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      It was a beautiful day to steal an airplane.

      Special Agent Leilani Texeira put her hands on her hips and scanned the wide-open bay of the vast steel storage building Paradise Airlines owner Max Smiley used as a hangar and big-boy toy box. Her partner, Ken Yamada, photographed the area: smooth cement floor dotted with a few drops of oil where the ultralight plane had been parked. Ceiling-mounted racks of already-rigged windsurf sails hung above a row of quad vehicles and dirt bikes, all neatly parked in metal stanchions. Along the far wall, a row of shiny antique roadsters gleamed.

      “It should be right here.” Smiley’s caterpillar-thick gray brows were drawn together into a single untrimmed hedgerow over narrowed blue eyes. He stamped his foot for emphasis. “Right here.”

      Lei walked to the door opening, a rolling garage-style retracted up on a track in the ceiling. The weather was perfect for flying, sunny and still. A blacktopped landing strip merged seamlessly with the floor of the steel barn. The narrow airstrip was edged with tasteful palms and bird-of-paradise, and a series of volcanic-rock stepping stones wound to the turquoise sea. Lei felt the sun, softer in the humid Kaneohe area of Oahu, beating on the top of her curly head. She fished mirrored aviators out of her pocket, slipped them on as she turned back to Smiley.

      “You said the house is clear?”

      “He got in while we were sleeping. I went through the house when I saw what he did, then came out here.”

      “Do you always leave this unlocked?” She indicated the hasp of the sectioned door, hanging free and unmarked.

      “Yeah. I’ve got a locked security gate and the fence goes to the beach. Theft hasn’t been a problem in this area. But whoever did this knew about aircraft and flew my plane right out of here, goddamn it!” Smiley’s full face got redder. “You can bet I’m going to lock it from now on. Come see what he did to the house.”

      Lei looked over at Ken, who was finishing up with a couple of shots of the open door of the hangar. “We’ll come back and dust for prints,” he said, walking beside Smiley as the mogul led the way to the huge beach house that sprawled against a grassy knoll. “We’ll need pictures of the aircraft and any other identifying information you can give us.”

      The house was done in a classic island style, and Lei couldn’t help but like the wide, deep roofline that sheltered a porch that ran the length and breadth of the house. The lanai was dotted with Adirondack chairs in weathered cedar, pointed toward the stunning view of beach and sky.

      “How the other one percent lives,” she muttered in aside to Yamada.

      Smiley advanced to a bank of glass sliders that fronted the house and pushed one open. Inside, glossy tile covered by woven lauhala matting ended at a stainless-steel modern kitchen. He made a dramatic gesture.

      “Look at this!” he exclaimed. “He’s taunting me!”

      Bold block printing—probably Sharpie—in a street-graffiti style decorated the shiny steel refrigerator.

      
        
        YOU STOLE FROM ME.

        NOW I’M STEALING FROM YOU.

        HAOLE.

      

      

      The Hawaiian word for Caucasian, not a complimentary sentiment, was followed by a smiley face. Ken lifted the Canon 7D, soundlessly clicking away as Lei took a little spiral notebook out of the pocket of her slacks.

      “I wonder if that drawing is about your name, or if it means something else. Have you seen this graffiti anywhere at Paradise Air? Do you have any ideas who could be involved?”

      “Maybe.” Smiley reached for the door of the fridge.

      Lei waved him back. “We need to get prints off there, too.”

      “I already opened it before. He took some food.” Smiley withdrew his hand. “I think it was one of my employees. I’ve gotten some hate mail lately. I already told all this to the police officers that first came.”

      “I’m sorry for the repetition, sir. The case was bumped to the Bureau due to the stolen aircraft aspect and your high profile as the company’s owner. We’ll need to take a look at any and all negative correspondence you have,” Ken said.

      A woman burst into the room from a bedroom suite off to the left. Lei’s hand fell to her weapon at the intrusion.

      “Max, Angel’s missing! I’m looking everywhere and I can’t find her!”

      “Is this a kidnapping now?” Lei asked Smiley, whose ruddy face had gone pale.

      “It might as well be,” he growled, embracing the distraught woman who’d flung herself into his arms. “Angel’s our dog. Chihuahua. She’s our baby.”

      “Well, shit, it could be worse,” Lei said, even as her heart squeezed, remembering her Rottweiler, Keiki. Ken shot her a quelling glance, but it was too late.

      “It couldn’t be worse, goddamn it,” Smiley bawled. “Some asshole broke into my house and stole my plane and my dog! Find the sonofabitch, and find him now!”

      Lei felt the blush that had always been her undoing in the tingling of her scalp, a pink wave of color moving up her olive-skinned, freckled face. Somehow in her mixed heritage of Hawaiian, Japanese, and Portuguese, the outspoken, impulsive Portagee part was what always got her in trouble.

      And though she’d said it could be worse, she knew the pain of losing a dog firsthand.

      Even in the heat, Ken’s gray summer-weight FBI suit hung in perfect lines from his chiseled frame as he moved to stand beside her. His stern face projected authority and competence.

      “Calm down, sir. We’re at the very beginning of the investigation. I’m sure we’ll be able to track down your plane and dog in short order. Why don’t you and your wife take a break while we do a walk-through, see what we can see? You two can make us a list of what you know is missing.”

      Smiley pulled his wife over onto the couch, looped a ham like arm over her. She was still in her nightgown, the old-fashioned kind with a tucked neckline, thin cotton printed in sprigs of roses. A jumble of silver-blond hair spilled over his hands as he patted her back and muttered gruff, soothing noises into her ear as she cried on his neck.

      Emmeline Smiley appeared to have been hit hard by the burglary, or at least by the loss of the dog. Lei felt a little pang as she turned to Ken. “Where first?”

      “Wherever there might be something worth stealing.” Ken addressed Smiley. “Do you have a home safe?”

      Smiley pointed down the hallway his wife had entered from. Lei and Ken headed toward it, Lei, as the junior agent, trailing slightly behind. They kept their hands on their weapons and checked each opulent room.

      Several bedrooms, each more luxurious than the last, opened off the short hall. A pair of double doors bisected the end of the passageway, and Ken pulled one door open while Lei turned into the room, weapon in “low ready” position, finger alongside the trigger, aimed down and away from her partner.

      Empty.

      The room was traditionally furnished: green-shaded lawyer’s lamp over a burled-wood desk, thick red carpet, a gas fireplace, and a pair of leather recliners fronting a flat-screen TV. A pool table and a wet bar completed the male sanctuary.

      The two agents moved into the room. Double French doors (locked, Lei checked, pushing down lightly with a tissue from the desk) faced out to the ever-present ocean view. A large oil painting, a front view of the beach house, hung on the wall behind the desk.

