this novel can be traced to two key occurrences, neither of which have anything to do w/ the gubernatorial election currently playing out in Hawaii (that is merely coincidence). The first is my best friend called me from medical school one day and shared some of the info found herein about stem cells. The second is that in my day job I spend a great deal of time at the state capitol building, and once between hearings had the idea that eventually became the opening scene. Around those two, this story was shaped.
 
Lastly, and with many apologies, I need to ask a favor. If possible, I would welcome a review from you of Motive. As many of you are probably familiar, reviews are the lifeblood of ebook publishing and foster the system for all independent writers. In addition, all feedback I receive is taken very seriously with an eye towards the future. 
 
Much love, 
Dustin Stevens 
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