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      John Finder pulled a hunk of raw fish from the bucket and slapped it onto the cutting board. Gentle waves slapped the hull of the boat as gulls called to one another overhead like a crowd of excited men telling their buddies about free beer. Viata's second moon, Banta, made its way down as the sun peeked over the horizon. John paused for a moment to take it in. It promised to be a beautiful day, except for the lone dark cloud that loomed ominously behind him.


      Sunrise and sunset were his favorite time of day. There was something about beginnings and endings. The anticipation of things to come and the wonder of what's next had kept him moving forward ever since the death of his wife Melanie. Grief had threatened to capsize and drown him many times since then, but some days, he believed the worst was behind him. Today was one of those days.


      The boat rocked gently as John chunked up the fish to use as bait. The rhythm of his strokes added a counterpoint to the cry of the gulls. He tossed a few of the smaller chunks to the gulls who swooped gleefully to retrieve them, then hooked a large piece on the end of each of the two poles he had waiting. He scraped the mess that was left on the cutting board into a bucket. The odor of fish guts mingling with the smell of fuel filled John's nostrils. He dipped his hands into a bucket of seawater to rinse, then used his wrist to rub the itching scar on his nose. He was tempted to wipe his hands down the front of his charcoal gray Barnacle Bill tee shirt but didn’t. He pulled a rag from the back pocket of his brown cargo shorts and used that to dry his hands instead.


      “You about done there?” Kurt asked.


      “Just about,” John said. “Thanks again for inviting me.”


      The fighting chair protested and squeaked as Kurt rose and faced John. He rubbed his graying beard. “Anytime, son, anytime. It’s good to have the company.”


      Kurt wore rugged blue jeans with a white tee shirt, stained from rubbing his hands along the hem. The end of a red bandana poked out of his shirt pocket. He pulled it out to dab his forehead.


      John set their poles into holders and was about to say something when he was distracted by loud music carried across the water from an approaching boat. A blood-red speedboat dropped to an idle about eight hundred yards out.


      Kurt shuffled over next to John. “Would you just look at that! All this water and he has to stop here.”


      John grunted and shaded his eyes, trying to get a look at the person in the speedboat. John was facing the sun, so the glare made it impossible to see clearly. A muscular figure raised a long object, putting it to his shoulder.


      John ducked instinctively, pulling Kurt to the deck.


      “What the...” Kurt tried to say, but the fall knocked the wind from him.


      A projectile struck the boat, sending shards of wood and fiberglass spraying into the air.


      Whoever it is isn't much of a shot, John thought.


      An engine roared to life, and John jumped up as the boat raced away. He helped Kurt to his feet. Scarlet blood dripped from Kurt’s grizzled nose staining his shirt, and John rushed to the rear of the boat to grab a clean rag. When he came back, Kurt already had his bandana pressed to his nose and was calling the Shore Patrol on his comm unit. John wordlessly handed Kurt the rag, who nodded.


      When Kurt finished his call, he asked, “Why would that guy take a shot at us?”


      John's eyes drifted to the deck. “I'm afraid he was trying to kill me.”


      Kurt gave him a long look. “Why?”


      “It’s a long story. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to put you in danger.”


      Kurt waved that away. “I didn't think that for a minute. You being an ex-detective, you’re probably used to being shot at, but it’s a new sensation to me.”


      They sat down on a bench seat, and Kurt checked to see if the bleeding had stopped. It had slowed.


      There was a long silence.


      “Sorry about the nose,” John finally said.


      “You probably saved my life. Whoever that was could’ve just as easily hit me.” Kurt leaned back against the seat and tilted his head back.


      John agonized silently over putting Kurt in danger. He had hoped to put the events of the last few months behind him, but had been a fool to think Dick Taylor would give up and leave him alone. He should have known better and not accepted Kurt's invitation. A knot formed in his gut.


      As they waited for Shore Patrol to arrive, the single storm cloud overhead rumbled and dumped marble-sized raindrops, soaking them.
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      John waved as Kurt pulled away from the dock below Barnacle Bill's bar. The drone of his engine slowly faded as he headed out into the blue-green waters of the bay. John glanced toward his own boat at the end of the dock, where he had been living for the past couple of months. Everything seemed fine.


      The ride back had dried his clothes and it was lunchtime, so John climbed the path to the bar to get a bite to eat and say hello to his friends.


      Bill's place was John's favorite hangout. He loved the relaxed tiki bar atmosphere. He had stumbled on it by chance a few days after arriving on Viata and the staff had quickly adopted him. They were his second family, especially since he had sent his daughter, Clarissa, to stay with his sister on Earth.


      He picked his usual table next to the kitchen door and sat on a creaky wicker chair. From this position, he had a good view of the place and across the bay. The sound of customers’ conversations filled his ears like the buzzing of gnats.


      Sabrina, Bill's newest bartender, brought a bottle of cold water and set it down in front of him. She wiped moisture from her hand onto her shorts and unconsciously adjusted the knot she had tied her shirt into that exposed her navel. A sharp clatter of dishes caused her to flinch and turn in the direction of the kitchen. She turned back to John, smiling and shaking her head. The pencil holding up her brown hair threatened to slip free.


      “What can I get you?”


      “I'll need something stronger to drink,” he said, “and can you get me a bowl of clam chowder?”


      “Sure. Coming right up.”


      She came back with a shot of rum, and John enjoyed his chowder and considered what to do about his problem. He could pack up and go back to Earth, but that seemed cowardly. Besides, he liked it here. The heat suited him, and he had total freedom to live by his own rules here. No, he would stay and fight, and he was forming an idea of how to handle it.


      The owner, Bill, came over and pulled up a chair next to him. He was a large, virile man, a good six inches taller than John. He wore a crisp white apron over Bermuda shorts and a loud, floral button-up shirt. John had never been able to reconcile the man’s style with his personality.


      “I see you’re back early,” Bill said.


      “Yeah, we ran into some trouble. Somebody took a shot at me again.”


      “I thought the guy who was trying to kill you was arrested?”


      “He was, but Dick Taylor had paid him to do it. I guess he has hired someone else.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      John paused for a moment. “So much time had gone by, I thought Taylor had let it go.”


      Bill shook his head. “I'm afraid men like Taylor don't just live and let live. You'll have to do something about it sooner, rather than later.” Bill winked. “Like the situation with your lady friend.”


      “I haven't spoken to Katrina in a week. I think I might have scared her off.”


      “Wouldn't surprise me. Trouble follows you around.”


      John nodded in agreement and rubbed his dimpled chin. “You have a point.”


      “I was just kidding. She's probably been busy. You should give her a call.”


      “You're getting as bad as Kian. Don't you have customers to wait on or something?”


      Bill gave a big, hearty laugh and stood up. “Sometimes a woman just wants a little attention, son.” Then he turned serious. “I'm not kidding about Taylor. The only thing scum like him understands is force. Mark my words. In the end, you’ll have to kill him before he kills you.” Bill squeezed John’s shoulder and strode away. John wondered if he was right. If his plan worked, it wouldn't come to that.


      His thoughts drifted to Katrina. Bill did have a point. He was a trouble magnet. Katrina and her friend, Coles, had just barely escaped harm when his house had been blown up. He had the feeling that Katrina had been a lot more scared than she had let on, but Coles on the other hand had seemed to be in her element.


      John finished his meal and reluctantly started for his office. He decided to walk. He could use the exercise. He extended into long strides along the partly shaded, crushed-shell path that led up to raised walkways. Red and gold bromeliads decorated the verge on each side. He slowed as he approached the entry pad and hopped on. It lifted him onto the walkway and matched its speed. The pad fell away shortly after he stepped off, and John resumed his long strides down the walkway. It sped along the shoreline providing a spectacular view of the water beyond the trees. Along the way, he thought more about his plan for Taylor and decided to skip going to the office. He headed to the marina to have a chat with Coles instead.


      Coles's boat was tied up in her usual spot. He was in luck. John exited the walkway and weaved his way around the people clogging the docks with their comings and goings. He tripped over a coil of thick rope and nearly fell into the water until a sailor caught him. “Whoa there.” The sailor steadied John. “Are you okay?”


      John rubbed his bony knee and flexed it. “I’m all right, I should’ve paid better attention.” John moved on. Coles’s boat was just ahead, so he shaded his eyes to see if she was on board. She was sunning on the foredeck in a skimpy white bikini. John had to admit to himself that she was very well put together. When he called, she waved him aboard. They sat down at the rear of the boat on a bench seat. He found her level of nakedness very distracting.


