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US Federal Marshal Dean Honeybone is accompanying extradited child killer Richard Stance to Australia when their plane crashes off the north-east coast of the island continent. The only survivors of the packed flight are Honeybone and four-year old Kaia Pendleton, whom Dean rescued during the crash. As Dean and Kaia recuperate in a Queensland hospital, questions swirl about what caused the accident... and what happened to Stance’s body, the only one not recovered from the crash site.

	Unable to return to work due to his injuries and plagued by raging headaches and violent nightmares, Honeybone must rest. Convinced that Stance has survived and is out there somewhere, free to kill again, he’s reluctant to take the gift of a week-long dream vacation at Wilson Island, a remote, luxury island resort where only ten guests at a time are allowed to visit. Honeybone gives in however and falls hard and fast for Jean-Luc Sebastien, the French chef on the island... but discovers that death and danger are as close as the next barrier reef.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	My head pounded as I opened my eyes and smelled the odd, antiseptic odor. Something beeped. My heart? No. A heart monitor. It made me think of a hospital. I heard the persistent sound of the machine and for a second, my mind froze. The sound speeded up. What am I doing in the hospital? The woman sitting next to me smiled and I stared at her. Who is she?

	“Ah, you’re awake.” She clicked a ballpoint pen and scribbled something on a clipboard. I couldn’t move. My arms ached and my head throbbed even more. My lips were dry. Beyond dry. They were cracked. My tongue felt puffy and furry when I tried to lick.

	“Here.” The woman leaned closer and I realized she was a nurse. “I can’t give you water, but you can suck a little of this crushed ice.” She held it to my lips. The cold thrill of the jagged edge stung, then soothed my rough lips and parched tongue.

	I read her nametag. Namoi. I was surprised but pleased when my mouth worked. A tooth felt loose, like a pebble, in the back of my mouth.

	“Your tag says Namoi. Somebody misspell your name? It should be Naomi, right?”

	“No.” She smiled again. “My name is Namoi. It’s a river in New South Wales.”

	New South Wales? I closed my eyes for a moment.

	“Where am I?”

	“You’re in Nambour.”

	“Is that in New South Wales?” What the hell am I doing in New South Wales?

	“No. You’re in Queensland. You’re in the town of Nambour on the Sunshine Coast and you’re in hospital.”

	“I’m in Australia.” The shock blew over me like a north wind.

	I bolted upright in the bed, remembering now. I started to scream as the rush of terror, the sounds, the pain... the explosion greeted me. I couldn’t stop the tide of images. My heavy arms flailed, unable to stop the force of the crashing waves...Richard Stance pulling away from me.

	“Jackson, his heart’s racing!” Namoi shouted, pressing a button by the bed. Her panic made me panic.

	I remembered everything. I remembered the plane going down. I couldn’t block the sounds of screaming, the water...man, it happened so fast.

	“It’s okay, it’s okay,” Namoi screamed, her voice reflecting my fear, my anguish as the heart monitor went nuts.

	“Dean... Dean, please. You must calm down.”

	“My plane crashed.” I collapsed against the bed. My chest heaved, my hand shaking in the effort to move toward it.

	“Jesus... he’s gone into full cardiac arrest,” another voice said from far away. I looked up into bright sunlight... under the sky, people standing over me.

	“It’s okay, it’s okay,” Namoi soothed, but tears flowed down her cheeks.

	“Did they... did... how many?” I screamed. I could still see the rushing, swarming bodies. I could hear the screaming.

	Mommy, mommy, mommy.

	The heart monitor pinged faster and faster.

	She shook her head.

	“You gotta tell me Namoi... how many of us made it?” Before she could respond, I asked, “What about the guy I had with me? Richard Stance?”

	“Just you,” she said, her tears falling on my chin.

	“What about the little girl I pulled from the seat? The little girl in One A?”

	Namoi ran the back of her cool hand along my feverish brow. I didn’t want to be calmed. I needed to know.

	“You saved her life. We found her in your arms. She’s anxious to see you.”

	“Everybody else?”

	Head Nurse Jeff Jackson hurried into the room as the heart monitor registered a slower signal.

	“Tell me,” I urged.

	Namoi sobbed. “They all died,” she said, her voice haunted. “It’s just you and Kaia Pendleton. Thanks to you, that little girl is lucky to be alive.”