      “Seems a likely spot.” Ken reholstered his sidearm, carefully lifted the painting off the wall with tissues. Lei inspected the shiny steel surface of the wall safe, her tilted brown eyes reflecting back as her straight brows pulled together in concentration. She touched the dial with a tissue. It didn’t budge.

      “Still locked.”

      They rejoined the couple in the living room, where Smiley produced a file folder on the ultralight. Ken handed Lei the photos of the aircraft after he inspected them. Lei frowned. It was a sleek, chrome-colored shape, every inch a miniature airplane, with a propeller, a twenty-five-foot wingspan, tiny wheels, and a Plexiglas bubble over the cockpit.

      “This looks like a real plane,” she said. “I thought ultralights were more like bicycles with wings. Does it run on special fuel?”

      “The Hummel is a kit. I built it myself. And no, it runs on ordinary gasoline.” Apparently, for twenty thousand dollars, the kit could be ordered online and shipped right to anyone’s home.

      They left for the FBI main office in Honolulu in the Bureau’s black Acura SUV after issuing a Be on Lookout for a missing ultralight aircraft: one sleek silver Hummel Ultracruiser, Model H-3443. Also missing were half a ham, a loaf of bread, six hundred dollars in cash left out for the housekeeper to do the shopping, and one teacup Chihuahua named Angel.
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      “This could get interesting,” said Lei, sorting the stack of hate mail Smiley had given them into chronological order as Ken drove back to the Bureau headquarters in Honolulu. Stowed behind her seat was a crime kit filled with various samples and fingerprint slides and photographs of the plane and the dog.

      “One thing about the Bureau. Nothing’s ever boring.” Lei knew Ken had ten years at the Bureau, paired with her for his strong closure rate and adherence to protocol—Special Agent in Charge Waxman had apparently heard rumors about Lei’s rule-bending ways.

      Lei liked that Ken had been recruited out of Columbia as an undergrad but had grown up in Hawaii and was able to “blend,” using pidgin when it helped a case. As a native to Hawaii, too, she had some of the same advantages but came from a much rougher background.

      This whole FBI thing was Marcella’s fault, Lei thought as she sorted the stack of letters. Special Agent Marcella Scott, whom she’d met on one of her cases as a police officer, had become a friend and had been the one to recruit her to the Bureau. Not a day went by that Lei didn’t wonder if she’d made the right decision.

      One hand crept into her pocket, and she withdrew the round metal talisman she always carried—a bit of hammered, melted white gold embedded with a roughness of diamonds. She rubbed it, thinking of faces she’d loved and lost.

      Ken glanced over. “What’s that?”

      “Ancient history.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “Spill.” They’d been paired for only a few weeks, and there were a lot of gaps in the story she’d told him when they first met.

      “Why?”

      “Partners. Gotta know the good, the bad, and the ugly. So I know how to look out for you, and vice versa.”

      “You first.”

      “Okay. Only child. Attended Punahou. Favorite color is FBI blue.”

      “Pfft. That’s all in the bio. Gimme a real secret. So I know you trust me like you’re asking me to trust you.”

      A long moment passed. Finally, “I’m gay.” His warrior’s face looked out the window, turned away from her.

      “Damn. My gaydar’s usually pretty good and it totally missed you.” She said it with a smile.

      “I’m with the Bureau. Last frontier of ‘don’t ask, don’t tell.’”

      “Okay, then. I still have a touch of PTSD from my past—abused as a kid. It acts up sometimes. This helps.” She held up the disc.

      “What is it?” Ken reached for it, but she put it back in her pocket.

      “Just a gift from a friend.” Lei wasn’t ready for quite that much disclosure. “So, what do you think about our burglar?”

      “What do you think?” Ken was still testing her, checking her reasoning.

      “Might be a kid, or an adult trying to seem like one. Probably not a crime of opportunity, because most burglars wouldn’t know how to fly that ultralight. With the graffiti, it looks like the Smileys were targeted. Someone’s got an ax to grind—and some impulse-control problems, evidenced by the grabbing of the dog.”

      Ken inclined his head in agreement. “I bet we find something in the hate mail. This unsub’s got exposure to aircraft, probably either an employee or family member of an employee. What do you think the smiley face means?”

      Lei thought about the scribbled symbol. “Let me look at the photos.” She reached back and picked up the Canon, scrolled through the photos of the scene and magnified the one of the graffiti. “The mouth isn’t actually smiling. It’s kind of got a hook at the end.”

      “We’ll go over everything at the station and I can take a good look again. I remember that, though. It’s not exactly a smile. What about the haole tagline?”

      “Either he’s a local or trying to seem like one. Could actually be Caucasian and trying to throw us off.”

      They pulled up at the downtown Prince Kuhio Federal Building, entering the underground garage. Ken ran their keycard across the scanner, which allowed them to pass a guard box. A few minutes later, they rose in the elevator to the tenth floor, where the Bureau had its offices.

      Lei had spent her first four months in the Bureau at Quantico, Virginia, doing intensive training and the last six months on New Agent Trainee probation. During that time, she’d run background checks and done interviews of applicants to the Bureau, interspersed with grunt work at various field offices around the country before this posting, the one Marcella had set her up for.

      She was finally feeling a little more comfortable in the relatively posh building after years as a police officer in a variety of well-worn headquarters. The FBI office’s glossy setting, with marble floors, leather seating, a coffee table, and a receptionist in a bulletproof booth, still felt way too slick. She and Ken lifted a hand to the receptionist—actually a NAT, as she had recently been. They ran keycards across another scanner, and the interior doors, stainless steel behind faux wood paneling, whooshed open.

      Lei’s black athletic shoes squeaked as they walked down the hall, the sound a marked contrast to the tippety-tap of Marcella’s heels as her friend hurried out of her office.

      “Lei! I hear you guys pulled the Smiley burglary—I wanted that one!”

      “She’s got to cut her teeth on something, and it looks like an easy one,” Ken said.

      “I’m still not over running into you every day,” Marcella said to Lei, a smile lighting her face as she fisted hands on hips. The senior agent always looked as if she’d stepped off the cover of Vogue—the severe FBI “uniform” somehow enhancing a curvy figure, golden tan, and tiny waist. The only nonregulation thing Marcella always wore were glamour shoes—today’s were pointy-toed slingbacks.

      Lei pushed her curly, frizzing hair back, a marked contrast to Marcella’s smooth, dark updo. Ken went on to their office with the crime kits and camera.

      “It’s great being in the same building, at least—and this case is interesting. It’s nice to get away from all those applicant screenings they had me doing during probation.”

      “Ken’s a good partner for you. He’ll keep you honest, show you the ropes.” Marcella gave Lei’s arm a little tug, pulling her into the spare little cubicle she shared with her partner, Matt Rogers. “Got a minute?’

      “Just a minute. Ken’s going to want to go over all the evidence we collected, get our casework started.”

