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      Corpses shouldn’t look like angels.

      Special Agent Lei Texeira couldn’t get that thought out of her mind as she shot the body with the Canon. A mane of sun-streaked curls haloed the nineteen-year-old’s colorless face. His mouth was turned up in a bit of a smile, long-lashed eyes almost closed. Muscular, tanned arms, losing their definition in death, contrasted with the crisp white bed linens. His hands were crossed on his chest.

      Her partner, Ken Yamada, usually did the photography work, but he was busy doing that other thing he did so well—calming hysteria. This time, Corby Alexander Hale III’s high-powered parents, Senator and Mrs. Hale.

      Detective Marcus Kamuela, relegated to the sidelines, leaned his big frame against the wall of a huge bedroom cluttered with surfboards, skateboards, and a mountain bike. He finally spoke, and his voice was tight with irritation. “Don’t know why you guys got called in on this one.”

      “We’re investigating a series of suspicious deaths, and with this boy’s parents…It’s political. You know the drill.” Lei spoke apologetically.

      Taking over the case had been recommended by Sophie Ang, their information-technology specialist. The tech agent had spotted a trend of inconsistencies in a series of suicides and accidental deaths, and she’d flagged the boy’s death to FBI Special Agent in Charge Waxman when it came out on the scanner. Given the senator’s position, everything to do with his son’s death was going to be under scrutiny.

      On the bedside table, near the boy’s right hand, was an empty syringe, a strip of rubber tubing, and a “cooking kit” with a smudge of black residue left in the bowl of the spoon. Lei frowned as she assessed the scene—it looked too neat, the body artificially laid out.

      “What do you think? This looks staged to me.” Lei shook curly hair out of her eyes.

      “Agree,” Kamuela said. His voice was brusque.

      “So, who found the body?”

      “The maid. Well, whatevahs.” The Hawaiian detective pushed off the wall. He left, giving her one last “stink eye,” which she pretended not to see, lifting her hand in a goodbye wave. Lei remembered the days of catching a case only to have it snaked by the Feds. Now she was one of them and was relieved to see Kamuela go. She was never entirely relaxed in his company—he was the investigator on a cold case that still had the power to derail her life.

      Ken came to the door. “Detective Kamuela’s not happy to be bumped off the case.  I put him in with the senator, who’s had a bit too much to drink. The boy’s mother locked herself in the restroom.”

      “Poor thing. This kid was so young.” Lei lifted the boy’s right hand off his chest, turned it over, photographed the inside of the arm. No needle marks on the smooth skin, though the mottling of lividity had begun. “Turn his other arm, will you?”

      Ken did so. Rigor had begun to set in, so the arm moved stiffly. No marks on the left arm, either, but a tiny blood dot on the recent injection site. They both straightened up, and Lei lowered the camera. “Where’s the medical examiner?”

      “Fukushima’s a few minutes away. The parents swear he wasn’t a drug user. According to Senator Hale, he was what this room shows—a top-notch surfer and athlete.”

      “He was also left-handed, which isn’t well known.” Kamuela had given Lei the basic profile he’d procured from the first interviews. They both looked at the empty plastic packet, spoon, tubing, lighter, and the needle set on the right side table. There was a second, empty table on the left side of the bed. An injection site into the left arm meant he’d have had to inject himself with his nondominant hand, an awkward position at best.

      “Wonder if we’ll find prints on the cooking kit,” Ken said, his sternly handsome Japanese face set in what Lei liked to call “samurai mode”—straight brows drawn together, jaw tight, mouth a line. “Kamuela might be pissed now, but with the high profile this case is going to generate, he’ll be thanking us later.”

      Dr. Fukushima knocked on the door and entered. Her assistant, pushing the gurney, closed it behind her. A petite woman with a graceful, upright bearing, she padded across the room in proper crime-scene wear—blue paper booties, a coverall, gloves, a hairnet, carrying her black old-fashioned doctor’s bag.

      “What have we here?” she asked. “Are you ready for me?”