      “Talked to Katrina lately?” she asked.


      John did his best to avert his eyes. “Not for a long while.”


      Coles chewed her bottom lip and nodded. There was a pause.


      “Staying out of trouble?” she finally continued.


      “Nope. In fact, I'm looking for some and thought you might want to help.”


      She arched an eyebrow, then stood up and pulled a shirt over her bikini. “Tell me more?”


      “Taylor sent someone else to kill me this morning. I figure it's only a matter of time before he tries again. So, I need to take Taylor out of the picture.”


      Coles shifted her slight frame; the seat covering creaked and protested as she did. “Murder?”


      “No. I want to set him up. Victoria and her deputies can take care of the rest.”


      She tilted her head. A strand of her yellow hair fell across her face, blocking her delicate features. She pushed it behind a small ear with her index finger. “How do I fit in?”


      “I want you to run another package for him.”


      Coles frowned. “You want to use me for bait.”


      “That's not how I would put it, but yeah.”


      She shook her head. “Look, I'm not proud of being Taylor's mule, but I need that money.”


      John nodded. “That's why I want to hire you instead of appealing to your civic duty.”


      She leaned back and crossed her slender legs underneath her. “Are you talking about me being a partner?”


      “Not exactly.”


      She shook her head. “If this goes wrong, Taylor will come after me.”


      John grinned and turned on the charm. “We'll just have to make sure nothing goes wrong, then. Are you in?”


      She stared at him intently for a moment. “I don't know. I’ve don’t have much confidence in our planetary security. I'll think about it and let you know. Now you better go in case Taylor is having me watched.”


      Coles stood up, winked and pointed toward the shore, shouting for him to get off her boat.


      John hoped she would decide to help. He wouldn’t blame her if she didn’t. Would he be willing if he were in her shoes?
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      An idea took root in John’s head and kept him up most of the night. If he was going to live on this planet, he needed to contribute to its welfare. Removing Taylor from the picture would go a long way toward ridding Viata of its drug trade, but someone had to be supplying Taylor with his drugs. All he needed to do was find out who that was.


      He sat up. The sound of boats moving in and out of the bay told him he had laid there longer than he had intended. He rose and peeked out a window. The morning was clear and hot, and the water sparkled. The salty breeze tickled the scar on his nose. He scratched it with the back of his hand and yawned. The itching was a good thing. It meant it was healing. At least that was what his mother had always said, and he believed it.


      John pulled a clean pair of Bermuda shorts from a drawer underneath the bed and pulled them over his boxers. He then put on a loud floral button-up shirt out of the small closet. A floppy straw hat rounded out the disguise, and voila, he was a tourist. He spun to look in the mirror on the back of his door and paused. He looked like Bill.


      Bill must dress like this to encourage tourists to come into the bar.


      John shook his head, then turned and pulled a bag from the bottom of the closet that contained surveillance equipment. He retrieved a listening device that looked like a comm unit. After inserting an earpiece, he turned it on, and aimed it out the window to test it. Sounds of the waves mixed with voices. He focused the device to one voice in particular.


      “I told you to come on. We don't have all day,” a man said.


      John peered out the window. The man speaking was at least thirty yards down the dock. The range of the device went to five hundred yards through walls.


      Satisfied the unit still worked, he tucked it and the earpiece into his pocket. He retrieved his pistol from under the pillow and slid it into the holster at the small of his back. There were advantages to using an energy weapon, but there was something satisfying about the kick of a projectile weapon.


      John dug up a book and a map to use as cover and headed out. Taylor's warehouse was miles away, so he drove his roamer and enjoyed the breeze on his face as the sun ascended into the sky. Wind tickled his ears, and thoughts of Coles in her bikini drifted through his head. He shook that off, focusing on his surroundings. He didn't need that kind of distraction right now. Someone could be following him.


      He double-checked the rear view and was reasonably sure nobody was following.


      When he reached Taylor's dockside warehouse, he pulled his roamer up to a shaded picnic area alongside the water. It was within the working range of his listening device, but far enough away that he could blend in with the other people in the area.


      John remained in the roamer, put on his headset, and sat back like he was listening to music. It took him a few tries, but he finally got the unit tuned to where he could listen to what was going on inside the warehouse. The sound was muffled, but he could understand two people speaking plain enough. The voices were drowned out occasionally by the sound of some sort of power tool—maybe a grinder.


      Finally, the tool stopped.


      “Didn't you say you had a meeting at noon, boss? You're gonna be late. You sure you don't want me and some of the boys to come with you?”


      John recognized the voice as Gibson, Taylor's muscle.


      “I can't show up with you bunch of goons. It would raise too much suspicion. Besides, I was told to arrive by ferry. I can just picture how that would look. Real discreet. Now quit nagging me, and let me get out the door.”


      John put the listening device away and pointed the roamer for the ferry at full throttle. He made it onto the ferry ahead of Taylor and watched him board. He stayed on the opposite side of the ferry, on a stairwell away from Taylor, for the ride to New Monte Carlo and hung way back when it was time to get off.


      John followed Taylor up the path and into the casino cluster, then through the outdoor kiosks and into the Star Watch Casino, where Taylor was met by security and led to an elevator. John found a slot machine and sat down. The longer he sat there, the more he felt as if he was being watched. Something was off, but he couldn’t place it. Security was thick—a lot thicker than necessary. The short hairs on the back off his neck tingled and it felt like all the cameras in the building were trained on him. When he noticed a security guard looking at him and talking on his comm unit, instinct told him it was time to leave.


      John rose from his machine and started for the door. He expected to be followed but wasn't. He exited the casino without any problem, and when he got farther away, he relaxed a bit.


      His comm unit chirped, causing him to jump. It was Marcus Cornwall, the director of Casino Mojito, the man responsible for John coming to Viata in the first place.


      “Detective Finder, I see you paid a visit to the Star Watch Casino.”


      “How did you know that?”


      “There isn't an inch of this island that isn't under surveillance. The moment you landed, I knew you were here.”


      “Damn.”


      “The man you were following is a top associate in Sango Suzuki's drug trade. I wouldn't follow him here anymore. You were lucky they didn't realize what you were doing.”


      “How did you know what I was doing?”


      “Because I know you. I happen to share your distaste for Taylor and his business and since I value your friendship I will give you this advice. Make sure Miss Suzuki never knows you. I am afraid she is far, far more dangerous than you realize. Have a good evening, and don't miss your ferry.”


      The call ended as the ferry gave a horn blast to indicate final boarding.


      John’s pride stung a little, but he trusted Cornwall. Power was king on New Monte Carlo Island, and if Cornwall was concerned, he’d better be too. For the time being, he would have to shrink his ambitions and settle for Taylor.
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      John sat at Bill's place in his usual seat. Business seemed a little slower than usual today. The jukebox in the corner at the other end of the bar was silent. There were only a few people at the tables and nobody on the deck. John ate his lunch and talked to Victoria Sidewell, the head of Hishu security. She sat across from him, unbuttoning the sleeves of her royal blue uniform. That has to be hot, John thought.


      She rolled the sleeves up and wiped the sweat beading on her forehead with the back of her hand. “This is what you get when you spend most of your time in an air-conditioned office.”


      John nodded. “Coles agreed to help.”


      “Are you sure she is trustworthy?”


      John shrugged his broad shoulders. “I’ll admit I haven’t known her very long, but I trust her.”


      Victoria nodded thoughtfully. “Does she understand the risk?”


      “Oh, yeah.”


      Victoria wiped her brow again. “So, now we wait. I’d better go before I melt in this uniform. I should have changed, but this was on my way. I hate formal functions.” She tugged at the collar of her uniform.


      “Looks good on you.”


      Victoria harrumphed and rose. “Meet you at the office later.”


      John watched her go. All they needed now was for everything to go as planned. He was confident that Coles would hold up her end. He pictured her sunning on her boat. Focus, man, he told himself.


      John finished his meal and called Coles.


      “Everything is set on our end. Are you ready for this?” he asked.


      “Don't worry. I know what I have to do. You just make sure help shows up.”


      “We'll be there.” John ended the call. He threw his trash away and returned the basket his chips had come in, then paced around the deck. The boards groaned underneath his feet.


