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      Joy Walker dropped the heavy anchor over the side, shattering the morning silence. She wiped the sweat from her forehead, tied her hair into a ponytail, then paused to make sure the boat had stopped drifting.


      It hadn't.


      The rope was rolling over the side of the boat. She inhaled sharply and scrambled to catch the end, but it slipped through her fingers. Her four guests hadn’t witnessed her idiocy, so she raised a seat and grabbed the spare anchor. This time she tied it off before heaving it over the side. She took a deep breath, filling her lungs with the moist salty air, then shook her arms to release the tension.


      The two couples with her today seemed eager, so she set out the tackle and started baiting.


      The older man came over. "Can I help? I'm not sure what to do, but I'm a quick learner."


      "Thanks. Since my help quit I've had to do it all myself."


      She instructed him and his female companion on how to bait their rigs, while the younger couple watched. The young couple had to be newlyweds; they couldn’t keep their hands off one another.


      The older man’s face was familiar, but Joy couldn't put a name with it. He spoke like a politician, so she decided to let it go.


      A rare Toika tree stood proudly from the water. Its yellow-green leaves danced in the breeze. Off in the distance, a single wisp of cloud floated over the snow-capped mountains.


      "Beautiful spot," the older man said as he stepped up beside her.


      "One of my favorites,” Joy said. “Good memories and good fishing."


      A small boat came creeping around the shoreline toward them, stopping a few hundred yards away. She didn't recognize the boat or the owner. He either wore a ridiculously large hat, or he was tiny. She really didn't care, as long as he didn't come any closer.


      She went about her work, but it was impossible to ignore him. He kept looking at something in his hand. He made her uneasy, so it surprised her when he waved.


      She raised her hand to wave back when a blinding flash engulfed her and tore the flesh from her bones.
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      The sky turned from orange to pinkish blue and finally to dark purple. Viata's first moon, Krenor, cleared the horizon. The second and smaller moon, Banta, wouldn't be up for another hour.


      John Finder sat at his usual table, next to the kitchen in Barnacle Bill's bar, watching the lights of the boats crisscrossing the bay. The day was ending for some, but just beginning for others. A breeze blew in the scent of salt and brine.


      John tossed back a shot of rum. He enjoyed the slow burn as the liquid slid down his throat. He had acquired a taste for it after arriving here on Viata.


      Bill's bar had become his favorite place to hang out. Mostly because of the friends he had made with the staff, but partly because he could leave his cabin cruiser docked here and drive his roamer to work.


      Sabrina, the young new bartender, dressed in a size too small Barnacle Bill tee shirt, brought him another shot while he waited for his to-go order, then returned to the bar to wait on customers. John wondered what his daughter Clarissa would be like when she reached Sabrina's age.


      A whiff of rotting fish floated on the breeze making John’s nose wrinkle. Three men walked in and John could tell they were tourists by the clothes they wore. One was tall, one was short, and one was stocky. The loud-mouthed stocky one was clearly the leader. They ordered drinks at the bar, while loud mouth flirted with Sabrina. He tried to ignore the obnoxious banter that loud mouth flung at Sabrina. He supposed she would have to deal with people like that while working in a bar.


      A loud smack caught his attention.


      Loud mouth was stretched across the bar trying to grab Sabrina, while his buddies laughed.


      John rose and immediately closed the distance between them. "Leave her alone.”


      They turned to face him.


      "Are you okay?" John asked Sabrina.


      "This jerk grabbed my boob."


      Loud mouth puffed his chest out and got in John’s face. "It's none of your business. You her daddy?"


      John appraised the situation. Short round wasn't going to engage, he was already backing away. Stretch looked too drunk to be a problem, but loud mouth might be if it turned into a wrestling match.


      "You need to leave," John said. People began clearing a space around them.


      "You going to make us old man? What you grinning at? I'll knock that damn grin off your face."


      John couldn’t help but smile bigger.


      Loud mouth took a swing at him. John stepped aside and grabbed loud mouth's arm, using his momentum to toss him to the floor, knocking over empty tables.


      Stretch stepped forward, and John met him halfway with a crushing blow to the mid-section; he doubled over into a fetal position at John's feet. Short round held up his hands, and backed further away.


      When John turned his attention back to loud mouth, he got a fist to the face. It sent him sprawling. John jumped back to his feet and the wound in his side flared in pain. It was still healing from a blaster shot from a previous case. He needed to end this quick.


      Loud mouth came at him like a charging bull. John timed it perfectly with a knee to the face and he went down. He put a foot on his back to keep him down, but it wasn't necessary. He wasn’t getting up anytime soon.


