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  one

We were seated in Business Class, a first for both of us. After what the Island County Sheriff’s Department has experienced over the past few years, we looked forward to some R&R in a place with sunshine and warmer temperatures than Washington State offered in November. It was near the end of our nearly six-hour flight into Logan International Airport, and no, Boston does not have better weather in November than Whidbey Island. 
We spent the night at the Hilton because we could do so without leaving the airport. We enjoyed room service and pay-per-view movies until midnight because the three-hour time difference made sleeping difficult. Our flight for the next short leg of the trip departed mid-morning, giving us plenty of time to relax in our room. Neither of us had been to Bermuda before, but we had heard great things about the small country and were eager to explore it.
My name is Deputy Roger Wilkie. Among my duties, I am an investigator for the Sheriff’s Department in Island County, Washington, based in Freeland. My wife, Doctor Andie Saunders, is a microbiology professor at the University of Washington. She teaches one class a week when she isn’t speaking somewhere and spends most of her time in her office and lab at our home on Whidbey Island. Her work and discoveries have made her nationally and internationally famous, and those in charge at the “U” have done everything they can to ensure she remains part of the faculty.
Her recent work on antibiotic-resistant E. coli strains, funded by a grant from a major pharmaceutical company, earned her this getaway as a reward, with UDub's blessing. We had been married for four years, and it was our first trip of any length. Ten days of nothing but pink sandy beaches and the solitude only a beachfront bungalow owned by a company executive could provide.
“What's on your mind?” I asked as we began our final approach to L. F. Wade International Airport in St. George’s Parish.
“I was reminiscing about that first dinner we had at the University Grille. I had a completely different idea of who you were, and things turned out… well, so wonderful.”
“Is that a good thing?” Every time I looked into those ice-blue eyes, my heart melted. She kept her pony-tailed, medium-length hair under a ball cap, and the auburn locks now showed streaks of gray. Regardless of her schedule, she still maintained her running regimen—at least fifteen miles a week—keeping herself as physically fit as any forty-six-year-old woman has a right to be.
She reached for my hand, squeezed it, and said, “It’s a very good thing. If you told me I’d fall in love with a guy who’s a half dozen years older, a ruddy Scotsman, and a cop on top of it, I would have thought you were nuts. But here we are, and I’m thankful every day. But enough of this sappy shit, I can’t wait to see what this guy’s place looks like.”
That was another thing I loved about her:  no bullshit.
“Does he use it often?”
“I guess it’s mostly for entertaining clients and lobbying those who make the regulations. But I think it’s empty more than it’s not.”
I wasn’t sure how I felt about staying in a house paid for by the pharmaceutical industry, but I vowed to tuck those feelings away and enjoy our time together.
As we deplaned, the humidity hit me instantly, but the gentle breeze and 75-degree temperature made it perfect. A smallish man dressed in Bermuda shorts—of course—stood near the baggage claim area holding a sign with our names on it. I told him we were the ones he was waiting for, and he loaded our bags. The lush foliage and tropical plants made the narrow roads on the four-mile trip to Tucker’s Town feel even more claustrophobic; I was glad someone had arranged a driver for us.
“Staying on the Mid Ocean Club property, eh, Sir?”
“Is that where we’re headed?” Our driver’s accent reminded me that this island paradise was still very British.
“It is…yes, Sir.”
I wasn’t sure what the club was until I saw the fairways and sand traps. “It’s a golf club?” I asked.
“It is…one of the finest in the world…very old, Sir. Sir Winston Churchill used to visit.”
I looked at Andie. “Did you know?”
“About Churchill?”
“No…that it was a golf club.” 
“I had no idea. I guess the owner plays golf.”
“Too bad O’Malley’s not here. I’ll make sure to let him know where we stayed.”
We passed a small sign that read "The Bogey Bungalow" as we turned into a driveway made of crushed seashells. Our driver clicked a remote that opened two huge wrought-iron gates. The drive circled under a weathered shingle porte-cochère trimmed in white. As we faced each other, our eyes widening, Andie mouthed the words, "holy shit." 
“Are you sure this is the place?” I asked our driver.
“Oh, yes, Sir. This is the correct address, and, as you can see, the remote opened the gates for us.” He said this with a beaming smile. “Now, let’s get you inside.” 