      “Okay. So—have you heard from Stevens?”

      Lei blushed for the second time that day, a crimson wave. Even though Marcella knew all there was to know about her bumpy love life with Detective Michael Stevens on Maui, she couldn’t suppress the reaction to his name. Her hand slid into her pocket, rubbing the white-gold disc.

      “No. I told you we broke up when I left. We haven’t stayed in touch. He told me he wasn’t waiting for me when I left for the Academy. It’s been a year now, and I’ve been waiting for the right time to…look him up.”

      Stevens was her first love, and they’d been living together on Maui when she left him to join the FBI, a move that had seemed a fatal parting of the ways—but things had worked out as she’d hoped, and postprobation, she’d been posted in Honolulu. She’d been procrastinating, hoping for a good excuse to call him.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t bother.” Something in Marcella’s voice made Lei snap her head up to look at her friend. Marcella’s strong-boned face was set, her full mouth a tight line and arched brows pulled together in a frown. “He’s married.”

      “What?” Lei felt the blood drain out of her face. Her vision telescoped, black encroaching around a circle that centered on one of Marcella’s concerned brown eyes. It’s the PTSD—breathe, she told herself. Her fingers curled, pinching her thigh through the light fabric of her slacks, hard, and pain grounded her. She sucked in a breath. “What did you say?”

      “He’s married.” Marcella reached into the small refrigerator beside her desk, splashed water from a filtration carafe into a wax-paper cup, handed it to Lei. Lei brought it to numb lips, sipped. “He married that Thai girl you guys rescued from the cruise ship. Anchara.”

      “No.” Lei shook her head. “No. He wouldn’t.” She sipped again. She couldn’t feel anything. Anywhere. Her mind refused to process the words her friend was saying.

      Marcella click-clacked over to close the door of the office behind Lei, rolling down the blind over the glass window. “I heard it from the Kahului detectives. You remember Gerry Bunuelos, right? Anyway, I had to call over, and he told me this morning. It wasn’t recent either—they got married six months ago. Apparently, the woman was going to be deported. Her political asylum application was denied. He told Gerry that he did it to get her a green card, but they’ve tightened up on that so much the INS has to be convinced it’s a real marriage. And they seem convinced.”

      Lei took another sip of water. Her hand trembled, and the water spilled out onto her shoes, down her slacks. She’d known the chance she was taking when she left for the Academy. She vividly remembered the morning she’d left, when she handed the leash of her beloved Rottweiler, Keiki, to Michael Stevens and got on a plane for Quantico.

      She’d struck him a heart-blow that day. It had looked to be a near-mortal one, reflected in the pale granitelike set of his jaw, the arctic blue of his shadowed eyes. He’d accepted the leash she handed him in the parking lot of the airport. Keiki had sat on muscular haunches and leaned her bulk against Stevens’s leg. Her triangle ears twitched, worried eyes tracking Lei, sensing Lei’s distress. A whimper rumbled in her wide chest.

      Lei heard him say the words: “I won’t wait for you. I can’t wait for you and keep hoping we’ll want the same thing.”

      The same thing. Marriage. Kids.

      Lei had heard the words. But that didn’t mean she’d believed them. She’d walked away, confident that no matter what he said, he’d wait for her. The hardest thing to leave at that moment had been Keiki, who’d let out an anguished bark as Lei walked into the airport building.

      The next thing Lei knew, she was sitting on a hard plastic chair next to Marcella’s desk, her head between her knees, Marcella’s hand on the back of her neck and her friend’s voice in her ear. “Breathe. In. Out. In. Out.”

      A knock came at the door. “Just a minute!” Marcella snarled. Lei sucked another breath, straightened up.

      She’d deal with this later. Much later. Preferably never.

      “I’m okay. I just need to get back to work.” Lei stood, walked over, and opened the door. Ken Yamada stood there, a crease between his brows.

      “What’s up?”

      “Nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing. Her ex married someone else,” Marcella said to Ken.

      “I’ll be fine. Thanks for the update, Marcella,” Lei tossed over her shoulder as she hurried down the shiny hall.
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      A bright halogen lamp was already on, bathing the workroom table in harsh brilliance. Lei snapped on latex gloves. She took a fresh evidence box out from a folded stack under the table and wrote the newly assigned case number on the label.

      Lei took each letter from the stack Max Smiley had given them, carefully unfolded it, and photographed each with its matching envelope and a small numbered tag she set beside the letter so it would show in the photograph.

      The room was equipped with two workstations, a long table, a whiteboard against one wall, and a huge window that looked at the ocean—the Federal Building fronted the water on one side. The bulletproof reflective coating on the glass cast a bluish shade to everything in a room already toned in gray.

      Ken came in. She glanced up at his frowning face. “Sure you’re okay?”

      “I will be,” Lei said. “I just need to keep working.”

      “Okay. I’m here if you want to talk about it.”

      “No thanks.” She blinked and blurriness receded; the letter in front of her came clear again. “Thanks for asking, though.”

      From behind her she could hear the tappety-tap of the keyboard as Ken uploaded the photos from the scene and began the ongoing log that would be part of the investigation at every stage. When they had their report well underway, they would email it on the secure internal server to their special agent in charge, Ben Waxman.

      Lei watched her hands move through the mechanics of organizing the letters, battening down her pain and racing thoughts, the series of images of Anchara and Stevens together that her mind had begun playing. She had a job to do. She needed to focus on the task at hand. She placed each letter with its envelope on the table and left them spread out. When she had them cataloged, she sat down to read and study them.

      “I don’t see many postmarks on these,” she commented. Most of the letters were typed on cheap computer paper, and most of the envelopes simply read “Smiley” or “Mad Max.” A few of them had been mailed to the airline mogul care of general delivery—from nearby areas.

      None of the letters were addressed specifically to the estate they’d visited.

      “There’s a mail slot for each employee at the airline headquarters. Remember what he said? Most of his hate mail came via the suggestion box in the lounge, or in his mail slot. Some were mailed, but he’s done a good job of concealing his home address,” Ken said.

      “Which makes the unsub’s ability to find the house even more interesting. Probably narrows the pool of possibilities quite a bit.” Lei sorted the letters into different piles: possible threat, simple complaints, definite threat, workplace suggestions. “He doesn’t appear to be beloved with the employees.”

      “Yeah. I see interviewing down at the headquarters as a priority.”

      “Looks like he’s been manipulating people’s hours so they don’t qualify for health insurance, and he cut health care benefits to the bone.” Lei frowned as she made a separate pile for the health care complaints. “We’re one of the few states with mandatory health benefits for anyone who works more than twenty hours a week—but Smiley is finding a way around it. You ready to come look at these with me?”

      “Almost there. Uploading all the fingerprints from the scene now. I’ll start the program scanning for matches, then come take a look.”