      “Looks like a suspicious overdose. Corby Alexander Hale the third, senator’s son, aged nineteen. And yes, we’re ready to start searching the room,” Ken said.

      “I’m done shooting.” Lei put the camera in its case. Ken slid the items beside the boy’s still form into evidence bags as Lei recapped what they knew.

      Fukushima gazed at the body. “Looks posed.”

      “We thought so too.”

      “Hmm. I’m going to want to rule out homicide,” Fukushima said.

      Lei didn’t have time to reply before the door flew open with a bang. Corby Hale’s mother hurtled across the room, throwing herself onto their crime scene. “Corby! Corby!” she wailed.

      Ken and Lei pried her off her son’s body. Alexis Hale, whom Lei had only ever seen perfectly coiffed beside her husband in media releases, appeared unhinged with grief. Ruined makeup smeared her face, and one ear bled onto the collar of her white blouse where it looked as if she’d ripped an earring out.

      She cried the boy’s name again and again, “Corby! Corby!” as if she could haul his spirit back from wherever it had gone. The sound brought the hairs up all over Lei’s body. She wrestled Mrs. Hale into a nearby chair, keeping her there by crossing the woman’s arms and holding them from behind while Ken ran to find Senator Hale. Fukushima fussed around the disturbed body, hastily bagging the boy’s hands lest any trace be lost and then pulling the sheet up to hide him.

      Lei was able to release Mrs. Hale’s arms when she took hold of herself, hands still crossed over her body, and began rocking. She was crying hard now, and Lei patted the woman’s back, making inarticulate soothing noises.  Every phrase she thought of speaking sounded ridiculous.

      Nothing. Nothing could comfort in a moment of loss like this, and Lei had finally learned it was better to say nothing than something insensitive. It had also taken her some years to be able to tolerate the rawness of others’ grief without it activating her own—even now, she slowed her own breathing consciously as Mrs. Hale’s harsh weeping abraded her emotions.

      Senator Hale, pasty under his golfer’s tan and reeking of alcohol, wobbled into the doorway with Kamuela holding him up. Mrs. Hale launched herself from the chair, beating at him with her fists. “This is all your fault! All your fault!”

      Lei and Ken pushed all three into the hall and managed to get the door shut so Dr. Fukushima could get to work in peace, and the next several moments were a blur of managing the fighting, screaming couple, getting them down the hall and into the huge living room, sitting them on separate leather couches like boxers between rounds.

      Lei parked herself beside Mrs. Hale, who had subsided into hiccupping silence, her red-rimmed eyes fixed on her husband. Senator Hale reached for his highball glass from the coffee table, but Kamuela plucked it away first. “I think you’ve had enough, sir.”

      “So, tell us more about yesterday and this morning,” Ken said.

      Mrs. Hale didn’t speak, just kept her venomous gaze on her husband. Senator Hale finally answered, rubbing his eyes with a thumb and forefinger.

      “It’s like I told you. Corby is a student at University of Hawaii at Manoa. He had classes yesterday; he went surfing in the evening. We don’t monitor everything he does anymore, but I knew that because his car was gone.” Lei glanced out the window at the black Xterra parked in the turnaround, stacked high with surfboards. Lucky nineteen-year-old. The waste of his death made her heart squeeze.

      “Anyway, we didn’t know anything was wrong until Jessie went upstairs to wake him for class. She screamed.” Hale got up and went to the sideboard, a handsome koa-wood unit, and splashed more Maker’s Mark into a fresh glass. The agents looked at each other and at Kamuela. Lei knew none of them wanted to incur the senator’s wrath by taking the drink away again.

      “I went up and saw him there. I tried to wake him.” The senator’s hand trembled so violently he couldn’t get the glass to his lips. The liquid splashed over his hand and he set it down. “I called nine-one-one on my cell and went out of the room. I wouldn’t let Alexis see him. I didn’t want her to see him. Dead.”