Standing beside the heavily timbered black front door, we waited while Nigel carried our bags. When I tried to help, he shushed me aside, appearing insulted that I would presume to accomplish this task without proper training.
“There you are,” he said after the last of our things were placed inside the foyer. “Mr. Robinson said to enjoy yourselves, and if you require anything, anything at all, please ring me. The Bungalow guests have a complimentary membership at the Mid Ocean Club if you’d care to dine there or play golf or tennis. The cove on the other side of the property is part of this estate, so it is private…you…ah…you may choose whatever swimming attire…or not… that you prefer. Please…have a wonderful holiday.”
I reached into my pocket for my wallet to give Nigel a generous tip, but he held up his hand: “Please…no, Sir. Mr. Robinson compensates me very well, and he’d be embarrassed and ashamed if I accepted any gratuity. He said to treat the home as if it were your own and remember to call if you need anything.”
He returned to the several-year-old Honda Accord, continued around the circular drive, crunching on the shells, and left the property, the black iron gates closing automatically behind him.
Still standing at the entry, we heard the loud click of the gates as they completed closing when Andie said, “Hey, Rog…guess we’re not in Kansas anymore, eh?”
I took her hand and walked into the Bogey Bungalow. “Let’s check this out.”
From the enclosed foyer, we entered what could only be called a very great room. The furnishings were mostly traditional, many with a nautical feel. Several seating groups occupied most of the space, sitting on gleaming dark wood floors. The most striking feature of the space, however, was the panoramic view, which took up the entire opposite side of the room through at least a thirty-foot opening. It was apparent that Nigel had prepared for us, as the folding glass doors were pushed aside, seamlessly blending the indoor space with a magnificent outdoor patio.
We were drawn to the red-bricked lanai overlooking the turquoise waters of the Atlantic, lined with the cotton-candy-pink sand for which Bermuda was famous. Andie finally found her voice: “I had no idea we’d be staying someplace like this.”
“I’m thinking the drug business is lucrative. Tell me again what you did for these guys.”
“It wasn’t necessarily for them; they just provided the grant money. After that fiasco with Hogan back home, they thought it made sense to develop other drugs to protect folks from some of these new antibiotic-resistant bacteria. There seems to be enough of a market for it, or they wouldn’t have bothered.”
“And you worked with this Robinson guy?”
“Nope, never saw him. He was just the guy who signed the checks.”
“Why the royalty treatment then?”
“No clue. I told the dean I was taking some PTO, and she was the one who told me about Bermuda. She said the chairman of Helix Pharmaceuticals—that’s the company—had a cabin he rarely used, and he was so elated with the research that he told her it was available for anyone on the team.”
“And that’s Robinson?”
“I guess so. Now, enough with the questions…how about a stroll on that luscious pink sand I’ve heard so much about?”


      ***By the time we’d changed from our traveling jeans and sweatshirts into shorts and T-shirts, it was nearing three p.m. Fortunately, the temperature was still in the mid-seventies, and the water was about the same. The beach was pristine and serenely hushed, except for the rhythmic crashing of the waves. We sloshed through crystal clear water up to our knees.
“Pretty incredible, huh?” She asked.
“Yup…kinda makes you forget about what we do for a living. While you were changing, I checked out the supplies in the kitchen and pantry.”
“And?”
“We could stay here for a month and not have to make a trip to the market. You should check out the wine cellar, too.”
“Cellar?”
“It’s a self-contained room in the back of the pantry. Gotta be at least five hundred bottles in there. Good ones, too.”
“You think they mean for us to use everything?”
“That’s what the note said.”
“What note?”
“The one on the side table near the hallway. It said, ‘Welcome to the Bogey Bungalow.  If the supplies are not to your liking, please have Nigel fetch whatever you want. The wine cellar is for your pleasure as well.’ ”
“Damn, Roger, let’s move here.”
“Good one, Andie. On another topic, what’s for dinner tonight?”
“I’m still a little jet lagged. How about we make reservations at that Mid Ocean Club? We can partake of the provisions tomorrow.”
“Perfect.”
It was only a fifteen-minute walk to the Bermudian pink clubhouse, and the air was blissfully pleasant. Tree frogs were making themselves known, and the occasional mosquito buzzed by without stopping for a bite. It was a lovely evening.