      Kian, Bill’s head bartender, stepped up next to him, rubbing his hands down the front of his apron. Kian had always reminded John of a raven, with his slick black hair and protruding nose, but he was the best of friends, and the ladies loved him.


      “You look a little anxious. Is everything okay?” Kian asked.


      “I'm fine. I just have an important meeting later, and I'm nervous.”


      “If you want to talk about it, you know I'm always here.”


      “I appreciate that, but I can’t talk about it now. I'll fill you in when it’s over.”


      Kian slapped John on the back and smiled. “I hope everything goes well for you.”


      Kian moved off to wait on another customer, and John watched the boats in the bay.


      A familiar boat slid onto the smooth beach out front, and John recognized Katrina, with her cut-off jeans and red hair under her ball cap. She tied off to the poles Bill had installed and walked up the wide path to the bar. When she saw John, she paused slightly and then climbed the steps to where he was leaning against the railing.


      “Long time, no see,” John said.


      Her eyes wavered to the deck boards.


      “John,” she said, “I’m sorry I haven’t called you. I’ve just been so busy. In fact, I can’t talk now. I have to meet some clients. Sorry.”


      Katrina said goodbye and moved to the bar to order something. She talked quietly to Kian while she waited, and when her food came, she left.


      Kian came over after she had gone. “Is there something wrong between you two?”


      “If I’ve done something, I’m not sure what it is.”


      “Do you want me to talk to her?”


      “No. When she is ready, she will tell me what’s wrong.”


      John was relieved when Kian left to take care of a customer. He didn't want to talk about it. He needed to focus on the plan, so he checked the time, said goodbye, and drove his roamer to Victoria's office.


      As John pulled into the lot, he noticed with satisfaction that five jumpers were being readied on the pads out back. It wouldn't be long now, and if everything went as planned, Taylor would be in custody tonight. He parked and went inside, where Victoria and her assistant, Dan, were having coffee in her office. Victoria had changed out of her formal uniform into her usual short-sleeved one. The lights were dimmed, and John thought that it made the atmosphere a little less sterile-looking. Victoria kept glancing at a flashing red dot on the holographic screen at her desk.


      “Has she left yet?” John asked.


      “No.” Victoria looked at the timepiece on the wall. “She still has about ten minutes before she should leave. Coffee is fresh. Help yourself.”


      John dug out a clean mug from the overhead cabinet and poured himself some.


      “You sure Taylor will be there personally?” Victoria asked John.


      “All I know is what Coles has told me. She says he has always been there when she drops off, and he was there when I had my little incident with his buddy, Gibson.”


      “I've been trying to nail this scum forever, but something always happens and I come up empty.”


      John pulled up a chair and blew on his coffee to cool it a bit. “Well, I wasn't involved any of those times.”


      Dan chuckled and rose from his seat. “I’m going to make sure everyone is ready and loaded.”


      “We'll be right there,” Victoria said to Dan as he left the room. She went to a small pile of vests in the corner and tossed one to John. “Put that on. The vest works for projectiles and one, maybe two blasts from an energy weapon if you’re lucky.”


      John took off his shirt, slipped the vest on, and cinched it tight, then pulled his shirt over it. For a moment, he was taken back to his time as a detective on Earth. His pulse quickened as he pulled out his sidearm and checked the action, then slid it back into its holster.


      “You look natural,” Victoria said. “I'm making you a gift of the vest. You should have been wearing one long before now.”


      “Thanks.”


      John's gaze strayed to the holo-screen. The red dot was moving now. “Looks like she got impatient.”


      Victoria took one last sip of her coffee and slammed it down. “Let’s go.”
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      Coles sat at the wheel of her boat. The boat’s speed caused the wind to whip around her. The load of Passion drug that she had picked up from another of Taylor's mules earlier was carefully wrapped and stowed away under the seats. She had left a little early because the waiting was getting to her. It was better to be out here on the water.


      Not for the first time, she wondered if she had lost her mind to agree to this. She was taking most of the risk. If something went wrong, she would probably be the first to die. Her fingers went to the blaster tucked into its holster at the base of her back. She pulled it from behind her and made sure it was set to stun, then put it away again. They needed Taylor alive, so they could force him to name everyone in his organization.


      The waves pounded the hull as Coles swung wide of a small island. A Shore Patrol boat came into view as she came around its tip.


      She cursed under her breath as the patrol boat started after her. That was all she needed. Panic gripped her as she thought of what would happen if someone boarded her boat and found her cargo.


      Her mind raced, considering all the possibilities open to her. Her first thought was to just ignore the patrol boat, but a voice called over a loudspeaker for her to stop and shut her engine down.


      Coles quickly decided the best option was to stop. Maybe she could talk her way out before it got ugly. She stopped and killed the engine.


      The patrol boat slowed and pulled alongside hers.


      A salty-looking old man in a slightly disheveled uniform tied his boat to hers, then removed his cap and wiped the sweat from his brow. “I thought you weren't going to stop.”


      “I was lost in my own little world. Sorry. What's the problem?”


      “No problem. I just need to verify your papers are in order. We've had a lot of illegal fishing going on lately, and I've seen your boat through here before. You charter, don't you?”


      She relaxed a little and grabbed her paperwork from underneath the console. “Yes, sir. I was on my way to pick some folks up now.”


      The man went through her papers and checked the numbers on the boat.


      “Everything seems to be in order,” he said as he handed the papers back to her. He wiped the sweat from his brow again and checked the position of the sun. “Wrong time of day to be fishing, ain't it?”


      Coles tucked the papers back under the console. “Yeah, but they don't know that,” she said with a sly grin and a wink.


      The man laughed and untied the two boats. “Have a good afternoon.”


      She started her engine as soon as he pulled away. When she checked the time on her comm unit, she slammed the throttle to the stop.


      Shortly, Coles approached the inlet that led into Taylor's warehouse. She scanned the area but found no sign of Victoria and her team—not that she expected to. They would stay out of sight until she was inside.


      The large metal bay doors of the warehouse groaned, their motors straining as they slowly opened. She guided the boat inside. Her eyes gradually adjusted to the lower light. Taylor and Gibson were waiting for her to pull up and tie off.


      “You’re late,” Taylor said.


      “I got held up. Sorry.”


      The large bay doors closed behind her. Coles scanned the building to get an idea of how many people were here. Taylor usually had most of the people off for lunch or something. There had never been more than one or two people here on her previous drops.


      The only people in sight were Taylor and Gibson.


      Coles shut the engine down and let the boat drift to the platform where they stood. She tossed a line to Gibson, and he tied it off.


      Suddenly, the unmistakable sound of jumpers swooping in filled the warehouse.


      Taylor gave her an accusing look and reached for a weapon he had tucked into the front of his pants.


      Coles had the advantage of knowing what was coming. She had her blaster out and fired before he could get a hand on his.


      The stun blast caught him squarely in the chest. It sent him flying backwards to land, unconscious, on his back. His weapon fell into the water.


      Gibson leapt toward her onto the boat and wrestled the blaster from her grip. It fell and rolled away.


      The side door burst open, and Victoria and her deputies flooded in with weapons at the ready.


      Gibson wrenched Coles’s arm behind her. He wrapped a big, meaty arm around her neck and lifted her from the deck like a rag doll.


      Coles knew Gibson was trapped. A handful of deputies had their weapons trained on him. He had to realize there was no way out of this. Two deputies knelt, rolled Taylor over, and secured his arms and legs.


      At least he isn't going anywhere, she thought.


      Coles let out a sharp cry when Gibson jerked on her arm. “Open those bay doors or she dies,” he said.


      Victoria spoke up. “Give it up. There is no way out of here for you.”


      Gibson released her arm, reached down to pick up the blaster Coles had dropped, flipped a selector with his thumb and pressed it to her head.
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      Coles’s heart raced. The blaster Gibson held at her head was no longer set to stun. It dug into her ear painfully.


      “I ain't telling ya again. Open those doors or she dies,” Gibson said through gritted teeth.


      The meaty arm squeezed harder against Coles, causing her to grunt.


      Victoria motioned for one of her deputies to open the bay doors. Soon, the doors were grinding open.


      “Toss off that line, “Gibson said to the nearest deputy, who reluctantly moved to do so.


      Gibson moved Coles over to the steering console and shoved her face down onto the deck, holding her down with his foot.


      Coles managed to turn her head to where she could see what he was doing. Gibson's grin cracked his face like a shark after the kill. She struggled to get up, but a kick to the back of her head stunned her.