      Suddenly the senator clapped his hand to his mouth and ran out of the room. Ken followed him, and Lei heard the man retching in the nearby guest bathroom. Kamuela got up. “I’ll go check the perimeter, make sure it’s secure.”

      Lei looked over at Mrs. Hale, pulled a handful of tissues from the mother-of-pearl box on the coffee table, handed them to her. “Your ear is bleeding. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      Mrs. Hale put the tissues against her ear without responding, still staring at the spot where her husband had been.

      “I wonder, was Corby acting any differently lately? Did you have any indications that he was using drugs?”

      “Why is the FBI here?” Alexis Hale suddenly asked.

      Lei took a careful moment to answer—she couldn’t give anything away right now. “Your husband’s high profile immediately bumps the case to a higher level.”

      “Well.” Mrs. Hale seemed to be pulling herself together, having reached some inner conclusion. She smoothed her blond hair, woven with shades from buttercream to platinum, patting it back into some semblance of order, though there was no fix for the spatter of blood on the white blouse from her torn earlobe. She reached over to the expanse of coffee table and tugged another tissue out of the mother-of-pearl dispenser, dabbing mascara out from under her eyes. “He’d been acting different. Quieter. Withdrawn. I thought he was having a tough semester at school, maybe girl trouble. I didn’t pry.”

      Lei had taken her little spiral notebook out of her pocket and she jotted this down. “How long had this been going on?”

      “I noticed a change in him around the beginning of the semester. He started locking his door, didn’t want to join us for dinner. He was listening to all this angry music. Alternative, you know. I thought it was just a phase.”  She suddenly hunched forward, as if from a body blow, and covered her face with her hands. “Oh God.”

      “Please. Mrs. Hale.” Lei laid a hand on her trembling shoulder. “Please help me with this. Maybe we can find some answers.” Even as she said the words, she knew answers were not always comforting—sometimes they just led to more questions, or more heartbreak.

      “It doesn’t matter. He’s gone.” Alexis Hale pulled another handful of tissues out of the dispenser, dabbed her whole face. “Okay. I’ll keep it together for a little longer, just to get you people out of my house.”

      Lei felt the sting of the words but kept her voice soft. “Thank you. I can’t imagine how difficult this is. What kind of girl trouble did you think he was having?”

      She didn’t have time to answer as Ken came back in. “Senator Hale became ill. I helped him to bed. We’ll talk another time.”

      Lei stood up to block Mrs. Hale’s view out the window, where Dr. Fukushima and her assistant were pushing the gurney down the walkway, loaded with the strapped-down black body bag. The wheels of the gurney clattered and Alexis Hale looked up, then shot to her feet and ran to the door.

      Lei followed her, but Mrs. Hale just stood in the doorway and watched them load the body into the ME’s van. The estate was fenced with a monstera-covered coral-stone wall, the giant tropical ivy curling up the ten-foot expanse, and guarded by an electric gate. Kamuela provided some cover from the jostling reporters beyond the gate trying to get the “money shot” with his bulk and intimidating stare. Mrs. Hale turned away as Fukushima slammed the back door of the van and the assistant got behind the wheel.

      “Okay. I’ll see him later,” she muttered to herself, rubbing her arms briskly as she walked back to the living room. Lei trailed her and was grateful when Ken sat beside the grieving woman and picked up the line of questioning. 

      “So you said ‘this is all your fault’ to your husband. What did you mean by that?”

      Alexis Hale straightened her linen slacks, picking at the creases in the fabric. “This. This life in the fishbowl, where everything we do has to be a certain way and everything we say has to be scripted. This life. It was hard for Corby, and it got harder for him the older he got, but neither of us had a choice. We had an image to maintain. My husband’s vision is set high, and we both always knew it.”

      “You mean the White House?” Lei asked. She’d heard rumors to that effect. Senator Hale was even rumored to have a chance at the presidential nomination in a mere four years.

      “Yes. So we lived under a magnifying glass. I had the feeling Corby was getting restless.”