We were welcomed at the entry to the dining room by Bernard, the maître d’, as if we were long-time club members. If there wasn’t a bar code on our foreheads explaining we were guests of the Bogey Bungalow, it had to be something else because we were greeted by him thusly: “Deputy Wilkie, Dr. Saunders…how nice of you to join us. If you’ll be seated in the lounge, we’ll have a table for you shortly.”
The lounge was small, but several upholstered seating groups begged our attention. We chose the one nearest the fireplace—it had dropped to sixty degrees outside—and sat only seconds before a waiter came to ask what we’d like to drink. I thought the club should have been used as a training ground for those in the hospitality industry.
Our chairs were at right angles to each other, with the fireplace at our back and a weathered teak coffee table in front of us. Several golf and tennis magazines were scattered on the well-used surface, but what drew our attention was a small leather-bound tome with the single word, Members, written in cursive on the cover.
Picking it up, Andie displayed her Inspector Clouseau persona. “And what do we have here, my good man?”
She skimmed through several pages, her eyes getting bigger the longer she looked. “Yikes, Rog, look at this. It’s a list of club members, and I think you’ll recognize a few of the names.”
I flipped through a few pages after she handed it to me. It was a who’s who of movie personalities and political figures from the U.S. and abroad. “It appears, My Dear, we are now considered royalty.” 
“You wouldn’t think this little club on this little island would attract such a following.”
“While you were getting ready for dinner, I texted O’Malley and told him where we were staying—sorry, I couldn’t resist. He told me the course was designed by some famous architect back in the day, and it’s always considered one of the best in the world. He was pissed that a non-golfer got to stay here when he, an avid player, didn’t have the opportunity.”
“You didn’t rub it in, did you?”
“Moi? Of course not. I did tell him I’d send a postcard so he could imagine being here.”
Andie shook her head, probably at my childish behavior, but there was a possibility she thought I was charming. 
“It doesn’t give the addresses for anyone, just the city and country, but take a look at these locales; they’re from all over the world,” I continued, sidestepping any concerns I might have had.
“Does it have the Robinson fellow in there, you know, the guy who owns the house we’re staying in?”
I flipped to the “R” pages and searched for Robinson. There were three of them. Two were from London, and one—a James Robinson—listed Whidbey Island as his home.
“Holy fuck, what are the odds?” My lovely wife proclaimed. It appeared messing around with microbes day in and day out caused one to develop a potty mouth.
“Yeah…what are the odds? If he lives on the island, how come I’ve never heard of him? It’s not like it’s a heavily populated area.”
“Probably owns one of those properties on Mutiny Bay and keeps a low profile.”
Andie was referring to one of the most expensive stretches of real estate on South Whidbey, where titans of commerce and legacy families with deep pockets resided. I left the conversation there, still wondering why I’d never heard of the guy, and redirected my attention to the wonderful smells emanating from the delicacies being prepared in the kitchen.
We were so comfortable sitting by the fire that we asked Bernard if it was okay to stay there for dinner. Of course, it was, and the rockfish Alfredo—caught that afternoon—was out of this world.
We made the downhill trek to the Bogey Bungalow by the light of our cell phones. It was very dark, and the night sky was ablaze with stars. The excellent food and wine had had their effect, and we couldn’t wait to hit the sack. The heavy door squeaked on the enormous barrel hinges as we entered our vacation palace. I flicked on the light switch.
“Jesus…Roger…what is this?” 






  
  two

“Give me your hand.” As soon as she did, I pulled her back outside. Whoever was responsible for the pillaging of the Bogey Bungalow could still be in there, and regardless of my station in life, the prudent move was to retreat and call the authorities. The gun laws were strict in Bermuda, but that didn’t mean whoever tore the place apart didn’t have a weapon of some sort. 
The closest shelter was back the way we came to the Mid Ocean Club. I called 911 as we hurried back up the hill in the dark. It seemed our tranquil vacation had taken a turn for the worse.
We explained the situation to Bernard, who immediately took charge of our well-being. He told us to make ourselves comfortable while he made a few calls. Ten minutes after we had taken refuge, an impeccably uniformed officer arrived, accompanied by two additional officers wearing less impressive garb. 
“Deputy Wilkie, I am Chief Inspector Keon Miller. Are you and Doctor Saunders hurt in any way?”
“No, we’re fine. As soon as we saw the damage, we called 911 and headed back here. I wasn’t sure if whoever did this could still be in the house.”
