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Chapter One
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“Climb in,” said the man who sounded like he gargled twice a day with gravel. Those two wispy words, grunted through tight lips, were hard to ignore. Mesmerized by the large, dark metal object he waved in my direction, I froze. I stared down the barrel of his gun, wondering if the bullets were as big as I thought they must be.

But as an invitation, it left a lot to be desired. There was no formality, no “please” to sweeten the request. It was a command, one I didn’t want to obey. “Hurry up. I haven’t got all day.”

How could I ignore the weapon he waved in front of my face, especially now that Johnny Hiro’s slight form was crumpled up and slumped over the upended rain barrel some ten feet from me? Horrified, I watched that crimson stain drip down the blue plastic surface of the barrel and onto the ground. Seriously wounded, Johnny’s breathing grew labored.

“This ain’t no debutante’s ball,” said the stranger. “I’m not asking you to join me on the dance floor.”

I felt a hard poke in my side with the muzzle and tore my gaze away from the dying man. Johnny had been nice to me. He had led me through the fields to where the meadow ended and the vista below became an endless tableau of aqua sea and blue sky. He had pointed out a pod of whales swimming up the coast as we stood together at the edge of the cliff, taking in the magnificent view. Helpless, hopeless to change the course of events, I closed my eyes and sent up a prayer to the heavens.

“Move it,” growled the man menacingly. I’m not really sure how I got the words out, but I managed to ask the one question that most heavily weighed on me.

“Why did you have to shoot him? I would have gone with you anyway.”

“Don’t need him. A witness is a liability.”

A witness is a liability. That meant he planned to kill me, didn’t it? Shivering, I wondered how he would do it. Given the fact that he was holding a gun on me, I thought it likely I’d be shot. But after all the things I had been through in the last year, I couldn’t be certain. I’d been kidnapped in New York by a contract killer. I’d been snatched by a couple of bounty hunters in Virginia, who thought I was wanted in a federal crime. And I’d been hunted by an assortment of unsavory people who expected to collect reward money for finding me. The man responsible for this nightmare of mine was Jared Spears. He had murdered several people during his horrifying crime spree through several states in his quest to retrieve a fortune he had amassed in the Caribbean. Once he had laundered the drug money for a cartel, my ex-fiancé stashed it in a bank down in Curaçao, under my name. Getting out from under that pack of lies took a lot of work. But here in Kauai, under the hot sun, it looked like my troubles had found me once more.

“We’ll bring this along,” said the man now holding me captive. He reached down to scoop up my leather satchel from the ground and tucked it under his arm like it was pirate booty. Was there something in it he wanted or was this just an ordinary robbery?

I tried to think why he wanted it so badly. It was a very ordinary brown leather bag. The only thing of value in it was my tablet, with all my work notes stored on the memory chip. At best, he would probably get a hundred dollars at the local pawn shop. Was that enough of an incentive to take a couple of lives? Or was Jared back on my trail, seeking another opportunity to get his hands on that laundered money?

Johnny suddenly gasped. It was a horrible sound, at once primitive and desperate, as if there was no oxygen left to fuel his breath. Had his lungs collapsed? His body went rigid, as if struck by lightning, and then the pale man went limp again. What chance did he have to survive here, bleeding out what life was left to him in a field far from medical attention? It was futile to think I could save him with some last minute miracle. I was going to die too. It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair.

“You didn’t have to kill him,” I mumbled, suddenly shivering in the heat of the day as the shock set in. Johnny was dead because he was inconvenient. Just like that, a nice man was no more.

“Sure I did. He was in the way. You’re going to be in the way if you don’t do what you’re told. I can put a bullet in your head and solve all my problems.”