	 

	I don’t suppose they get many big plane crashes in Maroochydore, Queensland. That’s where we crashed. Namoi had to point out the town on a map of the north-eastern portion of eastern Australia. I’d been taken to Nambour, the main hospital just half an hour away from Maroochydore.

	I was high up the northeast coast in a cluster of pretty but odd-sounding beach towns on the edge of the Pacific Ocean. At least I’d crash-landed somewhere picturesque.

	“Basically,” she said, a cheerful tone in her voice, “You’re in the middle of bloody nowhere, darl.”

	I thought Namoi was saying doll but realized she was saying darl, short for darling. I got to know her peculiar form of English very well since she seemed to have undertaken round-the-clock care for me.

	It was hard to read the newspapers, so they let me watch TV until they saw I became agitated. News of my rescue off the remote coast quickly replaced the other hot-button topics of the day. A kangaroo being exploited by some idiot circus guy in the US was the big one. He admitted to forcing the creature into a boxing match with a human by hitting and poking him. Nice. This vied for byte-time with the story of a young, drug-addicted twenty-four-year-old Australian woman flying to Singapore for her second liver transplant surgery.

	 

	Two days I’d been in the hospital. I still felt strange, disconnected. Strange laughter woke me and I had no idea what it was or where it came from.

	Namoi, who still seemed to be at my side constantly, told me it was kookaburras.

	“They’re our native birds. There’s a couple right outside the windows, darl.”

	“Tell them they’ve got a freaky sense of humor, will ya?”

	She would smile and nod. She had no idea about the nightmares I had. How I thought it was Richard Stance laughing at me. I fretted about my gun and badge. I’d never been separated from them for this long. Namoi said they, along with a lot of stuff from the plane, hadn’t been recovered.

	Lying in my bed listening to the horrifying details, both from her and the news reports, I felt the whole world had gone mad.

	Was it a terrorist attack? The reports were suspiciously short on facts. It took two days to discover a lot of bodies were missing, presumed blown up in the explosion that started in midair. I tried to look out the window, but each time, my gaze came back to the TV. Was there any chance Richard Stance had made it?

	The news reporters covered the plane crash relentlessly. I saw my official US Federal ID photograph up there on the TV constantly.

	“US Marshal Dean Honeybone, recovering from his injuries... .blah, blah, blah...” Hey, ma, I’m more exciting than a boxing kangaroo!

	I watched the footage over and over, but there weren’t a lot of TV channels in Australia and the coverage was the same on each one. They had CNN, but even they had no idea yet why the plane crashed.

	Richard Stance was only mentioned once the plane’s passenger manifesto became known. I realized why my arm hurt so much. The bastard had been handcuffed to me. My left wrist was broken according to Namoi. It had been reset.

	The remote control was difficult to navigate because my right hand kept shaking.

	“That’s the meds,” Namoi told me more than once.

	I told her to take me off the damned meds, but the truth was I was in so much pain, even my hair hurt. I lay back on the bed, squeezing my eyes shut. I tried to remember what happened to Stance. I had an image of him being sucked out of the plane through a smashed window as water poured in. I had no idea if this was real or imaginary.

	My own snoring woke me up a few minutes later.

	“You look better,” Namoi said, coming in with a bowl.

	“What’s that?”

	“Chook,” she said.

	“Chook?”

	She grinned. “That’s what we call chicken.”

	“I was hoping for some revenge on the kookaburras.”

	She looked scandalized.

	“We don’t eat those. This is homemade chicken soup. You want me to feed you some?”

	“No thanks, I can feed myself. I’m thirty-six years old, you know.”

	“Congratulations. You look much older.”

	She put the bowl in front of me and after I made a dismal effort at gripping the spoon, she took over.

	“I keep telling you it’s the meds.”

	“Don’t ever tell anybody about this,” I said.

	“You should have said something sooner.” She gestured toward the TV. “It’s going to be on the telly in a minute.”

	Outside, the kookaburras laughed.

	Irritated, I talked to cover their sound. “How do you feel about the druggie girl getting a second chance at a liver transplant?” I asked Namoi.

	She didn’t hesitate. “She got one last year and took drugs again. There are so many people who would cherish that liver... on the other hand, she has two small children, so I think she should have another go.”

	“You have kids?” I asked between small sips of soup.

	“How can you tell?”