“It’s a good thing you did. The constables who were sent there reported seeing two people fleeing the scene just as they arrived. They gave chase but eventually lost them when they fled across the golf course. Right now, they are securing the scene until I arrive. When an attack of this nature happens in Bermuda—especially to such a prominent resident—we take it very seriously. Much of our economy depends on tourism, and anything reflecting poorly on that is dealt with immediately.” 
“What about our things?” Will we be able to get them? We’ll need to stay somewhere else.” Andie had already moved on to our next challenge.
“Nigel is on his way to the house, and Mr. Robinson has been notified. If you can wait an hour, we will have time to process the area where your things are, and you can return to get them. Mr. Robinson is terribly upset you’ve had this experience, and he’s arranged for you to stay at the Rosewood Resort. It’s less than a mile from here; a lovely hotel. Unfortunately, the Bogey Bungalow will be out of service temporarily.
“He also said to tell you that you’ll continue to be his guests here at the club, and Nigel will be available anytime you need him.” 
Whoever James Robinson from Whidbey Island was, the guy had some serious clout. Bernard plied us with cognac while we waited and charmed us with stories about some of the more famous members from the past. Of course, anyone currently a member was off limits, a practice reinforced when I asked about Robinson.
“He’s a lovely man. We only see him once or twice a year,” was all he would divulge. 
          Almost an hour later, Nigel pulled up in front of the club’s entrance and hustled in to meet us. “Mr. Robinson called and informed me of the break-in. We’re very sorry about this. I’m to take you to get your things and then escort you to the Rosewood.”
By now, midnight was approaching, yet Nigel appeared as alert and fresh as when he had greeted us at the airport. 
He drove us to the Bogey Bungalow, where at least a half-dozen officers were processing the scene. They stood to the side respectfully and allowed us to gather our belongings. Now that we were fully inside the house, we could see the extent of the damage. It was massive and appeared to have been done with malice. Furniture was upended, papers were tossed about, and even holes were smashed in the walls. It was hard to believe that only hours ago, it had been an exquisite home.
When we arrived at the Rosewood Resort, Nigel escorted us into the impressive lobby and seemed well acquainted with the staff, who welcomed us. Once again, I marveled at the reverence with which the Bermudians held James Robinson. 
Without filling out a form or providing a credit card, we were shown to a corner suite furnished in impeccable island style. A large gift basket awaited us on the table beside the fireplace.
“Tired, Hon?” I asked.
“You have no idea. I’m wasted, Rog; good night.” She fell into the magnificently made-up bed, clothes and all.
“Does this mean no hotel sex?”
“Shut up, and good night. If you ever want to see me naked again, you won’t ask stupid questions. If you behave, though, I might be able to arrange something for tomorrow.”
Far be it from me to pursue the conversation any further. I kissed her on the forehead, turned off the lights, and fell beside her.



      ***The following day began for us shortly before 10 a.m. The excitement from the previous evening had left us with a hangover that had nothing to do with booze.
“We’ve still got a week and a half here, Andie; what would you like to do?”
“There’s a bunch of things I’d like to see, but what sounds best today is hanging around here, maybe some room service breakfast, and then spending the day snoozing by the pool.”
It sounded exactly like what I wanted to do, and I told her so. As the morning morphed into late afternoon, we both began getting restless. When I suggested a walk on the resort’s private beach, Andie agreed immediately.
As we strolled the immaculately kept sand of the Tucker’s Point Beach Club, owned by the resort, we began to decompress from the prior night’s adventures. “Is it me, or does this guy, Robinson, seem a little mysterious to you?” I asked my wife.
“He sorta seems that way, but maybe if you were the head of a billion-dollar drug company, you’d be a bit on the eccentric side, too.”
“It’s clear that everyone who has had anything to do with him thinks he’s aces, and apparently, he’s generous with those who work for him. But I think it’s odd that he lives on Whidbey, and we’ve never heard of him. And he’s never been in the news, at least that I’m aware of.”
“A better question is, why was the house ransacked? It looked as though whoever did it was looking for something, and judging by the damage we saw, it wasn’t necessarily money.”
I considered my wife’s assessment and had to agree that she made sense. On the other hand, why was it bugging me? It sure as hell wasn’t my patch, not even my country; still, my cop’s brain couldn’t let it go.