      “He might have turned to drugs to escape, you mean.”

      “Maybe. I wouldn’t have believed it, but  . . .” She seemed unable to go on.

      “Why don’t we call someone for you? We still have to search his room,” Ken said.

      They called Alexis Hale’s sister, and it wasn’t long before they left Mrs. Hale tearfully explaining on the phone and were able to exit. Lei put on a hairnet to restrain her springing curls, unruly in the Kailua humidity.

      “That was fun.” She grimaced as they put on fresh gloves outside the boy’s room.

      “You did well with her.” Ken rarely praised her, so Lei felt the words’ value even more keenly.

      “I’m getting better. I don’t say what I’m thinking the moment it occurs to me anymore.”

      “Hopefully we’ll find something that tells us more about what went on here.” Ken opened the boy’s bedroom door and they stepped inside. He locked the door behind them. “No more interruptions.”

      “Right.” Lei had brought a crime kit, and she opened her well-stocked case and clicked on her light. “I’ll take the bed.”

      “I’ll start at the desk.” Ken headed toward the handsome antique, hidden by a bike propped on its corner.

      Fukushima had bagged the sheets and pillowcase, so Lei scanned the mattress, got down on her knees and looked beneath the bed while Ken rooted through the desk. Two minutes later, as she was fishing a magazine out from under the bed, he said, “Here it is.” He held up a sheet of paper.

      “Yes, here it is,” Lei echoed thoughtfully, her brows pulling together in a frown as she looked at the homosexual erotica magazine in her hands. “Don’t think Mama knows Corby’s taste runs in another direction. This isn’t girl problems I’m looking at.”

      “Interesting. Well, there might be some answers here.” Ken cleared his throat as he read from the sheet he pinched by one corner, printed in a bold script Lei guessed was the boy’s handwriting.

      
        
        “Dear Mom and Dad. I’m so sorry for doing this to you, but the pain I’d cause you if you knew the truth, if the world knew the truth about me, is so much worse. This was the best I could do. I love you, and I’m sorry. Love, Corby.”

        

      

      “So this is a suicide?”

      “Looks like it could be.” Ken slid the paper into an evidence bag.

      “Because he was gay?” Lei held the magazine up so her partner could see it. “I don’t get it. In this day and age, it’s not a big deal for a politician to have a gay son.”

      Ken’s jaw tightened—Lei knew her partner was gay and still in the closet. “No one knows what a struggle it is. Maybe there was more to it. He doesn’t say exactly what the ‘truth’ is.”

      “Maybe his body will tell us more. Fukushima will find anything worth finding. I’m especially interested in the tox panel and blood work.”

      They continued on, moving through a room that documented the life of a golden young man who’d had hidden depths, and other than a further collection of homoerotica stashed in a box in the closet, there was little to show what those had been.

      “Mrs. Hale will need to identify his handwriting,” Lei said, waving the bagged suicide note as they were packing up the evidence that they’d collected—the pile of porn, the note, the drug paraphernalia. “Seems like this is one of those suspicious suicides Ang’s worried about.”

      “More will be revealed.”

      “Well, I might have done okay talking to Mrs. Hale, but I dread telling her it looks like it could be suicide.”

      “I’ll talk to Mrs. Hale.” Ken shouldered the upcoming encounter with his low-key heroism. Lei had come to love that about him—no fanfare or whining; he just did what needed doing whether it was facing down a Mob boss or a grieving mother. In their year and a half of working together, she still learned from him every day.

      Lei moved through the living room, carrying the items they were taking back to the Bureau. Alexis Hale spotted her and hung up on her sister, dropping the phone with a clatter into the cradle.

      “What did you find?” she cried, eyes wide and fastened on the paper evidence bags Lei carried. Ken intercepted her. “We do have something to discuss with you, but please let my partner put away our equipment first.”