	“You know what you’re doing with that spoon.”

	She laughed. “My kids are grown now. Sixteen and eighteen. They don’t let me feed them anymore. You’re my baby now.”

	“That’s it, sister.” I reached for the spoon. We pretend-fought over it for a moment. She let me win just as two men walked into the room. I knew right away they were some type of government agents. They cut sharp glances to her and Namoi left us alone.

	“I’m Chris Canna and this is my partner, Malcolm King,” the first guy said. “We’re from ASIO.”

	“Australian—” Malcolm King started to say.

	“Yeah, I know. Australian Security Intelligence. I worked with one of your field operatives back in the US. You know Rongo Davis?”

	There was an uncomfortable silence. Rongo, big impressive Maori... wow... I still smiled at the memory of him.

	Neither man said anything for a moment. Malcolm King finally spoke. “He’s the butchest poof I know.”

	“Say what?” I said.

	“You know...” he flapped his wrist. “A poof.” When he saw I still didn’t get it, he batted his eyelids and flapped his hand a bunch more. “A homo.”

	I wished I’d had full use of my arms. I’d soon make this idiot’s wrists flap for real.

	“We wanted to ask you about the crash,” Chris Canna said. He was the younger of the two, better looking—though he wore an old-fashioned suit. On the other hand, maybe the wide lapels and flared pants were huge in Australia.

	“Do you remember what happened?”

	I assembled my thoughts. “A couple of you guys came to talk to me the night I came in here. I’m sorry I was out of it. I have no idea what I told them.”

	“You were sedated. That was us.”

	“Oh.” I shrugged. “Like I said, I was out of it.” They waited me out and I began putting the pieces together. I sat up a little straighter in bed.

	“The trouble started in the air. As you know, we were flying to Sydney. The flight attendant had just come to tell me that there were two officers already waiting for me at the airport there to take Stance into custody. Please tell me you found his body.”

	Canna held up his hand. “Please... let’s take it a step at a time.”

	Fuck you, buddy. “I heard this sound... like a roar. It came from the back of the plane. I turned to look. The attendant had turned around to walk back down to the cockpit and she had stopped. The little girl sitting right opposite me turned to look, too. And the next thing was the whole plane shook. It... it was like it rolled. You know... it was like an earthquake in the sky.”

	“That’s what Kaia Pendleton said.”

	“Kaia Pendleton?”

	“The little girl you rescued,” Canna supplied.

	“God! How is she? Nobody tells me anything.”

	“She’s doing great.” Canna smiled for the first time. “She said the same thing you did. She said it started from the back and it was over really fast. She was sitting with her mum.”

	“No, she was sitting with her dad when the explosion happened. She started next to her mother. They were in the seats across from me in first class. Her mother swapped seats with her dad.”

	“You’ve got a good memory,” Canna said.

	“No. I’d forgotten about it until now. It’s all hazy, but it comes back to me in pieces.” I paused. “I make it my business to know what is going on when I’m escorting a dangerous criminal. My job as team leader on the Fugitive Task Force was to find him and apprehend him. I was pleased when Falcon asked me to bring him here.”

	“Falcon is the task force that focuses only on violent criminals, right?” King said.

	I nodded in agreement. “I was part of a team that followed Stance for eighteen months. I felt good about seeing it through to the end.”

	The end. Jesus. What if it wasn’t the end but a whole new beginning?

	Canna was thumbing through notes, his cell phone chirping on and off. He kept checking the readout and ignoring the calls.

	“Okay. Kaia did say her dad switched seats with her mum.”

	“I think they realized who Richard Stance was and it was a protective gesture.” I remembered the moment. “Stance thought it was funny. I wanted to punch his lights out.”

	Canna ignored me, reading from his notes. “She said the plane went right down. Everybody screamed.”

	He stopped talking, flashing me a guilty look as if he were stealing my breadcrumbs.

	“Hey,” I said. “That’s how I remember it, too.” I lost myself in a jumble of thoughts.

	“What is your last memory of Richard Stance?” Malcolm King asked me.

	I blinked a couple of times. “I am pretty certain that little fucker laughed. He did that a lot. He thought everything was funny. I don’t know how, because he was handcuffed to me, but he got away. The bastard got away and I saw the little girl kind of floating above me.”