With a heavy heart, I lifted my right leg, hoisted myself into the 60-gallon container, and pulled my left leg in. Standing there, I stared at my killer, taking in the color of those dirty brown eyes as they watched me. I had no doubt he was a cruel man; the signs of his vile nature were etched into his face, from the set of thin, unyielding lips to the way his skin was pulled taut across the high cheekbones. This was a miser, stingy and mean. He wasn’t giving anything away today, not even compassion. So, why didn’t he shoot me like he did Johnny? What did he plan to do with me?

“Sit down,” he instructed me.

Squatting, I wondered how I could fight off the wave of panic that overtook me as the top was locked into place with a firm click. Invisible and alone inside the rain barrel, I was now cut off from the outside world. Just an hour ago, Johnny and I had gone scouting for a unique place that he thought might make a good backdrop for Lisbeth Causley’s newest romantic suspense novel, A Hint of Cinnamon. I had no reason to expect our expedition to lead to a real murder...or two.

Jeff...the man who had given me my life back....How I wished he was here now. A large lump of sorrow, too big to swallow, caught in my throat. I was running out of time.

The bright afternoon sunlight filtered through the thick plastic container that would be my coffin, bathing me in a serene blue glow. I tried to stay calm, but as terror robbed me not only of my dignity, but also my sanity, I began to gasp, gulping every smidgen of oxygen left in that small space. Bereft of hope and fresh air, I smelled the chemical vapors of the barrel’s resin as it heated up in the sun. What would I do when the last bit of air went into my lungs? I dreaded suffocation. Breathe, Chris, but control it. Let it in and out. Slow it down.

I felt the sting of salty tears. Frustration bubbled up in me as I fought the impulse to scream. With no one to hear me, it would have been an exercise in futility, satisfying no useful end while sucking up too much of my remaining oxygen. That realization just made me cry harder. I choked back big, gob-smacking sobs of anguish. In the narrow confines of my barrel, it was impossible to raise my arms without great effort. All I could do was squeeze my eyes shut and let the tears splash down my cheeks.

My captor grunted as he shifted my plastic coffin. A moment later, the barrel was upended and roughly hoisted onto the back of his pickup truck. An unexpected shove got it rolling. Round and round I went. With my knees pressing into my chest, I struggled to breathe. Oh, such a terrible way to die. After what I’ve already been through, I deserve better.

Uttering a curse as the rain barrel unexpectedly struck the cab of the truck with a hard whack, my tormentor climbed up to join me. A moment later, I felt the container being righted. The relief was immediate as I shifted myself into a more comfortable position.

It didn’t last long. The truck shifted on the uneven ground as he hopped down. The creaky groan of a door in need of lubrication warned me that Johnny Hiro’s killer was getting into the driver’s seat. A moment later, the ignition switch was turned and the engine sputtered to life. The truck shuddered as the driver shifted the transmission; the gears grinded briefly, and then we were underway, bumping along presumably in the direction of the Kaumualii Highway. As the truck traversed the open field, I endured the jolt of every stick and every stone the four tires lumbered over.

The driver drove slowly when he reached the treacherous section of unpaved road. The barrel almost tipped as we headed down the hill. I tried to lean back, keeping my weight even. When the truck took the curve, he suddenly swung the wheel to the left as the red beat-up Nissan gathered speed. When the right rear tire hit a rut in the road, the container went airborne.

When it landed, it came down with a thump so big that shook every bone in my body. I bit my tongue in the process. The barrel bounced a couple of times on its downward trajectory and then it began to pick up speed. I steeled myself for the big, dramatic crash, trying to recall what I had observed on the way up the hill with Johnny Hiro. There were large rock formations in the meadow, but they were quite some distance from the road. A few rusty pieces of old farm equipment had been abandoned, like skeletal remains of a stripped carcass on the Serengeti. But everywhere else, as far as the eye could see, there was nothing but knee-high grass, wild flowers, and scrub brush. I closed my eyes, preparing myself for the worst, hoping for the best, as I continued to tumble inside the plastic cylinder. When it finally slowed down and came to a gentle stop, I sobbed, “Thank you, God!”