      “Stay down,” Gibson growled. He started the boat and called to the deputy who had untied the boat. “Kick us off.” The man hesitated. “Now!”


      Gibson threw the boat into gear and started swinging the boat around, headed for the outside.


      As soon as he gets me out to open water, he will probably kill me and toss me over the side, Coles thought.


      The pressure of Gibson's foot eased a little, and she managed to spin over onto her back and rise up a bit. The deputies were watching helplessly, and Victoria was looking up into the rafters. Another kick hit Coles in the chest, knocking the wind out of her. She lay back to catch her breath.


      Movement in the rafters overhead caught her attention. She smiled. “You won’t get very far,” she said to Gibson between laughing and coughing.


      Gibson gave her a look like he thought she was going crazy. His eyes darted around the building and then back to her. Coles clutched her side as she laughed.


      Suddenly, a figure swung through the air, impacting Gibson and sending him flying overboard with a huge splash.


      Coles laughed at John as he swung back and forth, dangling from a rope, until he dropped into the water next to the boat. She struggled to her knees and shut the boat off. It drifted into the side of the platform with a loud thump, just short of the open bay doors.


      The deputies scooped up Gibson and Taylor and carried them to the jumpers. Victoria was making her way to the boat as John swam over and climbed in. Coles had pulled herself into the driver’s seat.


      “You okay?” John asked Coles.


      “I think I may have a broken rib, but it was worth it to see you swinging through the air.”


      John's face turned red. “I thought you would give me away.”


      “Tell me that wasn't what you had planned all along,” Coles said.


      John shrugged. “I had to do something.”


      John's eyes drifted around the warehouse, soaking in the scene. A strange-looking container caught his eye. It was four feet square and black with bright yellow warning labels marked “Demolition Explosives”.


      “What are you looking at?” she asked.


      “That explosive container over there. I’m glad no bullet hit it.”


      “That box is bullet-proof.”


      “Oh.”


      Coles winced in pain and held her side, but a smile spread across her face. “I don't think I've had this much fun all year.” She chuckled. “I wish I could see you swinging up there again.”


      Victoria came alongside on the platform. “Are you okay? A medic is on the way.”


      John shook his head. “She took a beating, but I think she will live.”
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      John startled awake. The boat next to his was pulling away. He missed the privacy of his own island, but this was home until he rebuilt his house.


      Dust motes floated through the air, lit by the sunlight filtering in through the window. He laid there for a moment longer. The gentle rocking of the boat almost lulled him back to sleep until the angle of sunlight reminded him it was past time to get up. It was midmorning already. He had been neglecting his detective business lately. His receptionist was probably wondering if he would come in today.


      Probably not, John thought as he folded his arms behind his head. He wondered what Clarissa was doing back on Earth.


      He eventually used his elbow to roll over and push himself up. He sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed his face in an attempt to wake up. His palms smarted from the rope burn yesterday and he could smell himself, so he rose and showered.


      John slipped into his customary cargo shorts and Barnacle Bill tee shirt, grabbed a pair of sunglasses, then left the boat and walked the sandy path to Bill's to get some breakfast. There was a good breeze this morning so he ran his fingers through his damp hair to help it dry.


      Bill's place sat on an outcropping of rock overlooking the bay. Bill owned the dock where John parked, but most visitors ran aground on the beach just below the bar. There were only two boats there this morning, and John recognized both as local fishermen.


      John climbed the gently rising path until he took the steps onto the deck and went inside. Sabrina was working. He yawned widely. “Am I too late to get some breakfast?”


      “No. I’m sure I can get you a BLT. Would that be okay?” Sabrina asked.


      “Sure.” John sat in his favorite table next to the kitchen door. He sucked down a small glass of orange juice Sabrina had brought him and soon felt almost human. About the time he took his last bite of breakfast, Victoria walked in. She wore the blue uniform with the short sleeves and shorts. John didn't think he could recall a time when she wasn't wearing some kind of uniform. She didn't look happy.


      She never comes unless it’s bad news, he thought.


      “I checked your boat, but you weren't on it,” she said.


      “What’s the matter?”


      Victoria slapped her cap onto the table and took a seat, waving Sabrina's inquiry about food or drink away. She looked ready to explode. “You're not gonna believe this.”


      John yawned. “What are we talking about?”


      “They let Taylor go free.”


      John stared blankly. “Who let him go free?”


      “The Council, and they let Gibson go too.”


      John’s face heated up and he ground his teeth.  “One day? They let them out after only one day? That's bullshit!”


      Victoria nodded. “Yeah, I know. I don't know how Taylor managed it. Nobody on the council will say anything, except that I'm not to go near him again.”


      John pushed down the rage, but it kept bubbling up. What kind of a government is this? “So, he is back in business, and there is nothing we can do about it?”


      “You're not safe, and neither is Coles. I wanted to let you know in person. Will you tell Coles for me?”


      John nodded. Victoria rose and jammed her cap onto her head. “Thanks. I gotta go. Watch yourself.” And she stormed out.


      John sat for a while with the anger churning in his gut. He pulled out his comm unit and made the call to warn Coles.


      “What! Are you serious?” she said.


      “I'm not kidding. Victoria just told me, so watch your back.”


      “I should have known better than to trust you.”


      The call ended abruptly, and before he could put his comm unit away, it chirped again. He answered.


      “Am I speaking with a Mr. John Finder?”


      “Yes. Who is this?”


      “This is Shore Patrol dispatch. We received a call thirty minutes ago reporting smoke coming from an island registered to you.”


      John ended the call. He waved Sabrina over and paid her. He felt strangely numb.


      “I've gotta go. Apparently, someone is burning my island down.” He rushed to his boat and made the trip to his island at full throttle. When he stepped off the boat and onto the beach, his boat shoes sank into the moist sand creating a depression. A retreating wave immediately filled it in. The broken shells crunched under his dripping feet as he made his way up the path.


      Smoke lifted on the breeze from smoldering embers, filling his nostrils with its poisonous filth. John pulled his shirt collar up over his nose to block it out.


      The destruction was total. Only charred framework remained of the boathouse and outbuilding. The hulks of the two boats stored in the boathouse stood like melted candles in their deformity. John shook his head at the waste. Rebuilding would take a lot of time and effort. At this point, he wasn't sure if he even wanted to. This was Taylor's doing. He was sure of it. Anyone else would have stolen the boats.


      John clenched his fists together in a steady rhythm without realizing it. First, he had tried to kill him, and now this. Taylor would pay somehow. John wasn't sure how yet, but he would pay.
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      “What do you mean, you can’t do anything?” John asked Victoria.


      He sat in Victoria's office, strangling a pen he had just used to sign a complaint against Taylor for the fires at his island. He had found a fuel container with Taylor's business logo on it. Taylor had wanted John to know that he had done it. John had brought it into the office to show Victoria, but she had made him take it back outside. The smell of fuel still lingered in the building.


      “I'm sorry, John,” Victoria said. “We can file all the complaints you want, but I can't go anywhere near him. It sucks, but there it is.”


      John twisted the pen until it snapped and the pieces fell to the floor. He scooped them up and slung them into a wastebasket next to Victoria's desk. “This government is a joke. Where is the justice in letting proven drug dealers go free?” Victoria didn’t respond, but just stared at her hands.  “You were as mad as I am this morning. What's changed?”


      She looked John straight in the eye. “Don't think I'm not furious about it. But short of quitting my job and turning vigilante, I'm powerless to do anything about it.”


      John settled back into his chair and folded his arms. His anger burned, but it wasn't her fault. He shouldn’t be taking it out on her.


      He blew out a long breath. The silence stretched between them. Finally, John spoke. “Well, he isn't—”


      Victoria cut him off with a wave of her hand and leaned across her desk to whisper. “Not here. Go outside.”


      He paused, looked around her office and then nodded in understanding.


      “I can tell I won’t get any justice here,” John said as he rose and left.


      John stepped outside and slid his sunglasses on. The little park across from Victoria's office was filled with tropical flowers from Earth. Plumeria bloomed, their pink-tinged petals stretching outward. A cluster of palms shaded the benches. John picked one and sat down. The sounds of a fountain nearby soothed his nerves a bit.


      In a few moments, Victoria came over and sat next to him.


      “You can never be sure who is listening in there,” she said. “I trust Dan and a few others, but that’s it. The council may have even planted listening devices. They know I'm angry, and the council will definitely be watching what I do. I don’t want them watching you too.”