      Lei picked up the Definite Threat pile. “So here are three letters threatening bodily harm to Smiley if they ever get him alone. These aren’t signed.”

      Ken hit a couple more keys, then came to sit on one of the chairs beside her. “Interesting. Even the ones just protesting company policy aren’t signed. That tells me no one feels safe speaking up.”

      “This seems like the kind of workplace that could generate an employee shooting or something.”

      “I’ll see if our NAT at the front office can work up a financial report on the company. Smiley’s airline is doing well financially in a tough market. Looks as if he’s cut corners in the personnel area. Be right back.” Ken left.

      A handwritten letter caught her eye.

      “You stole from me, and I’m going to find a way to take from you.” The letter was signed with a hook-mouthed smiley face.

      “I think I found you,” Lei whispered as she sprayed the plain lined binder paper with ninhydrin, but nothing fluoresced. Damn. She set the incriminating letter aside and went on to the rest of them.

      Ken strode back in with his quick grace. He snapped on a pair of gloves and pulled a rolling stool over. “Greg is working on the employee records. The airline keeps most of that in hard copy though, so he has them photocopying the records for us and they’ll be ready for pickup in an hour or so. I was thinking maybe you could pick them up on your way home, get started reading this evening.”

      “Sounds good.” Lei slid the suspicious letter over to him. “Check this out.”

      “This looks like a real candidate.” Ken studied the letter. “You get the prints off this?”

      “There weren’t any. Got some others, though.”

      “Okay. I’ll get the database looking for a match.” He hopped up, got the computer working, and rejoined her at the table. “People are so used to seeing CSI crank out the matches on these things, they don’t realize it’s usually at least an hour for every set of prints.”

      He slid a square of matte-finished glass over the paper on the next one they photographed. “Try this when you’re shooting from now on. It should help you with the crinkles in the paper.”

      “Okay.” Lei watched him photograph the next one, and together they worked through the remaining stack, uploading the prints and setting the search protocol to go. The desk phone rang and Lei answered it.

      “Agent Texeira here.” Saying her title still felt a little awkward.

      “Agent Texeira, the Paradise Air office called. The employee records are ready for pickup.”

      “Sounds good. Thanks, Greg.” Greg, the NAT, had a nicer phone manner than she remembered having. Lei put the phone down and realized her stomach was rumbling. The digital clock on the wall read 4:00 p.m., and she’d never had lunch. Or breakfast either, come to think of it.

      “Done.” Ken set down the camera.

      “The records are ready for pickup. I think I’ll go by and get them, pick up something to eat, and work on reading them at home, like you said.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll call you as soon as we have anything on the prints.”

      Lei headed down the hall. Through the glass insert in her friend’s door, she could see Marcella hunched over her phone at her desk. Spotting Marcella brought back the painful memory of her friend’s news. She gave a quick wave, hoping not to have to talk about it again, and headed for the elevator.

      “Have a good evening, Agent Texeira.” Greg, square-jawed and friendly behind the bulletproof glass, insisted on smiling at her. “I’m making some progress on these online files.”

      Lei walked back over to him. “Look for a disgruntled employee. We found a letter that seems particularly strong.”

      “Okay. I’ll flag that. Like I told Agent Yamada, they don’t have a whole lot of information in the online employee database, but that should be there.”

      “Thanks.” She strode over to the elevator, punched the button.

      “You’re welcome,” the NAT said to her back as she got on, already shrugging out of the crumpled gray linen jacket she wore over a white button-down shirt, Glock in a shoulder holster, and black slacks. The pants were now creased and smeared from the trip to the Smiley estate that morning. Unlike Marcella’s bandbox perfection, Lei seemed to be a magnet for every spot, stain, and wrinkle, and the formal look of the FBI’s dress code was one of the changes in her job that grated on her most.

      She hit the Ground button and brushed at the jacket irritably, which did a whole lot of nothing. The doors opened in the dim garage, and she walked to her own vehicle this time, an extended-cab silver Tacoma truck. A brand-new replacement for the Tacoma destroyed on Maui, it had waited for her in storage while she was at the Academy. The vehicle gleamed opal in the dim yellow overhead lights and beeped a greeting, lights flashing, as she hit her Unlock button and climbed in.

      Getting in the truck never failed to remind Lei of another thing she’d lost—her Rottweiler, Keiki. The dog usually sat upright beside her on the passenger seat, tongue hanging in a happy doggy grin to be going somewhere, expressive eyes with mobile brown eyebrow patches alight with excitement.

      “Oh, Keiki.” Lei’s chest felt tight with unshed tears as she turned the key, the truck roaring into life. “Damn.” She missed her dog so badly.

      Not that the hours she put in with the Bureau set her up to be a good dog owner; nor was the apartment she currently lived in the right situation. She navigated the dim garage and got on busy Ala Moana Avenue, heading toward the airport. Paradise Air’s business headquarters was among the maze of ancillary buildings beneath the freeway.

      Lei bumped along awhile in traffic on the Nimitz Highway, a choked thoroughfare that fed into Pearl Harbor’s naval and military installations as well as the airport. Only the arc of brilliant blue sky punctuated with whipped cream clouds showed the beauty of the island—this downtown area could have been any industrial city. Her fingers tapped the wheel impatiently at yet another stoplight.

      The tapping of her hand reminded her of when she’d worn Michael Stevens’s ring. It had been a pretty, old-fashioned daisy pattern of marquise-cut diamonds until the fire they’d been through on Maui melted it into slag. She reached into her pocket and slipped the disc out, and holding it in her right hand at the top of the steering wheel, turned it in her fingers as she drove the busy highway. As always, she was comforted by the disc’s weight, heft, and the roughness of embedded and indestructible diamonds. Michael Stevens had taken the blackened and melted ring to a jeweler. He’d had them clean off the black and hammer it, diamonds and all, into a shape she could carry and rub.

      Was that the act of a man who didn’t love her? A man who was going to marry someone else only months later?

      She found herself squeezing the steering wheel too hard, vision blurred, diamonds in the disc digging painfully into her palm. Her stomach reminded her it was there with a clench of pain, and she spotted a Burger King and pulled off the Nimitz and into the drive-through.

      Maybe some food would help.

      It didn’t take long to buy a couple of burgers and a Diet Coke, get back on the road eating mechanically, and pick up thick folders of personnel records from an aloha-shirted secretary at the Paradise Air building.

      Lei pulled into her assigned slot at her apartment building, a forgettable beige cube in the run-down McCully Avenue section of town. The building’s only redeeming feature was a huge multicolored shower tree by the entrance that shed pink and yellow petals. Even now, handfuls of petals spiraled down to decorate the hood, misplaced wedding decor.

      A bad association, weddings. The food hadn’t helped after all—her stomach still hurt. She sucked a deep draft of Diet Coke and got out of the truck, hauling her backpack and the files with her.