      He sat beside her on the acre or so of creamy leather couch, and Lei walked out to the black Bureau Acura nicknamed the “bu-car,” securing the evidence in a small, locked box in the back. She stowed the crime kits and beeped the vehicle locked, aware of the long lenses of the photographers trained on her through the bars of the gate, the voice of a reporter on camera behind her. They were probably Googling her, and she was relieved that even though Kamuela had left in his beige department-issued SUV, he’d left a black-and-white HPD cruiser parked at the gate, barring illegal intrusions.

      Lei hurried back into the house, carrying the small video camera they used for interviews. Mrs. Hale was sipping a glass of water, Ken’s hand on her shoulder, when she returned.

      “Is it okay if we tape this? We need to get a little more information from you, and if we tape we won’t have to reinterview you at headquarters.” This usually worked to allow the taping, and today was no exception.

      “All right.”

      Lei turned on the video, and Ken said to Alexis, “Do you have any samples of Corby’s handwriting we can see?”

      “Why?” Her eyes widened and filled with tears as her hand covered her mouth. “Is there—is there a suicide note?”

      “There appears to be.”

      “No. No.” She shook her head. “No.”

      “It appears to be a suicide note, but there are some inconsistencies at the scene, and we aren’t drawing any immediate conclusions at this time,” Lei said. Ken narrowed his eyes at her, but Lei’s comment worked to distract Alexis.

      “What do you mean? Like, someone else killed my son?”

      Ken pulled her gaze back in his direction. “This is an investigation, Mrs. Hale. We are trying to figure out what happened to Corby, whether accident, suicide, or something else. Please tell us again what you told Agent Texeira before about his behavior and how it had changed.”

      “Yes. Okay.” Mrs. Hale took another sip of water, smoothing her hair with a gesture that also wiped the pain from her face. Lei was again impressed with the woman’s ability to master her emotions. “He’d been withdrawn. Quiet. Pulled away from us. Didn’t want to come to dinner, didn’t want to tell us where he was or who he was with. Like I said before, I thought it was a phase. He was growing up.” She covered her mouth with her hand, closed her eyes. Went on. “I didn’t like all his friends. I didn’t like the online thing.”

      “Online thing?” Lei had cursorily looked around the computer in his room, but they hadn’t taken it since it hadn’t seemed a large part of this outdoorsy young man’s life.

      “Yes. He had some sort of game or something. When he was home, he was always on there, with that awful hard metal music playing. I complained about it, said it was bad for his social life, and he said he was making friends online. People who understood him.”

      Lei barely restrained herself from jumping up to go grab the computer. Instead she stood, out of view of the video recorder, and paced a bit. This was what she and Ken had worked out—she had to move when she was agitated, but he didn’t want her running off in the middle of an interview. They’d also discovered that Lei’s background restlessness seemed to motivate interviewees to talk faster, infusing them with urgency to unburden themselves. Mrs. Hale was no exception.

      “I think maybe this is connected with that online thing. I don’t know, but he was so secretive about it.”

      Lei could well imagine that if it was some kind of gay chat room or porn-sharing site, Corby certainly wouldn’t have wanted his mother to know about it. “We’ll need to take his computer.”

      “Of course. Just find out what happened. And I’d like a copy of that note, if you can get us one as soon as possible. I want my husband to see what his work did to us.”

      “Yes. I’ll fax a copy to you as soon as we are done processing the paper,” Ken said. “But what do you mean about your husband’s work?”

      “It took over our lives. I think we made too many sacrifices for my husband’s ambition. I, for one, am done.”

      Lei felt conflicted hearing this, hoping Mrs. Hale was just venting her grief in anger. The senator was a popular lawmaker, known for his environmental policies and trying to bring Hawaii into the forefront of ecotourism, even make the little island state a power player in national policy. This loss could derail his bright career and have repercussions on a national scale.

      “I hope you will just take some time to grieve,” Lei said. “I hope you will turn to each other and not against each other. You’ve both lost your son.”

      Alexis Hale looked at Lei a long moment, blue eyes narrowed. “You have no idea what I’ve lost. I’ll go get you those handwriting samples.” She got up and walked out.