	Shit. I remembered. “The handcuff broke. He swam away. Or it felt like he swam... but I saw him near her. She was above me. Oh God... I panicked because I know what he does to little girls and I grabbed her. She held onto me. We were underwater then. I grabbed her and she kicked me.

	“That was when my hand broke. She thought I was him. She thought I was Richard Stance. When she realized it was me, we swam for the top and I remember... shit!”

	“What?” The two men sprang forward.

	“We got hit by a big wave. I’m pretty sure I saw a shark. I don’t remember seeing Richard Stance again.”

	The three of us sat for a moment.

	“You were found washed up on the beach at Maroochydore. She was still in your arms.” King looked spooked. “A motorist who saw the whole thing happen said there was a shark. We had no other sightings.”

	“So you already talked to the little girl. How is she doing?”

	King smiled. “She’s in good spirits. You took the brunt of the damage. She’s keen to meet you, but we wanted to keep you separated until we had a chance to talk to you.”

	“What about Stance. Did you find him?” I asked at last because I had to know.

	They exchanged looks.

	“Hey, I’m the one who chased this little fucker down for eighteen months. I’m the one who was bringing him back here to face justice. I am sorry I let y’all down.” My voice broke. It cut into me real bad knowing I’d failed at the last moment.

	“It’s not your fault,” Canna said. “You did everything right. They say it was mechanical failure, but the investigation is still ongoing. We think something hit the tail... so far there’s no evidence of a bomb, but we’re still working on it. We have underwater divers. The US sent us some Navy Seals that were stationed in Fiji—”

	“Have you found him?”

	Again with the silence.

	“We’ve been told to kind of...”

	“Baby me?”

	“Not stress you out,” Canna said, walking all over King’s words.

	“Oh, fuck that. I’m going nuts in here. Tell me what you found.”

	“We haven’t found all the bodies. We found pieces. Some turned up in Rockhampton.”

	That surprised me. “That’s way north of here. That must have been some explosion.”

	The Australians looked frustrated. “We’re working on it,” Canna said. “Most of the passengers were American so identification has been slow. We’ve taken fingerprints of all the er... remains...”

	“I want to see the fingerprints.”

	“What good’s that going to do you?” King sneered.

	“I’ll know if any of them are Stance’s.”

	“How the hell are you gonna know that?”

	“Please. Just let me see.”

	“There’s three we think could be him.” Canna exchanged looks with his partner. “Believe it or not, these things aren’t always as quick as those TV shows might lead you to believe.”

	“I know,” I said. “I’m a US Marshal, remember?”

	Canna shook his head. “You don’t understand. It was kinda hard to identify the fingerprints with all the damage. We have three unidentified prints at this time of two bodies and a third man... well... all we found was his right arm.”

	“We’re hoping it’s him since he was handcuffed to you.”

	“Have you found the handcuffs?”

	They shook their heads and a sick feeling washed over me. “And you haven’t found my gun or my badge.” It was a statement. Not a question. I’d never been in a predicament like this. I felt hung out to dry, covered in mud and blood. You never let go of your badge and gun.

	I took a moment to absorb this information and held out my hand.

	“So you’re saying the other bodies you’ve found have been identified?”

	“Pretty much.”

	“How many are still missing?”

	“Six,” King said. “Those passengers were sitting at the back of the craft. Since you and Kaia Pendleton tell us that seems to be where the explosion originated, it makes sense.”

	I had no idea where my sudden calm came from as I studied the three sets of prints.

	“Well?” Canna asked.

	I shook my head.

	He snorted. “So you can’t tell if any of these are his.”

	“Oh, no. I do know.” I handed them back to him. “None of these are him.” I let out a sigh. “Jesus Christ... what if this bastard survived? What if he’s out there... getting ready to do something again?”

	Thoughts... mounting pressure crowded my brain.

	“Dean... how the hell can you know these aren’t his?”

	Canna held up the cards like he had a fucking royal flush in his paws.

	“You’ll know soon enough,” I said, “But you may as well hear it from me. I know for a fact none of these can be him because he has very distinct fingerprints.”

	Canna gaped at me.

	“He’s a crack addict. Here’s a little known fact. Crack burns off fingerprints. Absolutely ruins them. His are shot to shit.” I held up my thumbs and the middle and forefingers of each hand. “As you can see, the prints you have are all pretty fucking perfect.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	I don’t think my new buddies believed me. They had dubious expressions on their faces and I longed to beat the crap out of both of them. My hands shook the angrier I got.