      John fixed his glance on her. “I’m not going to just let this go.”


      “No. I don’t expect you will. And I don’t blame you. Just be careful.” She smiled and patted John on the knee, then rose and went back inside.


      John sat there for a long time, thinking about what to do. The breeze had stopped, and even in the shade, it was hot and muggy. Sweat ran down his back. A pesky yellow bug was biting his ankle, so he swiped it away and scratched.


      A plan came to him, but he would need help. There was only one person that had as much too lose as he did. He wouldn't be surprised if Coles had already come up with a plan of her own. He needed to get to her—if Taylor hadn't already gotten to her first.


      Getting into his roamer, John quickly left security headquarters behind and raced along the path. Soon, he was in sight of the marina where Coles usually kept her boat, but it wasn't there. Had Taylor already paid her a visit? He fished in his pocket for his comm unit and called her. She answered.


      “Please don’t hang up,” John said. “You weren't at the marina, and I thought Taylor might have paid you a visit too.”


      “I’m sorry for earlier,” she said. “After you called, I left immediately. Has he done something to you?”


      John told her about the fire at his island.


      “Just like the bastard,” she said.


      “I have a plan, but we are on our own on this one.”


      “That suits me. We won’t find any justice with the law on this planet,” she said. “But don't say anything over the comm. Meet me at Bill's place.”


      John acknowledged and ended the call. Then he stepped on the accelerator. He soon pulled into Bill's lot. John climbed the steps to the deck and went inside.


      Sabrina's shift was over, and Kian met him at his table. Bill's employees used the table to sort silverware when John wasn’t using it so Kian cleared the table. “Is everything okay at your place?”


      “Nothing left, I'm afraid. Everything is gone.”


      “Sorry to hear that. Anything I can do?”


      John considered a moment. “If it’s not too big of a hassle, I could use some help stocking up on food supplies. Enough to last a week or so.”


      “You’re going after Taylor?”


      “Someone has to.”


      Kian let out a long whistle. “I hope you know what you’re going up against. Are you sure this is a good idea?”


      “Probably not, but I have to do something.”


      Kian nodded. “I'll help anyway I can.”


      John deeply appreciated Kian's friendship, but he didn't want to involve him any more than necessary. “Is there enough food around to spare me some?”


      “Sure.” Kian went to the back and gathered up a couple boxes of food. John paid, and Kian helped him get it to his boat. John said goodbye and stored the stuff away.


      Coles pulled up alongside a short time later. She wore white short shorts and a halter-top. The mirrored sunglasses she wore shone brilliantly in the sun.


      “Follow me,” she said. “I know a place where we can stay that Taylor doesn't know about.”


      “Sounds good.”


      They were soon under way. John followed her for about an hour, until they arrived at an island far to the south of where they were on Hishu. John pulled up to the dock beside her boat and tied off. A lone house sat up on a hill. It wasn’t very large, but a big deck surrounded it. From this angle, he could see it had large windows. There were no obstructions, and John was reasonably sure he would be able to see for miles up there.


      Whoever lives here wants to see everyone coming, he thought.


      “Whose place is this?” he asked as he unloaded supplies onto the dock.


      “It belongs to a friend of mine who is off-world at the moment.”


      John set another box down on the dock and then rubbed his fingers through his hair. “How long is your friend gone?”


      “She said she wouldn't be back until next year, but don’t worry. It’s stocked and furnished. What’s in the boxes?”


      “Food.”


      “Good thinking,” she said and grabbed a box. “I'm sure there is food here, but it’s always good to have plenty.”


      Boards creaked as they crossed the dock and started up the trail leading to the house. The path was strewn with loose gravel that crunched under their feet. John paused as he stepped onto the deck and turned to look out over the ocean. A gentle wind blew in over the water. He was right; he could see for miles.


      Coles punched some keys on a pad, and the door unlocked with a click. She swung it open. They entered and set their loads on the kitchen counter, then went back for more. They soon had all the supplies carried up.


      Coles slipped off her shoes and walked across the brown tile floor of the kitchen and into the living room, where she plopped down onto a black leather sofa and tucked her legs underneath her. She pushed her sunglasses up onto her head and motioned John over. He sat down next to her.


      “Now tell me how we're going to get even with Taylor.”
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      The following night, John sat anxiously on Coles’s boat, waiting near one of the usual pickup points that Taylor's mule system used. If they were lucky, they would be able to catch a load right after the switch.


      Shadows of the passing clouds danced across Coles’s moonlit face. She sat behind the wheel across from John in shorts and a tee shirt.


      John was enjoying himself. It felt good to be doing something, but Coles concerned him. She knew most of the people in Taylor’s network and couldn’t be looking forward to what might happen if shooting started. John would rather not hurt anyone if he could avoid it, but things rarely went as planned. They sat silently as the boat rocked back and forth. All lights were off to avoid being seen.


      “Are you nervous?” John whispered.


      “More anxious than nervous, really. I find this sort of thing exciting.”


      John stared at her.


      “Don’t judge me,” she said.


      A broad smile spread across John’s face. They exchanged knowing glances. Finding a woman that felt the same as he did stirred him inside. It took him by surprise. An awkward silence stretched but was soon interrupted by the roar of an approaching boat.


      There were no running lights, but its engine noise grew closer. John's heart pounded in his ears as he strained to pick out the approaching boat.


      He whispered nervously to Coles, “We’re too close to the meeting point. Will they see us?”


      Coles shrugged. There wasn't anything they could do now. If they started the engine to move, they would be spotted for sure. All they could do was wait and let it play out.


      They waited silently as the boat approached from the east, and then suddenly another boat approached from the north. The two boats flashed lights at one another as they slowed. They stopped when they were next to one another. John could make out muffled voices, and their silhouettes.


      John whispered to Coles, “How do you want to play this?”


      She leaned toward him, placing a hand on his thigh for support. The heat of her lips warmed his ear. “Our best chance is when they are passing the packages off. Are you ready?”


      John nodded. If only I weren’t dating your friend, he thought. He squinted out into the night and thought he saw the shadowy figures passing something from boat to boat.


      John and Coles looked at one another and then leapt into action. Coles started the engine. Its roar as she pushed the throttle forward shattered the silence.


      John pulled his sidearm out and got ready. A flashlight came on and quickly found them. It bathed John in white light. He sent a warning shot over the head of whoever held the light. The light wavered and then plunged into the water and sank. When his eyes adjusted, there were no silhouettes so they must have ducked down.


      A shot came in their direction from the other boat. That must be the boat with Taylor's enforcers on it, John thought.


      The clouds suddenly cleared, and John could see pretty well now. Two people on the boat were firing projectile weapons at them. He waved for Coles to aim the boat at that one. It had drifted away from the other.


      The two figures were standing upright in the boat when Coles rammed them, sending the men flying over the side. She shut down the engine, and then pulled her weapon out and aimed at the men.


      “Coles!”


      She turned her head toward John. “What?”


      “What are you doing?”


      A woman on the other boat raised her arms into the air.


      “If we don’t do something about them, Taylor will just send them out after us. You know yourself that the law won’t be any help.”


      What could he say? She was right.


      “That’s true, but let’s deal with that when we have to.”


      There was a long silence between them, but she finally put her weapon away.


      “Have it your way.” Coles called to the woman in the boat, “Sarah, is that you?”


      “Coles?” she replied.


      “Yeah. I thought that was you. You can relax. We’re just here for the drugs.”


      John didn’t know what to make of Coles. He knew she was dangerous but hadn’t expected her to be so casually lethal. “You go take care of the packages, and I'll cover these guys,” John said, motioning to the two men in the water.


      Coles moved the boat over to Sarah's and tossed a line to pull them together. She jumped over onto Sarah's boat. The packages sat on the deck. Coles scooped them up, tore them open, and dumped their contents into the water.


      John kept an eye on the two men flailing in the water, but he focused on the two women talking.


      “What now?” Sarah asked Coles.


      “Nothing. You can go.”


      “They forced me to do this, you know,” Sarah confessed. “The first couple of times, I really needed the money, but when I wanted out, they threatened me.”


      Coles put her hand on Sarah's shoulder. “I understand.” Coles hugged her. “I've been there. Go ahead and go. We'll take care of these guys.”


      Sarah whispered something to Coles, but John couldn't hear. In a moment, Coles came back on board, and Sarah started her boat and moved off.