      Warin, the short Hawaiian cook, came from the kitchen carrying a stun weapon in one hand and a meat cleaver in the other. "Security is coming, they'll be here in a minute. Anybody who needs to leave better go now." He waved the cleaver at short round. "Except you tubby, get over there with your friends. You okay John?"


      John rubbed his side as some of the regular customers slipped quietly out. "I'm fine."


      Sabrina started picking up overturned tables. "Thanks John.”


      A jumper hovered overhead for a moment and then landed in the sand. Bright lights radiated from its sides, illuminating the beach area. After a pause, a ramp dropped from the rear and Victoria Sidewell with two of her deputies stepped out. She tugged the hem of her blue security uniform and surveyed the area, then headed up the beach into the bar with stun weapons in hand.


      Victoria smiled and slid her stun baton back into its holster when she saw John. "Should've known you'd be involved."


      "Good to see you too.”


      "What happened here?"


      Sabrina spoke up. "That one grabbed me. John asked them to leave but they wouldn't."


      Warin spoke up. "I heard him ask them to go, but by the time I called you and got out here it was over."


      Victoria motioned for her deputies. "Put them in the jumper."


      John pointed to short round. "He wasn't involved. He just came in with them."


      Victoria paused, looking from John to short round.


      "You're free to go," she said, and he shuffled away.


      As the men were being carried away, Victoria turned to John. "How's Clarissa?"


      "She's good. You should come and see her. She would like that."


      "If I can ever get out from under that pile of work on my desk. Well, better get going. Stay out of trouble."


      John laughed. "Not likely."
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      Next morning, John headed to his office on Windy Palm Street. It was located in the heart of the business district.


      True to their name, the palms lining the street swayed gently in the breeze. Their shadows played across the hood, as John drove from the roamer path into the parking area. A courtesy bus deposited its passengers and pulled away.


      John's storefront glistened with dark glass. He could make it transparent if he wanted, but he preferred the privacy. His sign, third from the right, read 'Finder's Private Investigator Service'. Not the most original he supposed, but it got the point across. A palm partially covered his sign. He never understood why landlords insisted on blocking their storefronts with trees. Putting them to the side of the buildings was okay, but when you want to be seen, clogging up the front with trees made zero sense.


      The man who ran the cabin rental next door, dressed in his usual white suit that matched his hair, ambushed him when he approached. A young woman in her twenties wearing a tight red dress was with him.


      "Here he is ma'am," the man said with a hint of exasperation.


      John turned to greet her. "Can I help you?"


      "I have a problem I need you to look into.”


      John could tell his neighbor wanted to say something privately, so he unlocked his door, turned on the lights and held the door for the woman. "Have a seat inside and I'll be with you in a moment." She stepped inside and John let the door close behind her.


      "Mr. Finder if you're going to have an office here, you need to be in it. People are constantly asking where you are and how to get in touch with you."


      "I'm sorry my customers are bothering you, but I can't be here all the time."


      "Then you should get yourself a receptionist."


      "I'll look into that." John smiled and went inside.


      The woman sat on one of the leather couches in his waiting area, talking to someone on her comm unit.


      John enjoyed the inside of his office. He and Clarissa had picked out two saddle-brown leather couches for the waiting area and a wagon wheel table to go between them. The rustic theme was completed with rough-cut wood paneling, lanterns for light fixtures, and a stone floor. He felt comfortable here.


      The woman was attractive by John's standards, and his standards were high. He could tell she had been crying recently.


      She ended her call as he approached. "This is an interesting place you have here. I'm quite transported."


      "Thanks." She was twirling a huge wedding ring on her finger. "Are you having relationship troubles?" John asked.


      She gave him a pained look. "Is it that obvious?"


      "Only to me," he reassured her.


      "Well, you're right." She pulled a tissue from the dispenser on the table and dried a tear that rolled down her cheek.


      John sat down. "Take a moment, then tell me what's happened."


      She patted her eyes to avoid smearing her makeup. "I'm fine. I shouldn't be crying at all. If what I fear is true, then he isn't worth it. Forgive my manners, my name is Hana Hudson. Call me Hana please."


      "Nice to meet you Hana."


      She went on to explain that she had come to Viata on her honeymoon.


      "I expected two weeks of marital bliss, but he seems more interested in gambling than me," she said. "I know men have their little vices, but when he started returning exhausted and smelling of perfume…"


      "I see."


      "Will you help me?"


      This private eye business wasn't what he had envisioned at all. At least this would be better than tracking missing animals. John rose. "I'm a little busy, but I can help you."