      No one was around, as usual, and she liked it that way. She climbed the metal stairs on the outside of the building to the third floor, walked down the open walkway with its aluminum baluster to the door of number 314. Sun-faded pistachio, the door looked ordinary enough—but she hadn’t sent any misleading messages with jute mats that said Aloha or Welcome.

      Lei didn’t like visitors. Never had.

      She unlocked three different dead bolts with three different keys, and just inside the door, punched in a code to deactivate the alarm. When the dead bolts were back on, she rearmed it and put a bar across the door for good measure. She’d chosen the corner unit so no one could reach her little balcony from any of the other units—the side of the building dropped away to the ground in three stories of blank stucco security. She pulled up a sawed-off broom handle from the track of the sliding door and unlocked it, sliding it open to let in a draft of warm Honolulu evening air, scented from the tree out front.

      Lei spread the files out on her low yard-sale coffee table. Even as she opened the top one, she knew she couldn’t concentrate—her nerves were too jumpy, her chest still tight with loss and anger—all those jumbled thoughts and images she’d held at bay jostling for attention. She stood and walked to her bare bedroom and stripped the stained and crumpled clothes off a lean, athletic figure, tossing them into the hamper in the corner. She hauled on running shorts, wrestled into an athletic bra, slid socked feet into a new pair of Nikes, and bundled her unruly hair into a ponytail.

      A few minutes later she was on the road, headed for downtown Honolulu. As always, she tried to vary her route—but this time her path took her toward another kind of unfinished business.
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      Lei felt the green-tinted glare off the windows of apartment buildings and storefronts along the avenue. She felt anonymous, shielded by Ray-Ban aviators, curly hair further restrained by a ball cap she’d added and pulled low. She turned up the speed a bit to get her heart rate where she wanted it—and to drown out thoughts of Stevens married. Stevens in bed with the striking Thai woman they’d rescued from human trafficking aboard a cruise ship.

      Dark honey skin, wide doe eyes, and a waifish build made Anchara an appealing damsel in distress if there ever was one. Anchara, in danger of deportation back to the home she’d tried to escape, offering Stevens the only currency she had. Stevens, ever the gentleman and rescuer, rebuffed by Lei and lonely…

      Lei could see how it had happened, how she’d let it happen. Stevens was a traditionalist at heart. He wanted a family, a white picket fence, someone to cook and greet him with a kiss when he came home from work. Anchara would be thrilled to provide all that, and more.

      Probably a lot more.

      Lei ran faster, until her breath tore through her lungs in ragged gasps and thoughts of Stevens with Anchara in his arms were pushed out of her mind by the need to concentrate on the sidewalk, passersby that became roadblocks, the inevitable stoplights, which she ignored, racing across the street between cars.

      She finally began to tire, slowing to a more reasonable jog, and pulled up in front of a Pepto-Bismol-colored apartment building. Sun-dried magenta bougainvillea tangled in cement planters beside a glass front door whose tinting was peeling.

      Lei didn’t know what she was looking for. She didn’t know why she’d ended up here, but this was Charlie Kwon’s old building. She’d come here more than a year ago to confront her childhood rapist, fresh out of jail—and confront him she had.

      His murder was still unsolved.

      She put her foot up on one of the planters, stretching her hamstrings and tightening her shoelace at the same time.

      “Lei Texeira?” A deep male voice.

      Lei dropped her foot and spun to face whoever was addressing her. Tall, dark, and handsome didn’t do Detective Marcus Kamuela justice—there was something elemental about him. He had a quality of charisma and power that laid-back detective attire of chinos and aloha shirt did nothing to disguise.

      “Detective Kamuela! What’re you doing down here?” Lei had met Kamuela at a mixer for FBI and Honolulu PD, an attempt by the brass to encourage interagency cooperation. She’d been impressed with what she’d heard of Kamuela’s work ethic, not to mention his looks.

      “Nothing much. I have an old open murder case here, and I keep hoping something’s going to break on it. When I have a little downtime, I come by, observe, see who I can talk to.”

      “Yeah, I heard you’re like a dog with a bone when you get a case.” Lei felt her heart thudding with anxiety as well as her hard run. Of all the Honolulu Police Department detectives, Kamuela had to be the one investigating Kwon’s murder. She put her other foot up on the planter and tightened that shoelace to hide her betraying face.

      “I like to keep a good closure rate.” He moved in next to her, leaning on the planter with his hip so he was looking at her. “So you live nearby?”

      “Not really. Came down from my place off McCully. I just stopped for a stretch out here. So what case was this?” Might as well see what she could find out.

      “Child molester named Charlie Kwon. He hadn’t been out of jail ten days before someone popped him in his apartment. What I got on it is too many people with motive and nothing sticking to any of them—there was virtually no physical evidence at the scene. Wish I could let it go; the guy was scum…but he paid his debt, and the parole board swears he was a changed man.”

      “Stats don’t back that up. Child molesters are usually repeat offenders.” Lei busied herself with leaning over to place her palms on the warm, rough sidewalk. The feeling of the cement against her palms grounded her. Kamuela didn’t have a clue. He had nothing on her, and he didn’t know about her abuse, let alone that Kwon was her abuser. “Anyway, nice to run into you.”

      “Likewise.” He smiled a slightly crooked grin with a dimple in one cheek and really white teeth. “And if you hear anything about this Kwon case, let me know.” He handed her a card. Her fingers almost wouldn’t close over it, but she managed to slip it into her shorts pocket.

      “Of course. See ya.”

      She felt his eyes burning into her back as she jogged up the sidewalk toward her apartment. A platinum-blond woman in a bright pink jean jacket had been spotted at the building the afternoon Kwon was shot and was still wanted for questioning—Lei knew from the news. Marcella had given Lei a pink jacket and platinum wig for fun after the fire—items never seen again in Lei’s possessions.

      And Marcella had never asked Lei where they were.

      Or if she’d shot Kwon.

      Marcella might not have noticed the missing items. Lei certainly hoped so. But if she ever needed them, the jacket, rubber gloves, and platinum wig were hiding, gunshot-residue free, in the hollow beam of a storage shed at the police safe house in Kahului.

      Just Lei’s shit luck that the time her conflicted feet brought her to the building, Marcus Kamuela was waiting outside, a big tiger shark smelling for blood in the water.

      The bitch of it was, she hadn’t killed Kwon. She’d had him at her feet, all right—the Glock wobbling in her hands as she heard his apology. It hadn’t made anything better. If she had shot him she’d at least know what she was up against. As it was, the crime hovered over her life with all the potency of a ticking time bomb.

      The answer was obvious.

      She needed to somehow solve the case herself. It was the only way she could be sure to be safe—and a part of her really wanted to know who had pulled the trigger.