	“Why are you shaking?” King asked me.

	“It’s the meds they tell me. Or maybe it’s my notorious rage.”

	A pause.

	“Well, we’ll just have to wait for the official fingerprints to come from AFIS,” Canna said, his tone and body stiff.

	“Suit yourself. Wait as long as you want. I’m telling you none of those are his prints.” I sat against the pillows, nursing this wretched realization in my mind. My dismay must have been evident because they started exchanging those looks that must have spoken entire volumes to them but said not a whisper to me.

	“We understand your frustration,” Canna said.

	“No you don’t. Don’t you fucking tell me how I feel. You have no idea. I hunted this squirrel down. My team gave up their fucking lives to find him. I lost the best relationship I ever had because of my obsession. My commitment. But I found him. Did you know that Richard Stance gave Sarah Woods, his last victim, the choice of having her eyes taken out with a screwdriver or having her arms cut off?”

	Canna squirmed in his seat.

	“This was after he spent a long time raping her, pouring acid down her throat, cutting her, making her cry and scream for hours.”

	“That wasn’t in the case files,” King said.

	“No, it wasn’t.”

	“Did he tell you that?”

	“No.”

	“She died... didn’t she?” King turned a confused gaze to Canna who nodded.

	“Oh, yes, she died. Sarah Woods was a brave little girl given a tough choice. At the age of nine, she had to choose between losing her eyes or her arms.” It was hard to keep the bitterness from my voice. “I know because I waded through forty-two hours of his home fucking movies of what he did to those six little girls he abducted. He tortured all of them. But this was the first time he gave the girl a choice.”

	Another brief silence.

	“That doesn’t lessen what he did here to Susie Wilson,” Canna said. “She was his first victim. Down in Sydney.”

	“I know that.”

	“And she was his stepdaughter. It was right to bring him here.”

	“Yeah.” I couldn’t deny it. “But what if he escaped? I can’t live with the idea that he got away from me. What if he’s out there... somewhere... getting ready to strike again?”

	Neither of them could respond. I made sure I looked each of them steady in the eye and said, keeping my voice calm, “I interviewed him. I interrogated him. I built the entire case against him. I babysat the fuck out of him as your country fought for the right to put him on trial first—”

	“Wait a second. Are you blaming us for the attack?”

	“Are you saying it was an attack?” I countered.

	Canna looked flustered.

	“No. But it sounds as though you think it was and somehow it’s Australia’s fault.”

	I shrugged. “I wish we could have tried and sentenced him in Washington.” I shuddered just thinking of the deceptively lovely house on Bainbridge Island where I’d found him. It would never leave me. Like a part of my skin it settled on me, whether I liked it or not.

	“Not to state the obvious,” Canna said, “But it’s happened and we are doing our best to sort out the crash.”

	“I know you are.” My left hand shook and I held it in my lap. “I’ve been following the reports. I just wish I could get in there myself and look.”

	They both relaxed a little. I understood the great divide between us and so did they. They were paper-hunters. I was a blood hunter. In our lines of work, the two paths met and often needed each other. We worked differently but toward the same goal.

	“We’ll be back in touch,” King said and stood and shook my hand. Canna did the same.

	“Can I ask you a question?” King said.

	“Fire away.”

	“Which did she choose? Sarah Woods, I mean.”

	“She chose to have her eyes removed because she wanted to play the guitar.”

	“Oh, God. And then he killed her anyway.”

	“Not for a long time, but yes.” I struggled to come back from the memory of what he did to her. “I thought... well, I don’t know why I am telling you this, but eventually it will all come out. He put her hands into her pants pockets when he redressed her and dumped her body. I wanted to know why and I asked him.”

	King was mesmerized. “What did he say?”

	Canna’s cell phone beeped.

	“We gotta go. Sorry. We’ll be back.”

	I nodded and watched them leave. I closed my eyes and tried to block the sound of Sarah Woods’ screams.

	“Hey!”

	My eyes opened and I laughed. It was Kaia Pendleton, as pretty and alive as I remembered her.

	“Nurse Namoi said I could bring you an ice cream.”

	She held out one of the two blue plastic cups she held in her hands. They were filled with ice cream topped off with what looked like canned fruit salad.

	“They call these fruit boats here in Australia. Can I sit on your bed?”