      She jumped up and flung her arms around him. He felt the shape of her breasts against him. She lingered a moment, and then released him.


      John cleared his throat and took a step back. "My fee is one thousand credits, plus expenses. I require half up front to start.”


      "That is not a problem." She pulled her comm from her purse and transferred the money.


      John used his comm to confirm payment. "Thank you. Just call me when he starts off a gambling trip."


      "I will."


      She flipped her hair and left.


      Later that evening his comm chirped, it was Clarissa's nanny, Mrs. Engle.


      "Mr. Finder, you were supposed to be here an hour ago. This is not acceptable. I am turning in my notice."


      "I'm sorry Mrs. Engle. I was held up by a client."


      "I'm not interested in your constant excuses. Get here immediately, so I can leave this god-forsaken island. You will have to make other arrangements by the end of the week."


      The call cut off.


      He stuffed his comm unit into his cargo shorts and left.
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      John drove toward Bill's place in his new roamer. It wasn't anything fancy: two seats, with a storage area where the back seat normally was, and a convertible top. It didn't have all kinds of accessories like some; he only needed something to get him back and forth.


      The breeze cooled him as he wound his way along the roamer-only path. The smell of the ocean filled his lungs. He had come to love that smell. For a moment he managed to forget his troubles.


      A loud pop came from the right front wheel, and the roamer jerked onto the shell-covered edge. John fought the controls and brought it to a stop. He took a deep breath, and then got out to look at the damage. The tire had a big rip in the sidewall. He couldn’t recall scraping it against anything. The roamer was off the path, so he removed the key and started walking.


      He ducked under the palm fronds that lined the roof of Bill's open-air bar and found his usual table against the wall next to the kitchen door. Kian, with his lean frame and beak nose, brought him his usual evening shot of rum. Kian was a great guy who had a way with the ladies, but he reminded John of a raven.


      "It looks like you might need another one of these." Kian sat the drink in front of him, looked around to make sure the customers were okay, and then sat down with him.


      "Thanks. But I better pass. I'm supposed to be picking up the nanny and I wouldn't want her to smell it on me." He started to push the drink away, then just slammed it back anyway.


      Kian chuckled. "You wanna tell me about it?"


      "I have to find a new nanny. What I need is somebody willing to live on the island."


      Kian rubbed his chin. "I see." He pointed to the empty glass. "Need another?"


      "No, better not.”


      Kian checked the customers again. There were only a few people here at the moment and they were locked in their own conversations. "I might be able to help with your nanny problem. I know a girl…"


      "Bet you do."


      "I'm serious.”


      John sighed. "Have her get in touch. I need somebody before the end of the week."


      Kian smiled. "Leave it to me."


      "Thanks. I don't mean to be so grumpy. Would you do me one more favor?"


      "Sure."


      John tossed his key to him. "My roamer is up the path with a flat tire. I'll call and have somebody repair it, but I'll need somebody to pull it into the lot for me."


      Kian stuffed the key into his pocket. "No problem."


      "Thanks. I'll see you tomorrow."


      John stuck his head into the kitchen and waved to Warin, then made his way down to the dock where his boat was tied up.
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      Next morning at sea.


      The waves crashed into the bow of John's boat. A storm must be brewing somewhere. He made a mental note to check the weather report.


      His right leg twitched. At first, he thought it was a muscle spasm, but then he realized it was his comm unit. He fumbled around his deep pocket until he found it.


      "Mr. Finder, he just left again," Hana said.


      "Ok. I'll see what he's up to."


      He ended the call, and turned the boat for New Monte Carlo.
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      John docked and took up position next to a palm tree, within sight of the ferry exit. The man in question arrived on the second ferry, and made his way toward the casinos on foot. John followed him to an outdoor cafe in the cluster of shops between the casinos and sat on a bench to watch.


      The man sat at a small table under an umbrella, stroking his shoulder-length blonde hair. John couldn't see from this distance, but he would bet money he had blue eyes too. Something about the man, made John instantly dislike him.


      A waiter in a crisp white apron, took the man's order, brought him back a drink, and left. The man perked up when a woman approached. He began licking his lips and bouncing his leg.


      John supposed the woman was attractive, but he could tell she was a professional.


      She pulled a chair close to the man and sat down. John took pictures. When the man turned and called for the waiter, she smoothly deposited something in his drink. They finished their drinks, and then she led him toward the Star Watch Casino.


      John followed them through the game floor, weaving around the crowd and the clamoring machines until they stepped into an elevator to the rooms above. John made note of the level they had stopped at, and followed.