But my ordeal was far from over. There was still the matter of escaping from the barrel. How was I to do that? The man with the gun had screwed on the lid. My mind desperately sought a solution to my conundrum. How much time did I have before my tormentor realized the rain barrel and I were missing? I strained my ears, listening for the sound of the truck returning, but all I heard were birds chirping in the distance.

Lying on my back, I maneuvered my hands up the side of the barrel, snaking my confined limbs back and forth until I could reach up and touch the top. Was there any way for me to unscrew it myself? I didn’t think so, but I felt my way along the plastic surface anyway, hoping to find some way I could grasp and turn the circular disk. My fingers came across something unexpected as they probed the rain barrel inch by inch. Leaning my head as far back as I could and tilting it to the side, I glanced up to see a rubber plug covering the hole for the water tubing. It was three or four inches in diameter. If I could knock it out, it would serve as a conduit for fresh air, and I might be able to somehow twist the lid off, provided my fingers could grasp the sides and twist.

I don’t know how long I worked at it, but by the time I felt that first small movement of the lid, that tiny bit of success, I was drenched with perspiration. I stopped briefly to catch my breath every once in a while. The heat was getting to me now as I worked and my throat was parched. I longed to leap into the nearest body of cool water. How far was it to the ocean? At that moment, I’d have even taken the plunge if it was into shark-infested seas.

When I finally wrestled the cover of the container off, my physical relief was almost immediate. I managed to wriggle out by grasping the edge of the rain barrel and shimmying from side to side until I was free.

“I need help,” I said aloud, the sound of my own voice almost reassuring. “How am I going to get it out here, in the middle of nowhere?”

Standing up, I studied the horizon. Should I make an effort to head to the road or find a place to hide, in case that wretched man returned? He struck me as someone who would search every nook and cranny until he found me. And then I remembered what I had in my pocket.

“My phone!” As soon as it was in my hand, my fingers tapped on the glass.

“Nine-one-one. Can I have your name and phone number please?”

“Ah...Chrisanth Neeson. My number is....” I rattled it off, trying hard to control the panic I felt.

“Where are you located and what is the nature of your emergency?” said the voice on the other end. The first question caught me off-guard. My mind went blank as I struggled to describe the dirt road off of Route 50. Somehow I managed, and then, with a voice that quavered, I described Johnny Hiro’s shooting and my own ordeal. The dispatcher told me not to hang up. “Can you safely conceal yourself, in case the man comes back?”

“Yes,” I promised. I moved on automatic pilot. My gaze surveyed the horizon, seeking some refuge. I finally decided upon a spot just up the hill, where the boulders were long and flat, but I could lie down in the tall grass and make myself nearly invisible.

It took nearly ten minutes for the first police SUV to arrive from Koloa. When it was still a hundred yards away, I stood up, waving my arms and ran down the hill to meet the officers.

“Where is the dead man?” said the first, opening the back door for me. I climbed in.

“Up there.” I pointed to the top of the ridge. I felt the dread of returning to the scene of the crime. I didn’t want to remember that awful sight.

Johnny Hiro’s form was now prostrate on the ground beside the rain barrel, just a few feet away from his beat-up old Jeep. His right hand hovered over the obvious wound.

The driver stopped the Kauai Police Department emergency vehicle about twenty feet from the body, spitting out orders as his partner radioed for assistance; both men clambered out and hurried over. I watched the first reach down and put his fingers alongside Johnny’s neck. He dropped to his knees, his hands suddenly pressing on Johnny’s chest. The two cops quickly exchanged a few words before the other grabbed his radio again. A few seconds later, he came running toward the SUV, went around to the back, and lifted the rear door.

“He’s still alive, but just barely,” the officer announced, as he grabbed the first aid kit. “The ambulance is on its way. Here’s hoping it gets here in time.”
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Chapter Two
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“So?” The rumpled man sitting on the other side of the cluttered desktop pulled out a tattered notebook and a “Harry’s Barbecue and Luau” pen, laying them on the one vacant spot before him. “Start from the beginning. Why were you out there?”