      Lei sped home, barely feeling the miles, she was so preoccupied, and set the detective’s card on the edge of the bathroom sink. She stripped out of sweat-soaked running clothes and got into the shower. Half an hour later, turning pruny from hot water, she was ready to get out. She dried off with a threadbare white towel.

      Stevens had loved her through broken bones, human bite marks, and terrible bruises. He’d shaved her head when she was injured, his fingers tender on her sensitive scalp. He’d never thought she was anything but beautiful.

      Objectively, she knew she looked better than she had many times when they were together. She’d describe herself as a five-foot-six mixed-heritage female of 120 pounds, athletic build, with a taut stomach, small round breasts, and graceful, well-turned arms. Her hair had grown out to touch her shoulders in ringlets that, when orderly, were charming and softened her angular face with its wide, full mouth.

      She had nice bones, she concluded, tracing along the length of one collarbone, marked with a jagged scar where a perp had bitten her. But her eyes were her best feature—big, tilted, long-lashed, and a warm brown that changed with her mood.

      He’d liked her mouth, too. She remembered how he’d traced her lips with his fingers and gently sucked the pillow of her lower lip into his mouth. She remembered his hands on her breasts, weighing them, flicking and circling her pale tawny-pink nipples with his thumbs until they filled her with a hungry ache. She remembered a necklace of kisses he’d laid across the freckles on her chest.

      Yes, she’d been well and truly loved in all the ways a woman could be.

      She wrenched her mind away from the memory and walked into the bedroom to dress.
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      An hour into reviewing the files, Lei found a possible candidate for the burglary—Tom Blackman, age twenty-one, hired for “general duties and baggage handling.” Blackman had worked at the airline for six months and used a general delivery mailing address. The file included several write-ups for insubordination, lateness, and one for “calling Mr. Smiley a Nazi and threatening bodily injury against him.” A termination notice dated two months ago topped the paperwork in the slim folder.

      Lei ran the name in her secure database. Blackman had a sealed juvie record that would take a little doing to open, but no current warrants. She sat back a moment, sipping a glass of water and considering.

      Most juveniles who perpetrated a dramatic crime like this had a buildup of antisocial behavior. They’d start with shoplifting and work their way up to jacking a car before they stole a plane. In her mind, the Hawaii unsub was a young white male, angry, with a grudge and a sense of entitlement—and maybe even a sense of humor. Blackman could fit, though she didn’t have nearly enough on him yet. Where’d he come from, gone to school? Who were his friends? These things would begin to unlock the puzzle.

      Lei was still hungry, her stomach a little upset. She finished the water and set the glass in the sink. Her other few dishes sat lonely in the drainer. She looked in the refrigerator and sighed.

      A withered lime and a pair of Coronas still sat in the door of the fridge from when she’d invited Marcella over for a beer they’d ended up being too busy to ever have. On the shelf, a carton of half-and-half, a loaf of wheat bread, and a lump of molding cheddar. In the drawer, an apple and a head of wilting iceberg lettuce.

      Lei took the cheddar out, pared off the mold, and ate it with slices of apple. She opened one of the Coronas and slid the glass door open to get more breeze, doing a quick perimeter check below, then sat back down. Her phone buzzed and she picked it up—Marcella was calling.

      She just didn’t have what it took to talk right now. She let it go to voice mail and then listened: “Hey, Lei. Just calling to see if you’re ok, if you want to go out for a drink or something, take your mind off the Stevens thing. Well, text me if you want to. Hang in there, girl.”

      She texted Marcella back: Got your message. I’m working and can’t go out, but I’m okay. See you tomorrow.

      Luv ya, Marcella texted back.

      Having a friend thinking about her was a new thing, and she felt herself warmed, energy renewed by the brief exchange. She spotted another possible—Tyson Rezents, another young male employee at the airline, still employed but often written up for workplace tardiness, caught her eye. No record when she ran him, but he was a senior at nearby McKinley High, where Blackman had also attended. Maybe someone there would know a little more about him.

      Other candidates were a Kimo Matthews, twenty-three, fired for stealing from the baggage, and a woman, Lehua Kinoshita, twenty-two, fired for insubordination. Lehua had written a letter protesting getting fired and accusing “Mad Max” of unfair manipulation of her hours to avoid providing her health insurance.

      Lei’s eyes grew heavy, and she read a few more files before she decided on an early night.

      In her bed, a twin-sized blow-up mattress she hadn’t bothered to upgrade in two months, she found her eyes wandering around the barren, undecorated room. Lying on that mattress, looking at her clothes in a couple of hampers that passed for the room’s furniture, Lei realized she’d never really thought this apartment would be home.

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, she’d been getting into a king-sized bed with Michael Stevens, with room at her feet for a big Rottweiler to sleep, in a little plantation cottage on the outskirts of Honolulu. Her lack of furniture, her lack of commitment—they’d been because she didn’t know she’d end up alone and dogless.

      Lei felt tears well to sting her eyes. Her chest spasmed painfully, and she muffled a soul-deep sob in her pillow. She cried for Keiki, her beloved dog. She cried for Stevens’s marriage. She wept out fear, disappointment, loneliness, and sorrow, and finally she slept.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Morning came too soon, beginning with a bleeding of gray-purple light that welled through the bare window. Lei’s sore eyes took in the insultingly cheerful brightening that reflected off the bone-white stucco of the ceiling, filling the room. Her feet felt heavy as lead as she dragged them to the side of the mattress and stood up, straightening the boxers and tank top she’d worn to bed. In the bathroom, her curly hair, still wet when she’d gone to bed, reared up in disarray.

      Lei slapped on a squirt of Curl Tamer to deal with it. She changed into another pair of black polyester slacks and another button-down white blouse. She strapped on her shoulder holster, loaded in the Glock, and clipped her shiny new FBI badge onto her waistband.

      For the first time, that sense of pride she’d felt touching it wasn’t there. She’d traded her Maui Police Department badge for this one—and it was just another cold, hard piece of metal. She’d already been having a hard time adjusting to the FBI, and discovering exactly how much she’d given up for the Bureau wasn’t adding to the appeal.

      Lei went into the kitchen, opened the fridge. The situation there hadn’t changed, and to top it off, she remembered she was out of coffee.

      The day was not off to a good start.

      At 6:28 a.m., her arms loaded with files, Lei got into her truck. Coffee on the way to McKinley High would have to do. In need of caffeine, she pulled into the nearest Starbucks and did her time in line to get an extra large coffee of the day—Marcella’s coffee-drinking ways were wearing off on her. Or maybe that’s just what happened in a job like this.

      The barista pushed the coffee over to her. “Nice badge.”

      Lei looked up—he was a surfer dude, sun-streaked blond hair a mass of salty-looking spikes, sea-blue eyes appreciative. Cop fetish, probably—she was alert for those, and immune, at the moment, to male attention.