	“Sure.”

	She perched, weighing barely anything, folding her legs under herself on the right corner. She held her spoon in her right hand and seemed to savor every bite.

	“The black dots in there are passion fruit,” she said. “It’s pretty awesome.”

	I started to cry. I couldn’t help it. She was alive. Healthy and alive.

	Kaia leaned forward and threw an arm around me.

	“It’s okay,” she said. “You saved me.”

	This could have been awkward, but it wasn’t. She wasn’t freaked out. In fact, the hug went on until I could feel ice cream dripping onto my chest.

	Kaia laughed and sat back. “You’re supposed to eat ice cream, not wear it.”

	I grinned as she used the back of her hand to swipe at the sticky mess on my hospital gown.

	“Thank you, I’ll keep that in mind.”

	Swatting at my tears, it was hard to be in the moment, but I did it. The spoon felt light as I swept some ice cream into my mouth. Kaia looked pleased that I was enjoying it. She licked her spoon and dipped it back into her bowl. We started eating in sync. She realized it the same moment I did and we raced each other. She licked her spoon again. I licked mine. She touched her spoon to her tongue tip. So did I.

	She made me laugh until ice cream threatened to come up through my nose.

	“What’s going on in here?” Namoi was back, a smile on her face.

	“Eating ice cream,” I said. “I think Kaia and I like these fruit boats.”

	“When you’re better, we’ll go try out a lime spider,” she promised, smoothing down my blanket.

	“A lime spider?” Kaia asked. “What’s that?”

	“You’ll see.”

	Kaia stared into her empty bowl. “Does the ice cream man come by again tomorrow?”

	“Two o’clock,” Namoi said.

	“Cool. See you then, Marshal Honeybone.” Kaia jumped off my bed and gave me a wave.

	Namoi left with her and I reached for the remote. I turned on the TV and saw, to my dismay, that I’d been right.

	Richard Stance hadn’t been recovered. Yet. The solitary arm the rescue crews had recovered belonged to somebody else.

	I felt the ice cream rising in my throat and fought it down.

	He’s dead. He has to be.

	I heard his mad laugh. Remembering how he told me little girls’ screams fueled his fire. I worried about Kaia Pendleton. What will happen to her? Does she have family? Is there somebody alive who loves her?

	Sarah Woods’ parents loved their little girl. They had no idea that a dream island like Bainbridge could be harboring a psychopathic, sadistic-sexual killer who would stalk and claim their little girl.

	“Why us?” they kept asking me. “Why her?”

	In real life, Richard Stance could never have landed a beautiful girlfriend. Not even as a young man. The desire to own, possess, control... mutilate that which he could never really have drove his unquenchable thirst for blood.

	It was a testament to the quality of the Woods family that they never, ever, once asked me, “Why not someone else’s daughter?”

	I closed my eyes again. It’s not my fault. It is not my fault.

	 

	Namoi woke me with another bowl of soup, this one with actual chunks of chook.

	It was dark and I felt chilly and disoriented. I had no idea how much time had passed, but I couldn’t hear those damned laughing birds and lights gleamed in the hallway and from the lamp bolted to the wall above me.

	“Your boss called from Washington D.C. He’s called a couple of times. He said not to worry about a thing. Take all the time you need.” She spoon-fed me with exaggerated care.

	“Do you spoil all your patients this way?”

	“Only the grumpy ones. Open wide.”

	“I’ll feed myself thanks.”

	She narrowed her eyes at me. “I’ll stand by with a hose. Your table manners are disgusting.”

	“Huh. So is your bedside manner.”

	She laughed. “Bad dreams?”

	I held the spoon. The plastic one for the ice cream had been so much easier. “How can you tell?”

	“You tossed and turned and yelled out a couple of times.” She watched me, smoothing down the bedding as was her custom.

	“Are you reducing the meds? I don’t shake as much or as long as I was.”

	“The doctor will talk to you, but yes, we have reduced some. You’ve been on diuretics to lower your blood pressure... beta blockers. You’re doing much better.”

	“Thanks. I feel much better.”

	“You know, it’s a long weekend coming up. Good Friday is a public holiday... Easter is a big thing here. If the doctors give you permission, I was wondering if you’d like to come to my house for a barbecue on Friday night. I work all weekend so my family celebrates on Good Friday.”