      Just then Jessie the maid, a pretty Filipina girl in a bright fitted muumuu, opened the living room door, admitting a weeping blond woman. “Mrs. Hale’s sister,” she said.

      Lei pointed down the hall. “She went to the bedroom.”

      It hadn’t escaped Lei or Ken that the Hales had separate bedrooms. The woman ran down the hall, and they heard the noisy greeting of the sisters. Ken stood, pressed Off on the video camera.

      “Let’s get back to the office, brief SAC Waxman. I’ll get the handwriting samples from Mrs. Hale.”

      “I’ll get the computer.”

      Back in the boy’s room, Lei unplugged his laptop, detaching it from a monitor, printer and Internet ports. Taped to the side of the printer was a Post-it with a series of passwords.

      “How handy,” she whispered. “Thanks, Corby.”

      Lei took a last look around the room, the life already gone from it, the stripped bed a stark reminder. She felt her chest go tight with sorrow, and she walked out with the computer in her arms. The only thing she could do for the young man was investigate—but she had a feeling Corby’s parents weren’t going to like the answers they found.
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      Ken carried the computer and Lei, the rest of the packaged evidence, as they rose in the elevator of the Prince Kuhio Federal Building to the tenth-floor FBI offices. The door opened on the gracious lobby with its marble floors, leather couch, and fan of Guns & Ammo magazines on the coffee table, a fresh-faced New Agent Trainee behind the bulletproof glass booth. The NAT, Amit Gupta, a clean-cut young Indian man, gave a big grin at the sight of them. “Let me help!” he exclaimed, coming out of the cubicle.

      “We got it,” Lei said, smiling back. It wasn’t that long since she’d been sitting where Amit was, and she still remembered the boredom of answering phones and running background checks, which went with the training period—a period that had been extended especially for her due to some procedural mishaps on a case.

      Ken waited, his arms full as she juggled her armload of packages, fumbling for her ID badge. Amit took it from her, swiping it through the lock that opened the steel-cored automatic door leading to Bureau headquarters.

      Lei took back her badge. “Thanks, Amit.” The NAT nodded and went back into the booth as Ken and Lei’s black athletic shoes squeaked down the hall.

      Marcella poked her elegant head out of her office. “Lei, stop a minute. I want you to meet someone.”

      “Let me drop these off first.”

      “Sure.” Marcella pulled back into her office. Lei noticed the blind was down over the door as she passed, and she frowned. Who could be in there? Marcella sometimes liked to “surprise” her, like the time she’d tried to set Lei up again with Alika Wolcott, whom she’d disastrously dated, at the gym. Lei was still in limbo relationship-wise.

      Lei had chosen her career in the FBI and left her boyfriend Michael Stevens behind on Maui. Ever the gentleman rescuer, heartbroken and rebuffed, Stevens had married Anchara Mookjai to help the Thai woman get citizenship. While Stevens and Anchara had tried to make their marriage work, Lei’s career choice of the FBI had been rocky.

      After they’d worked through the drama of his doomed marriage last year, Stevens had gone back to Maui and she’d buckled down and focused on regaining her credibility at the Bureau while they waited for his wife Anchara’s citizenship to come through. They were in touch, but only minimally, as phone calls and Skyping just reminded them both how hard it was to wait to be together. Both of them had plenty to do at work without stirring up emotions.

      “Let’s use Workroom One,” Ken said. “I want to get the case file going, and we can inventory these items before we brief Waxman.”

      “Okay.” They turned into the workroom, a functional space with a locked temporary evidence locker, worktables with bright halogen lights over them, computer stations, and various analysis equipment. Lei was eager to fingerprint the heroin kit and the suicide note, but she’d told Marcella she’d be back. “I’ll just be a minute,” she said, stowing her armload of evidence in the locker.

      “You can leave it unlocked. I still have to inventory it,” Ken said, setting down the computer on a table. “I’ll take this down to Information Technology in a minute, see how soon Sophie can take a look at it.”