      “Thanks.” She took the beverage, walking out without a backward glance.

      She called Ken on her Bluetooth as she headed to McKinley High on South King Street, right in the heart of downtown Honolulu. Ken’s phone went to voice mail, so she left a message.

      “Hey, partner. Following up a lead on a couple of Paradise Air employees at McKinley High School. Call me if anything new breaks.”

      Lei tapped the Bluetooth at her ear, missing the familiar click of her flip phone as she closed it, the smooth round feel of it as she slid it into her pocket. It had taken her longer than any law enforcement person she knew to switch to a smart phone, and she still missed the sheer physical presence of her old flip phone—like the disc she carried in her pocket, it was something she handled to dispel nerves.

      McKinley High was a historic school in the outskirts of Honolulu. Its hundred-year-old administration building had gracefully arched windows and red tile roofing over ivory stucco, a portly bronze of President McKinley holding court at the entrance. Lei walked briskly under great spreading monkeypod trees to the entrance and up worn but immaculate steps to the office.

      The staff were prompt and responsive to her badge and no-nonsense demeanor, and revealed that Tyson Rezents had dropped out of school earlier that year.

      “He just stopped coming.” Principal Tavares was a blocky ex-jock in a polo shirt with a McKinley High logo. “No paperwork filled out.”

      “Any behavior problems?” Lei asked. “Anything you can tell me about him as a student?”

      “No, not really. Poor grades and attendance, the kid works a lot out at Paradise Air. Baggage handler, I understand.”

      “Okay,” Lei said. “This last address—was this with family?”

      “I think that’s with his mother. They lived together.”

      “What about Tom Blackman?” The principal confirmed he’d graduated a few years ago, and had nothing to add to that and no current address. Lei headed out, and one of the office ladies touched her arm.

      “I knew Tyson. He one good boy, but so much sadness happened to him with his mother. Is he in trouble?”

      Lei looked into kind eyes in a round face. The woman’s black hair was wound up and pierced by chopsticks decorated with air-dried clay plumerias, a popular local craft.

      “No—we jus’ like ask him a few questions.” Lei let her voice slip into the gentle rhythm of pidgin English, the creole dialect that quickly established trust and belonging among Hawaii residents. The fact that Lei was from here and looked the part continued to open doors for her as an investigator.

      “Well, I know the principal he wen’ give you that old address. But Tyson, he stay living with friends after the mom, she went back to using.” The woman drew Lei around the corner of a rack of mailboxes, away from prying eyes.

      “Where they stay?” Lei took her spiral notebook out of her pocket.

      The woman flipped through a file and produced a card. “Here’s his last address with his mother, but I’m not sure if he’s still there. He also spends a lot of time with his girlfriend.”

      Lei’s attention sharpened as she looked up from writing down the address. “Do you know where the girlfriend lives, what her name is?”

      “She’s a student here, that’s all. I don’t know her name.” The woman seemed to have used up her goodwill, and a nervous glance in the direction of the principal’s office confirmed this.

      “Well, thank you. I may need to call you again.”

      “I jus’ want things to go better fo’ that poor boy.” The woman shook Lei’s hand self-consciously as they said goodbye, and Lei brushed through the waist-high swinging door and out of the administration building.
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      Lei’s cell rang as she climbed into her Tacoma. As always, she checked the caller ID—Ken Yamada was returning her call.

      “Hey, partner. Get my message?”

      “Yes. Wanted to let you know we’ve got some employee interviews lined up down at Paradise Air.”

      “Okay. The boy I came to follow up on, Tyson Rezents, dropped out this year. There’s another one, Tom Blackman, and he graduated a couple of years ago. I have two others, young adults fired for stealing and insubordination.”

      “Sounds worth tracking down. Any of them still working at the airline?”

      “Only Rezents. He’s the youngest, only seventeen.”

      “If he’s still at the airline, should be pretty easy to interview him there. Bring in those files and we’ll focus the interviews a little more, try and get to the ones that really look like they might be connected with the hate letters.”

      Lei navigated out of the parking lot onto busy South King Street, a quadruple-lane artery that led through the heart of Honolulu. She clicked over to the Bluetooth. “Sounds good.” She angled over a few lanes. “So anything back from Waxman?”

      Lei was still nervous around the acerbic, immaculate special agent in charge. Marcella had little to say about their boss except a grudging, “He’s not bad on a case, but as an administrator, he sucks. He’s hard on female agents.”

      “Waxman looked over the case file so far this morning. Was wondering where you were; said it looked like you ballooned and are coming in late today. Because you phoned me, I was able to fill him in on your activities. Don’t do anything without communicating; the Bureau likes all activities to be coordinated.”

      “You mean, nobody wipes their ass without asking permission,” Lei snapped. She still hadn’t gotten used to the “teamwork” that went on in the Bureau—she liked to follow hunches and run down her own ideas, and constantly checking in with a chain of command grated. “And what’s ‘ballooned?’ I never ballooned anywhere.”

      “‘Ballooned’ is slang for cutting out early, and I’ll let that one slide, Texeira.” Ken’s voice was frosty. “You need an attitude check.” He clicked off.

      Lei reached in her pocket and took out the white-gold disc, flipping it over as she drove and worked on reining in her irritation. She wondered how Ken could be such an unwavering Bureau poster boy.

      But everything was fine. She just had a problem with authority and liked to be independent, and that wasn’t something that fit with the culture of the FBI. Those traits were nothing new—they’d even been written in her very first employee evaluation as a lowly patrol officer on the Big Island of Hawaii.

      She was just turning into the parking garage at the Federal Building high-rise when her phone rang again. “Texeira.”

      “Answer the phone with ‘Agent Texeira,’ please.” Ken was still frosty. “And there’s been another burglary. Looks like the ultralight flew in, hit the place, and flew out. Meet me at the Acura.”

      A hit of adrenaline speeded up Lei’s reflexes and she pulled the Tacoma in beside the Bureau SUV just as Ken exited the steel garage door from the stairway, his light gray suit jacket unbuttoned and flapping over his weapon and badge. She beeped the Tacoma locked, hopped in the SUV, and they pulled out, lights flashing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Sorry for snapping,” Lei said, as they turned left out of the garage and headed toward the freeway. “It’s hard to get used to all the protocol with the Bureau.”

      “I get that. But you need to either suck it up or go back to local law enforcement.” Ken’s stern profile was still turned away from her. “We’re the best in the business at what we do. I’m proud to be an agent, and you should be too. It concerns me that, after a year, you’re still questioning how we do things.”

      “Old habits. I just wonder how you are always such a company man about everything when you—you know. Can’t be yourself.”

      Ken’s jaw bunched with tension and his eyes narrowed, but he never took his eyes off the road. “I told you. I’m proud to be an agent, and I’m making the necessary sacrifices.”