Until Andie surprised me with a handful of seventy-five-degree sparkling clear water right in the kisser. The shock vacated my ruminations, and I began the chase. She always seemed to know exactly which buttons to push. We both gave up after we were completely soaked, giggling at our wonderfully childish behavior, and headed back to the resort to get ready for dinner.
We had reservations at six-thirty at Sul Verde, the resort’s fabulous Italian eatery. I busied myself watching the news of the American election while Andie did the womanly things she felt necessary for a public outing. After being sufficiently depressed, I turned off the TV and sat there enjoying the quiet opulence of our elegant room. Then my phone buzzed.
The number was as familiar as the ID. It was Wally Turpin, my second-in-command, whom I told not to bother me unless it was important. Shit. 
“How’s the vacation, Boss?”
“Interesting…but still very good.” Until now. “Why are you calling me?” I thought it best to rip off the scab immediately.
“Um…something’s come up.”
“Wally, tell me why the fuck you called, and do it fast.” Wally was the best friend ever and a great cop, but sometimes I had to pull the words from him.
“Okay…one of those places on Mutiny Bay was broken into this afternoon.”
“You called to tell me about a break-in?” Even as the words left my mouth, I began to have a bad feeling about something.
“Well…it wasn’t just a break-in. They had an alarm system, and the monitoring company notified us of an outage. When we got there, we found a dead body. The guy looked like somebody beat the shit out of him.”
I hated to ask, but I had to. “Do we know who it is?”
“Guy’s name is James Robinson. Some big shot with some drug company.”
I must have zoned out for a few seconds, because next, I heard, “Boss… you there?”
“Yeah…I am…do you have things under control?”
“Maggie’s over there now, and I’ve got Francis canvassing the neighbors.”
Maggie was the county ME and the best at what she did. Francis, coincidentally, her husband, was a new deputy with the county, but if anyone could take control of the situation, it would be him. His background made him perfect for the job.
“Boss?”
“Yeah?”
“Can you come back? With this guy’s stature and all, things might snowball.”
I sighed with resignation and surrendered: “You have no idea, Wally, things are already doing that. See you tomorrow sometime; text me with updates.”
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After only three nights in Bermuda, we were on our way back to the Pacific Northwest. Even with my law enforcement privilege, arranging our flights on such short notice took some doing. Nine hours of flying with a two-hour layover in Boston still put us in Seattle by 3 p.m., thanks to the four-hour time difference. We made the 5 o’clock ferry, where I finally had time to look at the two texts I’d received from Wally. They said the same thing: “No news yet, Boss.” When we finally made it home, we were exhausted and pissed off that our ten-day holiday in beautiful Bermuda was toast. 
I texted Wally to let him know we had returned and that I’d see him at the office at seven the following morning. I told him to make sure Maggie and Francis were there too and not to call me unless something earth-shattering happened.


      ***When I arrived at the station in Freeland, my associates greeted me as if I’d had a death in the family. Even Bruce Strickland, our volunteer dispatcher, expressed sympathy for my ruined vacation.
Wally thought to bring the donuts, and the four of us squeezed into the small conference room. Whenever Francis Early was in a room, the effect was one of overcrowding. Standing only a tad over six feet tall, his enormous muscular frame was enough to intimidate even the most hardened lawbreaker. Combine that with a shaved head and heavy-lidded eyes shedding prison-tatted tears, and the effect was downright frightening. After being found guilty of drug dealing for sharing his weed stash with his buddies, he was forced to spend twenty months in the notorious McNeil Island Penitentiary. Overcrowding caused by the “War on Drugs” led to several offenders being housed in facilities reserved for the most egregious felons, even though their crimes, in the current environment, would be considered minor. It helped that those who fell into that category at McNeil were housed separately, but the stigma of being associated with such a place was not easily erased.
For fifteen years, he served as caretaker for his formerly agoraphobic brother. Jake, using a wheelchair courtesy of the Vietnam War, had suggested he move to Whidbey Island, where tolerance for folks with questionable pasts was more forgiving. Francis became involved in helping to solve several high-profile and downright quirky cases, somewhat by chance, but mostly because he was brilliantly curious. His secret weapon was people's tendency to constantly underestimate his intelligence and problem-solving skills.