“I was there to take photos and gather information for my boss. She’s writing a book, a mystery. Johnny...Mr. Hiro...thought it would be a great location for her to use.”

“Johnny Hiro is the victim with the gunshot wound?” The name plaque informed me the desk belonged to Lieutenant Golden. Looking up at the wall, I saw a tall, confident woman with dark hair in a police uniform. Who was she to this man—wife, girlfriend, sister?

“Yes.”

“Why was he shot?”

“That’s what I asked that horrible man. He said he didn’t want any witnesses left behind.”

“Okay,” he nodded. “Let’s have the details. He put you in a barrel and screwed on the top. How did you get out?”

I gave him the blow-by-blow description of my actions, including how I finally managed to emerge from the blue barrel. When I got done, he asked me a question I never expected to hear.

“What did you do with the gun?” he demanded, leaning forward. When the words filtered through my brain and I finally understood what he was really asking, I found myself involuntarily jerking away from him.

“I don’t understand.” Surely he couldn’t really believe I had been involved in what happened to poor Johnny.

“Did you bring it with you or did your friend, Mr. Hiro, have it on him?”

“Neither one of us had a gun!” I exclaimed, suddenly alarmed. “The man in the red Nissan truck had it!”

“Right. And he stuffed you into that barrel and clicked the lid, but you just happened to escape.”

“I did!”

“Do you realize how farfetched your tale is? I’m supposed to believe you were able to climb out of a locked barrel on your own? You want me to swallow your fictional tale that the barrel just happened to bounce off the truck? Tell the truth. You had an accomplice.” He was close enough now to me that when his fingers twitched, I half-expected him to spring up from his haunches and wrestle me to the ground before throwing me into handcuffs. “Come on, lady! Don’t try my patience!”

“Are you insane?” I recoiled, my heart pounding inside my chest. “Have you completely lost your mind? Why aren’t you looking for the man who shot Johnny?”

“I don’t need to,” he replied smugly. “You’ll eventually tell me who he is.”

I stood up, trembling, and backed away from this lunatic. Taking a deep breath, I sought inspiration from Shakespeare and screwed my courage to the sticking-place. “If Johnny Hiro dies and his killer is not apprehended because of your blind arrogance and bloody incompetence, I will personally serve you with a lawsuit that will....”

“Is there a problem here?” said a curt female voice behind me. I turned to find the woman in the photograph standing there.

“Yes, there certainly is! Lieutenant Golden just accused me of shooting Johnny Hiro,” I sputtered. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”

She was a good six inches taller than me, with hard eyes that brooked no nonsense. I took note of her plainclothes uniform: blue button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, form-fitting black slacks and black leather loafers. Her gun was tucked into a hip holster and her shiny gold shield was slung from a black neck lanyard.

“I’ve got you beat on that front,” she replied. “I’m Lieutenant Gwendolyn Golden and I haven’t accused you of anything.”

“But I thought...he said....” I pointed to the man now scrambling out of the chair.

One look at her face told me she was already perturbed by what she had overheard. I took another step back. “Stargill, what the hell are you doing at my desk?”

“I was questioning the suspect,” he sniffed, slipping the notebook and pen into his shirt pocket, “in my effort to assist you in the investigation.”

“Did I ask you to do that?” she growled. The rumpled man didn’t reply, so she posed the question again. “Did I? You’re on desk duty until you’re cleared to go back out into the field. That doesn’t mean you park yourself at mine and take over my cases, does it?”

“No, ma’am,” he responded sullenly.

“Then get your sorry ass out of my seat and get back to work on those files you were assigned! Son of a bitch, I get up for a stinking cup of coffee and come back to find I’ve got a tenant subletting my desk. That is not how we do things around here!” Lieutenant Golden set her Hello Kitty coffee mug down and glared at me.