      “Sounds like a plan. I’ll be right back,” Lei said. She grabbed a water bottle out of the little fridge and hurried back to Marcella’s office. She knocked on the door and gave it a push. It swung inward and bumped into Marcus Kamuela. Wrapped in his arms, looking disheveled and thoroughly kissed, was Marcella.

      They sprang apart. “Uh—this is Marcus Kamuela, Lei. My boyfriend.”

      Lei felt a hollowing under her sternum. “The night marchers walking over her tummy” as her aunty Rosario used to say. Of all the people in the world to be dating her best friend, why did it have to be the detective investigating that nemesis from her past, the Kwon murder? “We’ve met. Saw each other this morning, in fact. Hi again.”

      “I didn’t realize you were the friend Marcella’s always talking about,” Kamuela said, looking a little sheepish as he straightened his shirt. “Sorry I was irritated this morning. I hate to miss a case.”

      “I know how you feel about your cases,” Lei said, remembering Kamuela’s hard cop face in front of the television cameras on the day Charlie Kwon was murdered. She and Kamuela had had a conversation outside Kwon’s apartment a year later about the unsolved case. The murder of her childhood molester still held the potential to ruin her life. Lei pasted a smile on her face. “So this is the mystery detective you’ve been dating, Marcella. Turns out Marcus and I met when I first got to the Bureau.”

      “Well.” Marcella smoothed escaped bits of hair from what she called the “FBI Twist” back into their pins. “I wanted to be sure Marcus and I were going to . . . you know. Be a thing.  Before I introduced you.”

      “She’s commitment phobic,” Kamuela said, with that crooked, attractive white grin Lei had noticed more than once.

      “Well, happy for you guys,” Lei said. “Listen, I’d better get back…”

      “So when is Stevens coming over? We need to do something together, a double date or something,” Marcella said.

      “I’m not sure.” Lei lifted the water bottle in a little toasting gesture. “I’ll let you know. Well, gotta run. Carry on.” She pulled the door shut on Marcella’s laugh, imagining Kamuela sweeping her friend back into his arms and continuing to mess up her hair with kisses.

      It made Lei feel a little sick with loneliness and worry. What if Kamuela ever connected her with the Kwon murder? It would devastate Marcella and drive a wedge between all of them.  Lei had confronted the pedophile in his apartment on the day he was shot, dressed in a disguise Marcella had unwittingly given her.

      Lei ducked into the unisex bathroom and flipped the lock on the door. She did a nervous pee, washed her hands. Her oval face with its sprinkle of cinnamon freckles reflected pale in the silver metal of the paper towel dispenser as she yanked out a handful of towels, running a little water on them and patting her face.

      Lei’s full mouth tightened as she remembered Charlie Kwon: her mother’s boyfriend, drug pusher, and pedophile. Just when she started to forget about it, his unsolved murder would bubble up with its taint of the past. Charlie Kwon, on his knees in front of her with his eyes shut, saying, “Do what you came to do!”

      The Glock had wobbled wildly as she absorbed the blow that he didn’t even remember who she was, and she was frightened that she might actually shoot him by accident. She’d hit him with the weapon and he’d folded up like a beach chair, unconscious but alive.

      Someone had come in after her and shot him point-blank. If she was ever identified as the woman seen leaving Kwon’s building, all she had was her disguise and a gunshot-residue-free pair of yellow rubber gloves to say she hadn’t killed him.

      Her curly hair was a disaster after being held captive in a hairnet for an hour or so. She took a couple of handfuls of water and splashed it on, scrunching the frizz back into ringlets. This took some effort, and she couldn’t help remembering Stevens’s voice, full of affection as he pulled on a curl, watching it stretch and spring back as he said, “Your hair. It’s like a pet or something.”

      Oh, to be in Stevens’s arms, stealing a kiss behind a closed door like Kamuela and Marcella. It would be heaven. They’d decided not to sleep together while he was married, but there’d been many times Lei had wished she could just hop on a plane and go over to Maui and spend a weekend with him.