      “I'll get us alongside their boat. You jump over there and toss their keys,” Coles said.


      She maneuvered the boat, and John jumped over. He grabbed the key, ripped off the attached floater, and tossed the key as far as he could. He used a light to check every compartment. When he came across some guns and ammo, he tossed them over the side too.


      Satisfied, John jumped back to Coles’s boat. She started the engine and waved to the men still in the dark water. “Have a good swim, boys.” They yelled assorted curses, but they were drowned out in the roar of the engine as Coles pulled away.


      John turned to watch the two shadowy figures struggling to climb back into their boat. He moved next to Coles. “What were you two whispering about back there?”


      “I'll tell you later. Let’s get away from here.”


      “You were really going to shoot those guys, weren’t you?”


      “I must seem callused to you, but I’ve lived on this planet long enough to know that it’s kill or be killed. This planet may seem like paradise, but believe me, it’s not.”


      John’s wanted to disagree with her, but he was afraid she was right. They rode home in silence.
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      Sarah slept on her boat, which was tied up at the Hishu marina. It was early, around three in the morning. She had tossed for hours, thinking on what had happened, until sleep had finally come. She had been thinking about Coles showing up and dumping the shipment and the lie that she had told Taylor. He had taken it a lot better than expected. She had expected him to fly off into a fury and hurt her, but he hadn't. He calmly informed her that she would have to pay for the lost shipment and then sent her away.


      Finally, sleep had come, and now she lay on her bunk in a fitful dream with sweat beading on her forehead.


      A silent figure crept into her cabin and placed a rag over her nose and mouth, waking her. She tried to scream, but something on the rag made her gag.


      She struggled against the powerful arm that held her down until unconsciousness claimed her.


      The dark figure poured liquid onto her body, soaking it and the bedding. He paused at the exit, then lit a wadded piece of paper and flipped it onto the body. It sparked the fuel, and he slipped silently into the night.
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      The next morning, John fixed eggs, toast, and bacon, and he and Coles sat down at the large, oval glass kitchen table for breakfast. Coles wore a large tee shirt that came down to her knees, which she had tucked up under her. I wonder if she is wearing anything under that shirt, he wondered.


      John scanned the room in an attempt to not stare at her while she ate. Large wooden beams of a species he didn’t recognize supported the high ceilings and lined the walls. It wasn’t quite rustic-feeling with the tile floor, but he could see himself living in a place like this on his island if he decided to rebuild.


      “You'll find this interesting,” Coles said between bites. “Sarah said Taylor was planning a triple load day after tomorrow. And she told me which pickup point.”


      “Sounds too good to pass up. How did she know about it?”


      Coles broke a piece of bacon and placed it in her mouth. “She is one of the pickup boats. One drop is to be put on three separate boats. All scheduled for the same spot and time...”


      “I think we need to hit the drop boat before the meet point instead of chasing three boats all night,” John suggested.


      “Agreed.”


      Coles’s comm unit beeped, and she answered it. John wondered if the call could be traced. He had disabled the GPS on his comm months ago. He had never liked the idea of someone being able to track his movements.


      Coles inhaled sharply, catching John's attention. “Are you sure? There couldn't be a mistake, could there? Okay. Thanks for calling.”


      Coles slapped the unit onto the table and rose to pace the kitchen like a lioness stalking her prey.


      John sat there, confused. He wanted to ask what was wrong but waited for her to calm down a little. She finally began to cry. The switch left John even more confused.


      He instinctively moved to her and held her for a moment until she stepped back. “Sarah is dead,” she said.


      “What? How?”


      Coles wiped the tears from her eyes. “Her boat caught fire last night with her on it.”


      “Taylor.” It was a simple statement, not a question.


      She nodded.


      “I'm so sorry. Were you two very close?” John asked.


      “I have known her for a long time.” The tears were drying, but the anger still burned on her face.


      “That call couldn't be traced, could it?” he asked.


      “Why?”


      “I'd hate for Taylor or his goons to show up here.”


      Coles dashed up the stairs. She came back shortly with a large energy rifle in her grip. John had seen this type before. Military grade. Powerful enough to blast through armored plating and accurate up to five miles with the advanced telescope mounted on it. John knew instantly that this wasn't Coles’s weapon.


      “Taylor better hope he doesn't send someone out here,” she said as she laid it on the table.


      “What exactly does your friend do for a living?” I asked.


      Coles grinned. “Mercenary. And that stays between us.”


      John nodded and reached for the weapon. “Can I?”


      “Sure. Let’s take it outside. Are you any good?”


      He gave her a sly grin. “I like to think so, but I've never fired anything as powerful as this.”


      They stepped out onto the deck, and Coles motioned toward the shore.


      “See if you can hit something out there.”


      John picked a rock formation at least eight hundred yards down the shoreline. He hadn't used a scope quite like this one, but after looking it over, he thought he understood it. He sank to one knee and balanced it on the railing, then flipped the safety off and sighted the rock in. He squeezed the trigger as he released a breath, and a pulse of white light obliterated the rock.


      John was pleased the weapon had a kick to it—not much but noticeable. All the other energy weapons he had ever fired didn’t kick. He liked the sensation and preferred projectile weapons because of it.


      “That’s pretty good,” she said.


      “This thing gives me an idea,” John said. “It has night vision. We can catch the shipment long before the drop off point and sink it easily with this. I can hit it below the water line, and down she goes.”


      John stood and leaned the weapon against the rail.


      “What about the people on board?” Coles asked, but John didn't see concern in her eyes.


      “They can swim.”
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      John lay on the foredeck of Coles’s boat, peering through the night vision scope. The sky was dark and clear, and the stars shone brightly, so he had no trouble seeing for miles.


      They chose this particular spot because of its proximity to the pickup spot. They put the sandy shoreline of an island to their back, so it would hide their silhouette. John had been practicing and felt confident he could hit the boat below the water line as long as it passed within a mile of them.


      “It’s not time yet,” Coles said.


      John rolled over and rubbed his eye. “I know. I was just getting the feel.” John couldn't read her expression in the dim light. “How much longer?”


      She read the time on her comm unit, and its light bathed her face in a sinister-looking green shadow.


      “Ten or fifteen minutes at least,” she said.


      John lay on his back, looking up at the stars. He may not be able to take down Taylor legally, but this way, he could dish out a little justice.


      “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” she asked.


      It surprised him that he was. He had always gone by the book as a detective. The feelings he experienced now would have given him pause three years ago. Was this the right strategy? His old self would have called him a vigilante. What was happening to him?


      Coles’s voice broke him out of his thoughts. “Don't fall asleep on me.”


      John rolled back over and peered through the scope again.


      Minutes stretched, and his thoughts drifted again. He found his answer. The government just worked differently here. Life worked differently here. The casino directors on New Monte Carlo Island basically had no system of law at all. Whatever they agreed on became law, and that seemed in a state of constant flux. The Hishu council, with all its pretensions at government, wasn't really any better.


      John pulled his attention back to the matter at hand. “I've got a concern.”


      “What?”


      “I hadn't thought about the effects of both boats bobbing in the water. That’s bound to make this trickier.”


      “Do want me to pull onto the shore?”


      “That would help, but that’s no good either if they are too far out and we need to get closer.”


      “Yeah. I see what you mean.”


      They didn't get to think the options over. The sound of a distant boat approaching decided it for them. It took a moment to locate the source of the sound, but eventually, John spotted it.


      “Is it them?” Coles whispered.


      “Sure is. Gibson is standing point.”


      “Can you make the shot?”


      John read the range on the scope. It was almost two miles out. “It’s a little far, but I can try.”


      “Let me get behind the wheel and then go for it.”


      Coles slid behind the console, and John waited for the boat to settle back down. He focused on his breathing as he sighted in. He released the safety, and the seconds seemed to stretch into hours as he tried to time a breath with the motion of the boat.


      Finally, he squeezed off a shot that lit the night and struck the bow right under Gibson, throwing him overboard in a shower of splinters.


      John turned to Coles frantically. “Get me closer! I missed.”


      The engine roared, and she slammed the throttle forward. John looked through the scope at the other boat. It had turned to pick up Gibson. John could see only one other man on the boat, and he was circling to find his lost passenger. If luck stayed with them, John would be able to get close enough to send them both swimming.


      The hull of Coles’s boat slapped the water in a relentless rhythm. She had it at top speed from the sound of the straining engine. John signaled her the course corrections as he sighted through the scope.