“And why were you threatening Stargill with a lawsuit? You think you’re tough?”

“No,” I shot back. “I think I’m one of two victims of a terrible crime, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to stand by and let you people botch the investigation!”

“Is that right?”

“Yes.”

“Sit down.”

“Why? So you can play good cop and pretend your lousy partner just made an innocent goof? I don’t think so!”

Even as the Kauai investigator kept talking to me. I ignored her. I was already dialing the one person I knew I could count on to get me out of this mess. The phone rang three times before it was answered. Hearing the familiar voice on the other end, I blurted out, “Liz, someone shot Johnny Hiro and tried to kidnap me.”

“Chris, where are you?” Lisbeth Causley, author of the Inspector Samuelson Investigates mysteries, also known as romantic suspense writer Serena Duvall, went on high alert.

“I’m at the police station in Lihue. Liz, they think I did it!”

“You have got to be kidding me!”

“I am not.”

“Who’s in charge? I want to speak to him this instant!”

“Her,” I corrected her. “Lieutenant Gwendolyn Golden.”

“Put her on the phone,” she insisted. “I’ll straighten her out!”

“Lisbeth Causley wants to speak to you.” I handed over my cell phone to the reticent cop.

“Who?”

“Lisbeth Causley.”

“Why does that name sound familiar?”

“She’s the author of the Inspector Samuelson Investigates mysteries.”

“Fan-freaking-tastic!” she grimaced. “Bring it on!”

I waited while the two women conversed, my confidence returning as Lieutenant Golden’s began to crumble. By the time she handed my phone back to me, she was chagrined.

“She wants to talk to you.”

I took back my phone and put it up to my ear. “Liz?”

“Chris, I’m on my way. Don’t worry. We’ll straighten this all out. In the meantime, do you want me to get a hold of Jeff?”

“Yes, please.” My throat grew tight. “Just in case....”

Just in case. Three very important words, as in just in case this was related to my former status as a protected witness. A part of me wanted to deny the possibility that this had been another attempt at killing me. Surely no one was after me again, not after what I had been through. I reminded myself that Jared Spears had too much to lose by hiring another hit man, and as far as I knew, the same held true for the others with a motive for wanting me dead. This had to be some freak incident, some terrible mistake.

“I’m hanging up now, dear. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” she told me as she ended the call. With a sigh, I slumped into the chair across from the cranky cop.

“How do you know Lisbeth Causley?” she asked me, taking a sip from her Hello Kitty mug. Judging from her scowl, I guessed that coffee had been sitting too long in the pot and it was now as cold as the assailant’s trail.

“I’m helping her with one of her books.”

“She’s writing about you?” That seemed to pique the interest of Gwendolyn Golden in a way that made me nervous. It was just my luck that the Investigative Services Bureau crime solver was familiar with Liz’s mysteries. “Were you involved in a police case?”

“Ah, no.” I shook my head adamantly, prepared to distract her any way I could. “She’s a family friend and I’m helping her with one of her romantic suspense books. It’s called A Hint of Cinnamon. It’s from her Happy Endings series.”

“How does that involve you exactly?”

“She prefers to spend her time actually writing the story, so when she needs some background on a location, she sends me to scout it.”

“I see.” I could tell by the way she just kept staring at me that she didn’t. 

“She wants to be able to set an accurate scene for her readers because she’s describing a real place. You’d be surprised at the ones who will correct her on the details of just about everything, from what the landscape looks like on a certain road to the route number of the highway.”

“This is a real job? You go around checking out places?” 

“Yes, it’s a real job.” I found myself flustered by the detective’s relentless skepticism. “She can’t really get anything wrong. If she has her character go left on the Kaumualii Highway, instead of right, it spoils the continuity of the story for the nitpickers.”

When I caught myself babbling, I forced myself to take a deep breath and slow down. “Look, it’s kind of complicated. Her son is Jefferson Cornwall. He’s a thriller author and a TV producer. She got the habit from him....”