      “Okay.” Lei knew it was neither the time nor the place for this discussion as they wove through the congested traffic. “I’ll keep working on it. So where are we headed?”

      “Over the Pali to Kaneohe area again. Big estate butted up against a golf course. I’m guessing the ultralight landed on the golf course and gained access from there.”

      The cry of the siren and the flashing lights weren’t conducive to conversation, especially once they got on the steep and winding Pali Highway and Ken was engaged with driving. Lei concentrated on taming her hair into a bun with bobby pins.

      The Pali was a broad artery feeding across the mountains from the Honolulu side of Oahu to the wetter, rainier windward side of the island. Towering mango and albizia trees, swathed in vines, threatened to crowd in over the well-maintained road. Though it was one of the most scenic routes on the island, fast-moving commuters kept it from being a relaxing drive. Sweeping vistas of green drip-castle mountains robed in jungle soared around them, rolling out to a large, shallow bay. Lei was diverted by the views even with the urgency of their speed.

      They took a few turns off the highway once on the Kaneohe side, guided by the Acura’s refined GPS voice. A pair of huge metal gates decorated with hammered copper flowers and foliage opened wide, leading into the gracious Spanish-style mansion. Lei tried not to be impressed as she stepped out of the SUV, gazing at the arched columns leading in a colonnade from the curved parking turnaround to pair of stained-glass double doors at the front of the house.

      A round man with a bald pate and a white Fu Manchu mustache pattered out of the house and up to Lei and Ken. “I’m Silvio Hernandez. The caretaker.”

      “Eh, Silvio.” Ken had a lilt of pidgin in his voice. “What happened here?”

      “I always lock up at night; then I go around, open some windows in the house during the day to keep the air moving around. Otherwise the mold, she come bad.” Silvio shifted his weight excitedly from foot to foot. “This morning I come around. I walk in the back door; I see one window over the kitchen sink, she stay broke. I go look, and the office, it stay open. The fridge too.”

      Lei approached the patrol officer near the front door as Ken continued to question the caretaker. “What made your unit think this was our case?”

      “Checked with my sergeant this morning. He said call you once he saw this.” The uniformed officer led her around the graceful plantings that bordered the house to the seamless melding of green lawn with golf course that rolled away to rugged mountains robed in clouds beyond the course.

      A gouged path ending in divots marked the spot where a small aircraft of some type had landed. Farther out, a few chunks of lawn showed where it had taken off again. “The front gates were locked up tight. The caretaker hadn’t been turning on the alarm inside the house because he had that routine and really didn’t anticipate a burglary from this side.”

      “Bold move. It does look like it could be related to our case,” Lei agreed.

      Ken joined them. “Let’s take a look inside.”

      Lei swiveled her head, taking in all the furnishings—classic hacienda-style woven rugs and “rustic” furniture—as Hernandez pointed them down a dark red Mexican-tiled hallway to the back office. The two agents preceded him, hands on their weapons as they checked that the room was clear.

      “Dr. Witherspoon and his wife live in the Mainland. Somehow the burglar did this.” Hernandez gestured dramatically to the open wall safe, door ajar. “I don’t know what they had in there, but it’s gone now.”

      Lei had brought in her crime kit from the Acura and snapped on her gloves. “Any other damage or loss?”

      “I think only the kitchen.”

      “Let’s take a look,” Ken said. They followed the caretaker into a vast, dim, Mediterranean-looking kitchen done in stone counters and verdigris fixtures. Shining copper-bottomed pots hung from a wrought-iron pot rack in the center.

      A hook-mouthed smiley face was scrawled across the silvery surface of the fridge in Sharpie.

      “Hm. Familiar unsub.” Ken extracted the Canon from its case.

      “Can you believe this? And what is ‘unsub’?” asked Silvio, hopping from one foot to the other with agitation.

      “Unknown subject,” Lei said. Ken took his first shot, and the flash reflecting off the refrigerator blinded her. “I’ll go look at the safe.”

      She headed back down to the office, the rubber soles of her black athletic shoes squeaking on the tiled hallway floor. Lei set the crime kit—a matte black aluminum box—on the mission-style desk and popped the metal hasps.

      Nested in the foam interior were packets of evidence swabs, swatches of peel-off fingerprint retrieval tape, a wide, soft powder brush, spray bottles of luminol and ninhydrin, a measuring tape, a digital camera, and several screw-top canisters of fingerprint powder. She even had a roll of expensive gelatin tape for the new fingerprint technology.

      Opening and looking through the well-stocked case always gave her a warm, contented feeling—she wondered if that was how other women felt looking at a closetful of clothes.

      She removed the camera first and took pictures of the office from various angles. Nothing appeared out of place but the partway-open safe and a cowboy painting leaning on the wall beside it.

      Lei photographed the medium-sized, wall-mounted safe. It had a dial mechanism with a shiny chrome handle, and the interior, lined with a single shelf, was empty. She pushed the door a little wider, and this time she saw the familiar hook-mouthed smiley face scrawled on the interior of the door.

      “I wonder what that’s about,” she muttered, as she took a few more shots of it. “Is it still about Max Smiley, or is it some kind of personal statement?”

      She unscrewed one of the fingerprint-powder canisters (she chose white, to contrast with the matte black surface of the safe), swirled the brush in the powder, and applied it to the safe in gentle spinning motions. The long, soft nylon bristles splayed the powder generously over the surface. She pumped a couple of gentle puffs of air from a rubber bulb over the door, including the metal handle.

      “Anything?” Ken’s voice from behind her made her jump.

      Lei carefully applied one more puff of air. All of the white powder drifted away and decorated the floor beneath the safe.

      “Doesn’t look like anything on the outside.” She prodded the safe open with a gloved finger. “Check out the smiley face in here. He’s thumbing his nose at somebody.”

      “Attitude is a part of this for sure. I didn’t find any prints on the fridge or cabinets.”

      “I’m still pretty stumped on how the unsub got the safe open.” Lei turned back, spun the powder over the surface of the desk. Puffs from the bulb brought up prints, but the knob used to pull the desk drawer was clean. Lei tugged the drawer open—and a three-by-five card greeted her. She picked it up by the edges. On the back, in faded ballpoint pen, a series of numbers were printed.

      “Apparently, this was lying around somewhere. All the unsub had to do was find it.”

      Silvio Hernandez trotted up, holding up a cell phone. “Dr. Witherspoon wants to talk to you.” Ken took the phone as Lei went back to fingerprinting the interior of the safe.

      “Special Agent Yamada here.”

      From where she was dusting, Lei could hear indignant squawks from the phone.

      “I understand you’re upset, Dr. Witherspoon. We are just beginning our investigation, and it would help us greatly to know what you had in your safe.” Ken was unflappable, as usual.

      More squawking.

      “Yes, I’m afraid so. The safe was wide
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