      The driver kept glancing their way, aware of their approach, but that didn't matter. They were almost in range, where John knew he could sink them.


      John signaled for Coles to stop, and she dropped to an idle. The man struggled, pulling Gibson's muscular form back into the boat. Time was running out.


      A blast of brilliant light exited the barrel and penetrated just above the water line.


      John wiped the sweat that had beaded on his brow and threatened to run into his eyes, and then tried again.


      This time, it struck under the water line. He breathed a sigh of relief.


      He gave Coles the thumbs up to indicate success as bullets started raining into the water nearby.


      Coles turned the boat and sped out of range but not before a stray bullet caught John in the leg. He cried out on its impact and almost dropped his weapon. He managed to slide onto a seat and put pressure on the wound.


      It wasn't long before they were well out of range of their weapons. Coles stopped the boat. She grabbed a first aid kit and a lantern from under a seat.


      The bullet had grazed the fleshy part of his left leg. Coles used John's knife to cut away the lower part of his cargo shorts and quickly dressed the wound.


      “You'll live,” she said and kissed him lightly on the cheek. It surprised him. She turned. “Can you see what’s happening out there?”


      John propped the weapon up to get a look. It took a moment, but he found them. The boat was almost underwater already. John and Coles took turns watching. Gibson and his helper were bailing the water, but they eventually gave up and jumped in with their life jackets on.


      She turned to John. “You and Katrina aren’t right for one another.”


      “I, uh…” John didn’t know what to say.


      “You think I’m awful.”


      He wanted to tell her how he felt. John tried to say something. Anything, but nothing came out. A painful silence stretched. Coles started the boat and headed for home.


      John removed his bandage and used a light to inspect the wound. “I think this will heal up as long as it doesn't get infected. I’ll get some more bandages tomorrow,” John said.


      “You do that. I’m going to sleep in.”


      He could hear the hurt in her voice. He was sorry for it. He desired her but it felt wrong to act on it when he was dating her friend. He didn’t blame Coles. In fact, he agreed with her that Katrina wasn’t right for him, but it was the principle. He needed to end it with Katrina.


      John grunted and laid back in his seat. At least the drugs were at the bottom of the ocean.
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      The next morning, John went early, before Coles woke, to pick up more supplies. He had called ahead and asked Kian to round up what he needed. John stood in the bar, shaking Kian’s hand.


      “Thanks for this,” John said.


      “No problem.” Kian hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the customers. “I would help you load it, but...”


      “That okay. I can get it. I appreciate you rounding it up for me. I'll see you later.”


      Kian went back to work and waved farewell as John came back to get the last box. John waved and limped off the deck and down the path to the dock.


      Luckily, John had kept his eyes peeled because a man had followed him down the path. John acted like he hadn't noticed the man and limped a little faster.


      When John reached the dock, he could sense the man getting closer by the beat of his steps on the boards. John poured on as much speed as he could and tossed the box onto the boat. He spun around to meet his attacker just as the man reached for him.


      John grabbed the arm and used the man's momentum to pull him face-first into a light post attached to the dock. His head ricocheted off the post with a snap, stunning the man. John had been fortunate in the location of the post and the timing.


      John released him, and the man staggered backward a few steps. He fumbled for a weapon holstered under his left arm only to find it not there.


      John grinned at the man's confused look and held up the weapon in front of him. “Looking for this?” The man lunged toward him, and John brought the barrel down over his head, sending him sprawling at his feet. John unloaded the weapon and tossed it into the water with a splash.


      John was glad that the man had been alone. Taylor must have learned he spent a lot of time here and sent someone after him.


      If Taylor had asked around and found this out, he wondered what else he had found out. Would any of his friends be safe? He would have to find a different way of getting the stuff he needed next time.


      Nobody had seen the scuffle, so John left the man lying on the dock and climbed onto his boat and left.
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        * * *


      


      As John got closer to the house he and Coles were staying in, black smoke snaked into the air that could be seen for miles. John's heart raced, and he slammed the throttle forward. What had happened? The possibilities clicked off in his head. He tried not to jump to any conclusions, but deep down, he knew he was fooling himself.


      He pulled out his comm unit and called Victoria.


      “I left Coles here earlier. I don't know if she is still here. I've not landed yet. Send medical help just in case.”


      “Already on it. Be careful. Someone might still be there. I'll be there as fast as I can.”


      The call ended as John reached the dock. Smoke burned his nose and eyes, causing them to water. No other boat was in sight. He tied off as quickly as possible and ran up the path. He had his weapon out and ready. The house crackled and popped as the flames stretched into the air. The heat pressed on him even from this distance. Coles's boat wasn't there, so maybe she had gone somewhere else.


      He dashed up the path, keeping his eyes roaming back and forth, waiting for someone to appear. He got as close as he could to the burning structure and started working his way around it. Parts of the roof collapsed inward, sending sparks flying skyward.


      When he worked his way around to the other side, his heart dropped.


      A yellow-haired body lay facedown on the ground, dangerously close to a part of the blazing deck.


      John rushed over to the body and dragged it a safe distance away. When he reached a reasonable distance, he rolled Coles over onto his lap to get a look at her.


      She breathed. He was glad of that miracle, but she had been badly burnt on her legs. John didn't know how bad a burn needed to be before it became fatal, but it looked bad to him.


      He tried to get her to respond, but she didn’t.


      A pair of jumpers flew in from the distance and landed by the dock. He was still holding her in his arms when Victoria and a medical team found them.


      Everything after that seemed hazy, like a bad dream that he couldn’t wake up from.


      A pair of men tried to take her from him, but he resisted. After prying her from his grip, they loaded Coles onto a board and carried her away as Victoria held him back. Someone was yelling, and he realized it was him.


      Victoria and a deputy held him while a medic injected him with something. Suddenly, John felt very heavy and sat down.


      Victoria leaned down, grabbed his face, and pulled it up to hers. “Look at me, John. They have to take her. If they don't get her help soon, she won’t make it. The doc gave you a sedative. You need to get hold of yourself.”


      John reeled in confusion. It seemed like an out of body experience. Would Coles make it?


      She has to make it, he thought.


      Victoria put an arm under his to stand him up. “Let’s get you to the jumper. I don't want to have to carry you.”


      It still took her and the deputy to keep him on his feet to reach the jumper. They strapped him into a seat as he blacked out.
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      John returned to consciousness with the sounds of hospital equipment beeping and whirring.


      He lifted his hand to rub his eyes but a tube inserted into a vein prevented him. His tugging set off an alarm. A nurse came in and removed it. “There you go. Are you hungry?”


      John sat up and threw his legs over the side of the bed but didn't get up when the pain of his bullet wound flared. He had almost forgotten about that. It had a nice fresh bandage on it.


      “No, thanks. How long have I been here?” he asked.


      “Miss Sidewell brought you in eight hours ago.”


      “Kisha Coles should have been brought in about the same time to be treated for burns. What is her condition?”


      The nurse looked around to make sure nobody could overhear and then leaned in to whisper. “I'm only supposed to tell family, but Miss Sidewell explained how you saved the poor dear, so I'll go ahead and tell you.” Her face turned grave. “She is in critical condition and might not make it. Only time will tell.”


      John nodded and thanked her. “Am I good to go?”


      “You inhaled a lot of smoke, but otherwise, you’re fine. You can leave anytime you like.”


      “Can I see Coles?”


      “I'm afraid not.”


      The nurse left, and John found a note Victoria had left for him, telling him to rest and that she would call him later.


      He felt a little groggy, but that was quickly fading, so John left the hospital and caught a bus to Bill's bar to pick up his roamer. Every minute of the trip, he got angrier and angrier. By the time he had reached his stop, his anger had built to such a fever pitch that the other passengers had moved away from him in fear.


      Taylor could not keep ruining people’s lives. He had to be held accountable, and if Victoria and the council wouldn't do it, he would.


      It’s time to start playing by their rules, he thought.


      John made it to Bill's place and slid into the seat of his roamer. He pulled a weapon and extra ammo from under the seat and stuffed it into his cargo shorts. He started his roamer and pointed it toward Taylor's warehouse. One way or another, the problem would be resolved today.


      The sun had gone down by the time he pulled up to Taylor's warehouse. The parking lot was mostly empty since the workday had ended, so John pulled up close to the side entrance and stepped out, leaving the door hanging open.


      He cocked his weapon and strode through the warehouse door, scanning the interior. A couple of workers stood talking off to his right.