      She’d earned this purgatory. Seeing Marcella’s happiness just reminded her of all she was missing. 

      It was just better not to think about it.
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      Sophie Ang sat in her computer bay with three large screens ranged around what she called “the cockpit.” The low lighting of the FBI’s information-technology floor, the sound-deadening walls and carpet, gave the space a womblike feel—but the cool temperature kept the computers humming and agents alert.

      And right now, Sophie was feeling more than alert—she was what she’d heard called “wired in.” Time seemed to stop, and she entered a state of total synchronicity between the computers, her brain, and her body. Sophie called it “the zone.” If she could have, she’d be plugged directly into the mainframe, but such technology didn’t yet exist. She knew it was only a matter of time, and she’d be one of the first to sign up.

      Sophie had a mug of strong Thai tea at her elbow, and her long golden-brown fingers flew over the keys as she typed in the latest information on Corby Alexander Hale III direct from the scene, piped to her from Lei and Ken through their secure laptop. The photos Lei had taken, their notes, pictures of the suicide note, porn, and heroin kit all flowed through her fingers into the program she’d built.

      She’d named it DAVID. The Data Analysis Victim Information Database was designed to analyze crimes into trend-driven subgroups. Unbound by geography or human bias, DAVID was able to mine law-enforcement databases and use statistical probability to hunt down trends that would be missed any other way—and this time, she was finding a trend with an 80-percent confidence ratio.  She could add and take away variables that reconfigured the data based on information as it came in. Nationwide, there was an uptick in suicides. Suicides with inconsistencies.  Suicides that weren’t really suicides.

      Sophie still vividly remembered watching the news report a few weeks ago that had caught her interest—a series of odd suicides in Portland. One of the victims, a woman with chronic depression who’d overdosed on sleeping pills, looked uncannily like Sophie’s mother.

      When she’d entered all the data and hit Submit, DAVID hummed a long moment, the screen blank.

      DAVID didn’t produce conclusions. It used a probability algorithm that had taken her almost a year to write to provide a percentage of confidence that a given hypothesis was true or false. She had typed in the code for “suicide,” having ruled out accidental death herself because of the note and posed quality of the body.

      A window popped open: “30-percent chance suicide.”

      That made it 70-percent probable that Corby Alexander Hale III had been murdered, or assisted in his suicide by someone else—still technically murder.

      Sophie pushed back from her bay and stood up, stretching her arms high above her head, arching her back. She bent back down to lay her palms flat on the plastic chair guard on the floor. Other agents dotted around the room didn’t look up; they were used to Sophie’s frequent workout breaks.

      At five foot nine and a hundred and fifty pounds, Sophie Ang was a tall woman with a rangy build and the long muscles of an athlete. She wore loose black rayon pants and a stretchy white blouse with black rubber-soled athletic shoes, well within Bureau guidelines but an outfit that was all about comfort. 

      Sophie rolled an exercise ball out from under her desk and lay backward, arching all the way over it to stretch. She picked up and crossed two dumbbells on her chest and began a series of sit-ups. When she’d done a hundred, she put down the weights, turned over on her stomach, rolled the ball down to her feet, and did a hundred push-ups.

      It was hard to keep fit at a desk job, but Sophie loved mixed martial arts too much to let sitting all day make her soft. After she joined the FBI and learned combat skills, she discovered the Women’s Fight Club at her local gym, and she’d been hooked on the intense sport that was a combination of boxing, wrestling, and martial arts.

      As Sophie did the push-ups, her busy brain ticked over this new information on the Hale case—information she knew Special Agent in Charge Waxman wouldn’t like. In fact, she still had the DAVID program under wraps. She dreaded the moment she had to tell the SAC she was running her own software on the Bureau servers. Truth was

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/palm-trees.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/palm-trees-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/twisted-vine-003.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR
A PARADISE CRIME M:

-

TOBY NEAL