Rather than fighting to keep him out of trouble, skirting lawful protocols, I lobbied the department to overlook his record and make him a legitimate peace officer. His training period was significantly reduced since there was no need for physical or defensive training. It was true that he was in his mid-fifties, but no one would dispute his capabilities. His involvement—his and his dog, Henry—the previous year with some nasty murderers from the southwest serendipitously brought him and Maggie Ryan, our ME, together. And now the two were married.
More states and municipalities had courted Maggie than she could count. Boston-raised and a Tufts alum, she spent five years stationed in Oak Harbor with the U.S. Navy to fulfill her ROTC scholarship obligations. She grew to love Whidbey Island, and nothing would pry her away. It was especially so now that she’d met the love of her life.
 Because our turf on the south end of Whidbey was rural and typically uneventful, our staffing needs were lower than those of many other jurisdictions in the state, and our associates were more like friends than fellow officers. Today, though we were cops, we had a dead body on our hands. 
“Okay, Mags, what have we got?” I started with our medical examiner.
“The victim was forty-eight years old, according to the DOB on his license. He was physically fit, single, and lived alone in the seven-thousand-square-foot house.”
“All good and interesting stuff, Maggie, but what I wanted to know was how he was killed?”
“Oh… geez, why didn’t you say so?” In case I didn’t mention it, Maggie was a ball-buster of the nth degree, a perfect match for her husband. “I don’t know.”
“Huh? How is that possible?”
“The guy was beaten to shit. Whoever did it, and I’ll bet it was more than one, knew what they were doing. I’m guessing they wanted something from him, and, from his looks, he probably gave it to them.”
“So, he died from the beating?”
“I don’t think so. They inflicted a great deal of pain on him, but nothing they did was enough to kill him. It’s like they were being careful not to kill him.”
“So…what then? A heart attack?”
“Not likely. The guy was in great shape. I’ve got the autopsy scheduled for this afternoon. After that, we should know for certain.”
It appeared we’d be in the dark until later in the day. I turned to Francis and Wally and asked, “Anything from the neighbors? Ring cameras? Alarms going off in the neighborhood?”
“Nothing, Boss,” this from Wally, “You know how that neighborhood is. Lots of rich folks live there, and most of them are away for the winter. The only people still around were those in the second house to the north, and they heard bupkes.”
“Francis?”
“I hit the beach while Wally knocked on doors. The tide was out, and numerous footprints were in the sand from people walking on the beach. A couple of sets looked like they came from Robinson’s house, so we made casts of them. I’ll try to ID the shoes when we’re done here.”  
I was glad Francis was on our team. His ability to think randomly, rather than linearly, was why he’d helped us in the past when he was still a civilian. 
Still tired from the jet lag, I told the team to continue what they were doing, and as soon as we heard from Maggie, we’d huddle up again. I was confident our ME would come back with answers.
It was 4 p.m., and I had yet to hear from Maggie. She was dedicated and brilliant, and I’d learned early on that pestering her was not productive. Now that she was married to Francis, I was even less inclined to bug her about the autopsy results. No one we had talked to had seen or heard anything. I was about to call it a day when the phone rang.
“It’s Maggie, Rog.”
“What’s the verdict?”
There were a few seconds of silence before she spoke, “We’re not sure.”
“What? What are you saying?”
           “Both Cora and I spent all afternoon on this damn thing. Neither of us has seen anything like it before.”
Cora was Maggie’s assistant, and she, too, was superb. If they couldn’t figure it out, my guess was that there were few forensic minds in the country who could. “What did you find?”
“As you already know, the guy had been worked over. He had bruises on his bruises and some broken bones. But what killed him was internal hemorrhaging.”
“By the bruising?”
“No, that’s just it. When we cut him open, there was nothing but a slushy mass of blood. It was as if his internal organs had melted and created a bloody, viscous stew. The only solid structure was his skeleton. Everything else, organs, intestines, heart, lungs, kidneys…everything had sorta turned to mush.
“When we made our first incision, the stuff began leaking everywhere. As soon as we saw it, we knew it wasn’t anything we’d ever seen, so we got the hell out of there and dressed in hazmat gear. That’s why it’s taken so long.”
I wasn’t sure what to say, so I said nothing. Eventually, she continued, “We ended up closing him up because there was nothing to analyze. Even his brain was soup. I’ve already called the CDC, and they’re sending someone overnight. They’ll be here tomorrow.”
“Okay…”
“And Roger?”
“Yeah?”