	I ran the idea around my brain for about ten seconds. “I would love that, but um... Namoi, I just want to be clear. I think the world of you, but you should know that I’m gay.”

	She looked startled. “You are?”

	“Yes.”

	“Completely?”

	I laughed. “Yes.”

	“The good ones always play for the other team,” she muttered. “It’s okay. You’re still welcome. I have a cousin who’s a poof.”

	“What is it with that word?” I asked.

	She looked blank. “What word?”

	“Poof.”

	She shrugged. “No offense meant. We love him in spite of the fact he wears nail polish and lipstick. I hear he’s thinking of getting snipped.” When she saw my confusion, she added, “Having the sex-change operation. Say, I’ve invited Kaia Pendleton to the barbecue, too.”

	“Great,” I said. “I look forward to it.”

	She took my bowl. I might have imagined it, but she seemed disappointed.

	Lord, get me out of here so I can get back home. I closed my eyes. I heard her tiptoe out of the room.

	“Well, of all the gin joints in the all the world.”

	I opened my eyes and saw the salve to my soul, Rongo Davis. My breath caught, my eyes welled up. Shit. I still had feelings for him. Big ones.

	“Jesus, Honeybone, you busted yourself up pretty good, mate.”

	I tried sitting up straighter as he draped himself into a chair beside me.

	There was a time when we couldn’t keep our hands or mouths off one another. A time when nothing took away the heat—the fire always raging between us. There was a time when he wouldn’t let me get out of bed.

	And then he left me.

	“How are you?” he asked.

	I was too busy checking him out in his skintight jeans, checked shirt and the massive bulge at his crotch. He was in damned good shape, his dark skin radiating good health. It wasn’t so unusual. He always was in good shape, it’s just I hadn’t seen him for a year.

	“Doing better. You got any news, Rongo?”

	He shook his head. “I heard the news and I came running.” His mouth quirked into a lopsided grin.

	“Where have you been working?”

	There was a strained moment when I wondered if he’d tell me. He left me in the dead of night with a note inside the fucking fridge next to the collection of Yoo-Hoo bottles, that next to him, were my life force.

	“Papua, New Guinea.”

	I gaped at him.

	He shrugged. “On an assignment. I’m only there a couple more weeks.”

	I’d run into him only once since he’d left me and that was at a funeral. I brushed the thought aside. His knee was bouncing. He was nervous. He scratched his closely cropped scalp. He kept his hair close to his head, his clothes close to his body and his heart pretty much to himself, too, but dammit, I still respected the hell out of the man.

	A full-blood New Zealand Maori—his parents had been tribal folk who put him through school in Sydney, college in the US and his own brilliance set him on the course of criminal justice. I thought about the apartment we’d shared in Washington, D.C. The apartment I still owned and ostensibly lived in... except that Richard Stance had become my other obsession, taking me across country as he stayed one step ahead of me and my team.

	“Honeybone... look at me.”

	I did.

	“He’s dead. He’s not out there. He’s not coming back. You’ve let him take over your life. I was happy when I heard you found him, but you’ve got to get better and move on.”

	“Like you, right?”

	He took a deep breath. “I deserve that. But look, I couldn’t reason with you. I couldn’t... compete with him.”

	I stared at him, confused. “I wasn’t in love with Richard Stance.”

	“You weren’t really in love with me, either.”

	“Yes, I was.”

	He threw his head back, staring up at the ceiling. “I knew this was a mistake.”

	“Rongo—”

	He looked at me and I saw his pain then. God, it was hard for him seeing me. I don’t know why it surprised me. What the hell is going on? Why did he care what I thought or did? Why had he come?

	“They told me you’re having nightmares and Chris Canna told me you knew the prints weren’t Stance’s. I know what you did to yourself to capture this arsehole—”

	I smiled at the way he always pronounced ass as arse.

	“Listen, you need to cut yourself a break and move on.”

	“Yeah, I heard you the first time. So, who is he?”

	“Who is who?” He sounded weary.

	“The guy you’re with now.”

	He shook his head. “Let’s not do this.”

	“Fine.”

	“Fine,” he echoed. He stood and I watched him leave.

	“Yeah, run away, Rongo.” I saw his shoulders tense, but he didn’t look back at me. He was good for running away.

	“It’s what you do best,” I shouted to the empty room and turned over in my bed.
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