As I opened my mouth to spit out the details of Jeff’s relationship with his mother, Lieutenant Golden groaned briefly and then tapped her forehead.

“Of course! Now I know where I heard her name. Her son is that hunky guy who wrote Deadly Ride-Along.”

“Yes.”

“I met him when he was in Hawaii a few years ago. In fact, I helped him with some background on a case. Good God, the man has to be the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen, with those smoldering eyes and that magnificent mouth!”

My heart started to sink as the investigator’s enthusiasm grew. I was fairly certain that she was going to glom onto Liz the second she appeared at the station. 

That was the moment my cell phone played Hail to the Chief. It was an inside Cornwall joke. All three brothers, named for United States presidents, often hummed it at family gatherings, jockeying for position on the imaginary podium. Jeff had programmed it as the ring tone for my incoming calls from him when he replaced my old phone. He was calling from his office in Atlanta. “Chris? Are you okay? Are you hurt? Tell me what happened.”

“I’m at the police station in Lihue. The man I was with was shot. I don’t know what his condition is, but it didn’t look good last time I saw him. And before you ask me, I really don’t know why it happened. We were just out in a field, trying to find a place for your mother to kill off a character.”

“Listen, I know a couple of cops there. See if you can find....”

“...Gwendolyn Golden? She’s right here. Do you want to talk to her?”

“Yeah, put her on. And Chris, don’t worry. We’ll make sure you’re safe. I promise you that.”

“Mmm,” I mumbled. I didn’t trust myself to speak. The stress of the last hour and a half was finally catching up to me.

“Chris, did you hear what I said?” he asked me.

I glanced through the glass divider that separated Detective Golden’s office from the main room. Several people, seated at desks, watched me with curious eyes. Their intense scrutiny unnerved me. I turned my back on them and walked a couple feet away, feeling like I was a tetra in a fish tank. I needed the chance to tell him the truth without sharing it with the members of the Kauai Police Department’s Investigative Services Bureau. Any one of them could have been a lip reader.

“Jeff, I’m scared. What if it’s starting again?”

“Babe, I promise you that no one is going to get to you. Let me talk to Goldie.”

Goldie. For a split second, I felt a tug on my heart. It sounded like such an intimate nickname. What a stupid time to be jealous, I chided myself. Didn’t I already have more important things to think about than whether Jeff had enjoyed a fling with the female investigator handling my case?

“Chris?”

“Sure.” I pivoted and reluctantly returned to Lieutenant Golden’s desk. She was busy tapping on her keyboard. With great regret, I once again passed my cell phone to the woman.

“Jeff wants to talk to you about the case.”

It was hard to ignore how her eyes lit up at the news that the famous author with the smoldering eyes and magnificent mouth wanted to speak with her. Her interest in him wasn’t solely professional. Jeff often had that effect on women.

“Cornie? Is that you? Where have you been, handsome?” Even as she started to pour on the charm, I could see it fade away. Whatever Jeff told her on the other end of the phone sobered her right up. Suddenly she was all business. “Oh? Uh-huh. Right. I see. Yeah, I can take care of that. No, I know a couple of guys who started a protective services company. One of them used to be Secret Service. Right. No, it’s nothing like that. She told the responding officers that the man forced her into a rain barrel and put it in the back of his pickup. She claims the barrel bounced off the back of the truck as he went down the hill; when it landed, she managed to get the lid off of it and crawl out.”

I cringed when Lieutenant Golden snorted into the mouthpiece, bemused by my story. But suddenly her demeanor changed. “What’s that?”

Goldie, casually leaning back in her leather desk chair, suddenly shifted; a moment later, she grabbed the notepad on her desk and picked up a pen to jot something down.

“Seriously? I see. Yeah, that’s not the kind of situation we normally come across here in paradise, Cornie. I’ll take care of it. Just hold on a sec and I’ll give that Vulcan info to you.” She
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