“I’ve called Andie. She’ll be here in the morning before the Feds get here.”
I should have known my wife would be involved. If it were disease-related, she’d be the first one I would have called, too. “Of course. You think it’s a bug?”
“If it’s not, I’ve got no idea. Cora and I are quarantining for at least a few days to be safe. We’ve sealed the lab, and everyone will be wearing suits.”
I didn’t relish the idea of my wife messing around with an unknown pathogen, but she had been doing just that for far longer than I’d known her, and she was one of the best in the world. Why Robinson had been beaten and how he died were now center stage for Whidbey’s finest. Oh boy. 
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As soon as I walked through the door, Andie had her arms around me. It was a tad unusual.
“Hey there, stranger,” I offered, not exactly sure how to react. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“Can’t a gal give her husband a hug?”
“Um…yes, yes, she can, and she can do it anytime she wants. My question is, why right now? I mean, you’ve just been notified of a bizarre condition discovered by the Island County ME, I’ve got a beating of an upstanding citizen on my hands, and possibly a murder. I mean, if that’s all it takes to have you throw yourself at your husband, then hell, maybe we should relocate to a more dangerous area.”
I knew I’d gone too far when she smacked me on the shoulder. “Is it possible that I missed you today, and I felt bad that our vacation was cut short, and I felt for you?”
Now I had to backpedal, and fast. “I’m sorry, Andie. I was just surprised. That’s all. I love it when you hug me.”
“You’re forgiven. Plus, I get to look at possibly a new microbe, one we’ve never seen before.”
“And there you have it, folks. That’s the reason for this exuberance.”
Her pout gave everything away. “Come on, Roger, you know I meant all those things.”
“I do…and I also know how excited you get when there’s a new challenge. Tell me I’m wrong.”
“Not totally…but it is exciting, isn’t it?”
It was my turn to swat her, but I did it ever so gently with a fake punch to the jaw. It must have been the right move because she hugged me even tighter. 
I had a feeling the Robinson death would be all-consuming for a while, and I guess Andie did as well. The evening was quiet and reflective, but more tender and loving than we’d been in some time. It was as if we knew the days ahead would be difficult, and we needed something to hold on to that would see us through a challenging period. 
She was gone when I turned over and read 6:30 on the alarm clock; a small note leaned against it. Had to get to work, Sweetie. See you tonight. Oh, please feed the goats.  I knew she was excited to get to work if she hadn’t taken the time to feed her three pygmy goats. She had adopted the homeless creatures after their owner, a mass murderer, no less, managed to infect himself with the highly virulent strain of E. coli he had cultured to poison the population of the city of Langley.
Thanks to Andie’s efforts, tragedy had been averted, and she’d developed a soft spot for the cute little animals. Now they were ours. I hurried through my morning ablutions, fed the little ones, and arrived at the office by 7:30. I was the last to arrive.
“Hey, Boss, sleeping in?” Wally was grinning ear to ear, knowing it was a rare day he beat me to the station. To his credit, Francis said nothing, but his Cheshire grin showed his enjoyment of the ribbing.
I ignored my second-in-command, which was sure to annoy him, and got down to business. “Anything from your inquiries?”
Since neither wanted to speak first, I assumed the answer would be no, but then Francis surprised me. “I uh… I spoke to the guys last night when I got home.”
“The guys” Francis referred to were his former cellmates at McNeil. After almost fifteen years, our newest deputy still met with Mickey, Otis, and Sparks on Zoom at least three or four times a month. Sequestered from the nastier inmates, all three had become accomplished hackers during their time at the notorious prison. Somehow, Francis’s brilliant mind chose to shitcan the computerese his buddies tried to drill into him; instead, he took on the role of their protector. He wasn’t a complete luddite, but when serious searching was required, he needed their help. 
“What about?” I asked cautiously, not sure I wanted the answer.
“I told ‘em we had something weird going on and that it involved the head of Helix Pharmaceuticals. Mick spends his time day trading, and he’s big into the drug companies. I thought he might be able to help.”
“And did he?”
“A little. There were rumors that Helix was on the verge of announcing a new wonder drug that could make past vaccines obsolete. Rather than being virus-specific, this new drug would eliminate any harmful virus before it could invade the cells. He started explaining the mechanics of the thing, but I told him to forget it; it was too deep in the weeds for me. He said the stock had already taken a dive after the news of Robinson’s death.”