      “Get out now,” John growled at them.


      When they spotted the weapon in his hand, they raised their arms and dashed for the door.


      Two figures came into the open from behind a stack of crates. John instantly recognized them as Taylor and Gibson.


      “What the...” Taylor ducked back behind the crates along with Gibson. Gibson pulled a weapon and started firing.


      A projectile whizzed by John and he ran for cover behind a stack of plastic barrels. Thankfully the barrels didn't contain anything flammable or the whole place would have gone up when one of Gibson's shots punctured one.


      Taylor didn't have a weapon on him. Gibson was the only one shooting. John had a clear view of them through a space between the barrels. They were peeking around the crates. John took a couple of shots at them but missed, splintering the edge of the crates.


      John had them pinned behind the crates, and before long, Gibson's weapon was spent.


      Gibson tossed the weapon down and disappeared. John could hear him doing something over there but couldn't see. In a moment, Gibson appeared with a bottle in his hand. Taylor tugged on his muscular arm, but Gibson shrugged him off easily.


      “Don't, you crazy bastard! You'll kill us all,” Taylor said and made a break for the stairs that led to his office.


      Gibson lit the rag hanging from the mouth of the bottle. John saw the twisted grin on his face. It sent a chill up his spine.
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      Gibson lit the rag. It left John with the only action he could take. Quickly, before Gibson could throw, he took the shot.


      The shot hit Gibson in the shoulder, causing him to drop the bottle. It shattered when it hit the floor, engulfing him and the crates around him in flames.


      Gibson writhed in pain as the flames danced across his body. He turned circles with his arms, flailing for a moment, and then ran forward a few steps and dropped to the floor to roll around.


      John froze in place, horrified by the scene. He couldn't pull his eyes away until a shot impacted the plastic barrel next to him.


      He turned to find Taylor standing in his office door at the top of the stairs, firing a pistol at him.


      John ducked behind the barrels to avoid being hit. He fired off a number of rounds and then reloaded. This would be his last reload, he realized. Pinned down and running out of ammo, he needed a plan.


      In the corner of his vision, something familiar caught his vision: the black explosive container he saw while here before. Bricker had used the contents of that box to blow up his house. A plan formed in his mind.


      John checked how many shots he had left and then fired a few of them at Taylor to give him cover while ran for the box. The box was locked, but a careful shot took care of that.


      The sound of crates crashing to the floor caught his attention. The fire had spread, and if he didn't move fast, he would be trapped.


      He grabbed a box of explosives. John didn't know the first thing about explosives except that they went boom, so he prayed it didn't go off before he could do what he had in mind.


      It took all his shots but the last two to make it to the side door. He had dropped the box of explosives in the middle of the floor just before running out of the door.


      He ran a good distance away from the building and then turned and took cover behind his vehicle. He used the vehicle to steady his shot.


      He had no idea how big the explosion would be and wondered if he was back far enough, but any farther back and he might not make the shot.


      John steadied himself and took a breath, then slowly exhaled as he pulled the trigger.


      He missed.


      He took two more breaths to steady himself before trying again. It seemed like an eternity to John, and then he released his third breath and squeezed the trigger ever so gently. The shot hit the explosives box.


      A flash lit the night like mid-day as he fell behind the vehicle and covered his head with his arms. The pressure wave hit him and the vehicle, rocking it a violently, and then debris rained down from the night sky.


      When it stopped, he checked himself to make sure he was okay. He had a few scratches and his ears rang, but he would be fine.


      As he stood to survey his handiwork, four jumpers with searchlights swooped in and landed. John quickly put his weapon away. There wasn't much of the warehouse left standing. John knew that Taylor couldn’t have survived that.


      Victoria's deputies were securing the area when she came over and stood next to John.


      “Now that’s a lovely sight,” she said.


      John couldn't pull his eyes away from the destruction. He just nodded his head in answer. The flames danced, casting long shadows.


      “You do realize that I have to take you in, don't you?” she asked, never taking her eyes from the flames.


      John nodded again.


      She held her hand out, palm up. “Let me have your weapon.” John slowly reached and gave it to her. She tucked it into the folds of her uniform, out of sight.


      John suddenly was very tired, and his leg flared in pain. He sat down onto the ground.


      Victoria squatted down next to him. “Maybe now you will get some rest.”
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      John woke in a cell. He had been there the better part of a week since that night at the warehouse. Victoria had seen to it that his wounds had been taken care of and that his stay had been a comfortable one.


      He slid his feet to the floor and sat up, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Sounds from the other cells were practically nonexistent today. It appeared to be mid-morning, judging from the angle of the sun slanting through the slit of a window.


      John rose and splashed some water on his face from the sink in the corner. He could use a shower, but the arrival of his breakfast put that idea on hold. A deputy came in and set a tray of eggs, bacon, toast and a glass of juice onto a small table that folded down from the wall. The deputy wished him a good morning and left. The cell wasn't much larger than his room on his boat, which Victoria had moved to the dock back at Bill's. He had been very fortunate to be treated so well after what he had done.


      When he had finished his meal, he showered and then lay back to finish one of Victoria's romance novels. He had asked for something different, but she didn't have anything else. He couldn't believe he was actually enjoying it. He had been skeptical at first, but after reading a bit, he found himself getting into it.


      Victoria had let him call his daughter, Clarissa, and those had been his happiest moments here so far. Clarissa was so excited to hear from him, talking a million miles a minute, trying to tell him everything that she had done with her cousins. But the best moment of all came when she had finally calmed down enough to say, “Daddy, I want to come home. When are you coming to get me?”


      His heart had shattered then and there, leaving him speechless for a moment, trying to control his emotions. Finally, he told her, “Daddy will come get you soon, baby. I miss you so much.”


      That had been two days ago, and he still waited to hear the council's decision.


      He finished the book. The ending made him smile and feel good. The guy and girl were together in the end and had the hope of the rest of their lives ahead of them.


      If only the lives of those people Taylor had destroyed could have had the same chance, he thought. He pushed it away and thought of all the people that were safe now. Even if he had to spend the rest of his life in custody, it would be worth it to him.


      Katrina appeared at the cell door.


      She stood silent for a while and then she finally spoke. “I need to get something off my chest.”


      He met her eyes and had a feeling he knew what she was about to say. He let her take as much time as she needed to gather her thoughts.


      Finally, she continued. “I think we need to take a step back. After the explosion at your place and the attempt on your life—”


      John put her out of her misery. “I understand. It’s my line of work.”


      The tension in her shoulders released, and her features softened.  That had effectively ended the conversation and their relationship. She didn’t stay long after that.


      John had drifted to sleep when Victoria opened his cell door. “Wake up, prisoner. You can sleep at night. It’s time to earn your keep.”


      John sat up, confused.


      “Are you finished with that?” she asked, pointing at the data pad that held her book.


      He rose and picked it up. “Just now.” John walked over and handed it to her. “It was good. Thanks for letting me read it. I wouldn't mind reading another.”


      She took it from him and tucked it under her arm. “You won't have any time for that now. You have a job to do.”


      John frowned. “What job?”


      She had an impish grin on her face.


      “You have to go and cheer up Coles. She has been down in the dumps because of the slow speed of her recovery, and I think you’re just the person for the job. She keeps asking about you.”


      John perked up. “Who is going to take me?”


      She couldn't contain herself any longer and started laughing. John stared at her in confusion.


      “Don't look at me like I'm crazy. Word just came in. You're free to go.”


      He was dumbfounded. “How?”


      “Lack of evidence. The person who called it in had heard shots, so since no weapon was found in your possession, you were clearly in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


      John started to say something, but she cut him off and winked. “Go on. Your roamer is outside in the lot. What are you waiting for?”


      She held her hand out, and he took it. She pulled him close and whispered, “You have a surprise under your seat.”


      John thanked her and stepped out into the sunlight for the first time in what seemed like forever. He stood there a moment with his eyes closed, soaking it in. A gentle breeze blew, and he let it wash over him.


      He finally made his way to his roamer and slid into it. He looked around to make sure nobody was looking and then reached under his seat. He slowly pulled the object out. It was the weapon he had used at the warehouse, and it had been cleaned.


      He smiled to himself, slid it back under the seat, and started the vehicle.


      He sat there a moment, considering all that had happened, and almost went back in to thank Victoria again. But he didn't. After all, he had a job to do. And what wonderful work it would be.


      


      THE END
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