That his Bermuda home was tossed just the night before his Mutiny Bay home was ravaged suggested more than a few participants. I asked Francis if there was anything else.
“Otis is looking into the bizarre way the guy died. Seems like he’s developed an interest in exotic diseases for some mystery novel he’s writing. Says he’s looking at all sorts of viruses, bacteria, and insect venom from everywhere and anywhere, trying to discover something nasty that’ll scare his readers. We’ll only hear back if there’s anything to report.”
 Calling Francis’s buddies unconventional in their thinking was like saying Einstein was of reasonable intelligence. Outside-the-box thinking was laughable; there was no box. Had I not had prior experience with his colleagues, I would have dismissed anything they came up with. Instead, I said, “Good move, Francis. Keep me posted if you hear something.”
We’d have considerably more to go on once we got the full report from Maggie and Andie, but that could take some time. Wally agreed to dig deeper into Robinson’s background, while Francis left to check in with the business owners in the small but quaint towns that made up the lower half of the island. Now that he was a member of the Sheriff’s Department, most folks were slightly less concerned when he was nearby, and some even appreciated his presence, which served as a formidable deterrent to anyone thinking of shoplifting or perhaps imbibing a bit too much before climbing behind the wheel. Henry, his full-blooded GSD, accompanied him as always.

      ***The day dragged on with no word from the two women who could give us answers. As tempted as I was to call them, my better angels convinced me to leave them alone. All I’d be doing would be taking them away from their work. They were the best at their jobs and more dedicated than anyone I’d ever known.
Shortly after six, with no word, I headed home to feed the goats. A seed of worry took root in my mind, but I pushed it aside. I knew Andie was a pro at her job and would take every necessary precaution. I warmed up the chicken chili we’d had the previous night, grabbed a Bodhizafa from the fridge, and turned on the Kraken game. The pace of professional hockey was all-consuming and, at least for a moment, an adequate distraction. Then I heard her car crunching up the gravel drive.
When she’d pulled into her parking spot, I had the front door open. I waited until she stepped onto the porch into the light to greet her with a hug she held onto for more than a few seconds.
“Rough day?” I managed as we separated. She looked exhausted… still beautiful, but weary as hell.
Instead of answering, she walked into the house and headed for the refrigerator. “Beer first, Hon. Then we can talk. I haven’t been this wasted since that asshole who tried to poison all of Langley.”
It wasn’t often Andie referred to Harry Hogan—and when she did, it was always that asshole—but she only did so when she was deeply troubled. 
She flopped onto the sofa, took a hearty swig of Georgetown Brewery’s finest, grabbed the remote, and turned off the TV. I took it as a signal that it was time to talk.
“Bad day, huh?” It was an awful lot like my first offering and weak as hell, but it was all I could come up with.
She took a deep breath and looked at me like I was one of her students who had failed an exam but was still begging for a passing grade. “Smooth opening, Rog, very smooth,” she said, and then she hit me with that grin that knocked me off my feet every time, since the first time I saw it.
“Sorry, Hon, I was worried. I know you’re the best at what you do, but that doesn’t stop me from being scared. So…talk to me. What did you learn?”
It was brutal — the whole day. We were dressed in those hazmat suits, so it was hot as hell; that didn’t make things any easier. First, I watched while Maggie opened him up again, and it was a fucking mess. Blood everywhere; good thing those floors have drains.
I suppose people who did what Maggie and Andie did were accustomed to dark humor, but the image I pictured was terrifying. I kept quiet.  
          “She reviewed her autopsy findings while she showed me what had killed Robinson.”
“Not the beating, right?”
“Correct. He had been beaten, and I suppose it did some damage, but not enough to kill him.  Before that happened, his internal organs liquefied. The guy from the CDC hadn’t seen anything like it either.”
“Are Maggie and Cora still quarantined?”
“No. Whatever caused the meltdown was no longer viable. I could find no active pathogens. No virus, no bacteria, nothing.”
“Why did whatever caused this not break through the skin?”
“Good question, Rog. He had blood coming from his mouth and nose, and even some from his anus. Maggie thought at first it was because of the beating he took. It wasn’t until she cut him open that she saw what killed him.” 
“You’re sure no bacteria or viruses?”
Given my wife's qualifications, I suppose my question was inappropriate. Her disgusted look and the middle finger she held aloft made this fact
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