      When he arrived, he stepped into the plush carpeted hallway and listened. There was movement down the left hallway, so he went that direction. When he reached the corner, he caught sight of the man stepping into a room. He followed, and stood outside the door listening; silence, followed by moans of passion.


      John rode the elevator back down. He grabbed a seat next to an indoor fountain, pulled up the pictures he had taken with his comm unit, and picked through the best ones, deleting the others.


      The woman returned first. John considered following her, but waited on his target.


      And he waited.


      When he finally came, he was a mess. His clothes were disheveled, his hair uncombed, and he walked like a man totally exhausted. John followed him to the ferry, then he remembered an appointment he couldn't miss and rushed to his boat.
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      John waited at Bill's dock, keeping an eye on the storm building on the horizon. The weather report called for high winds and rain later tonight, and he wanted to be home long before then.


      A woman in the next boat stepped out of her cabin wearing a tiny white bikini.


      She spotted John. "I hear it's a big one. I always enjoy a good blow. Don't you?"


      Before he could answer, the hatch opened behind him. Clarissa tugged at his shorts pocket. "Daddy, where my oven?"


      "It's in your cabin baby. Go pick your toys up. Pedora will be here any minute. You want to make a good impression don't you?"


      "No."


      "Well I want you too, so go on."


      John pushed her back through the hatch and turned his attention back to the approaching clouds. The woman in the bikini had settled into a deck chair. He could feel her watching him.


      He turned to the thump of footsteps and found Pedora Halbright bouncing down the dock with an enormous pack on her back.


      Her blonde hair was tied up, she wore brown shorts, and a light brown shirt. You would think she was going on a long hike if it weren't for the boat shoes. Her infectious smile caused him to smile.


      "Permission to come aboard captain," she said.


      John chuckled. "Granted."


      When the lady in the bikini saw the arrival of the young woman, she shook her head and went inside her cabin.


      Pedora slid her pack off and handed it to John before stepping on board.


      "Wow. This is one nice cruiser," she said.


      "Thanks." John sat the heavy pack down and rubbed his side. "You know a lot about boats?"


      "Quite a bit. My family owns one."


      "I thought your family ran a hiking guide service?"


      "Oh they do, but when they first came here they ran a fishing charter. Didn't last though; too much competition. They let me take the boat out sometimes to blow the dust off."


      "You have any more bags?"


      "Nope. All I need is in there. You do have a washer at your house, right?"


      "Sure." John smiled. He hadn't told her how luxurious the house was.


      Clarissa came out of the hatch. She carried her toy oven.


      "Clarissa I want you to meet Pedora. She's going to be staying with us for a while."


      Pedora bent down on one knee. "That's a nice oven you have. Bet you can cook some tasty meals with that."


      Clarissa ignored her. "Stay with us?"


      "Yes baby, she is going to take care of you while I work."


      "I like Miss Engle."


      "I know. Will you show Pedora inside so she can put her things away?"


      Clarissa led Pedora through the hatch, and in a few minutes they were back. Pedora helped him cast off. Soon he had the twin engines started and used them to maneuver away from the dock. He idled out of the marina into the bay and then pushed the throttles forward. The boat surged up on plane easily.


      Pedora and Clarissa sat down next to him, they headed into open water.


      John brought up the marker for the island on the GPS and set the autopilot. "Could you watch for a bit, I need to go below?" John asked Pedora.


      "Sure." She slid behind the wheel when he got up.


      "You want anything to drink?"


      "Water if you got it."


      "Clarissa, stay here, I'll be right back."


      Clarissa didn't look up from her stove. She played, doing her best not to look at anyone especially Pedora. He shook his head, went below, and took care of business. On his way back, he grabbed a water and juice for the girls, and a coffee for himself.


      Back outside, the waves were slapping the boat pretty hard and would be worse by the time they reached the house.


      When he returned, Pedora started to get up, but he shook his head and sat down next to Clarissa. The rain started coming down in drops the size of marbles before they reached the island, so he took control of the boat and sent them inside.


      His comm chirped and he checked the screen. It was Marcus Cornwall, the head of Casino Mojito. John owed his livelihood to him. Cornwall had originally brought him to Viata from Earth to investigate a couple that were scamming his casino. With the percentage from that case, John ended up with an island, a house, and three boats.


      John could tell immediately from the shaky tone of Cornwall's voice that something was wrong. "Detective Finder, I need your help."


      "Sure. What you need?"


      "My daughter Carli has been missing for two weeks."
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      Early next morning, before going to see Cornwall, John left an urgent message for Hana to meet him at his office. Hana arrived dressed immaculately in a low cut black dress and heels. John welcomed her, and she looked up at him with her big eyes anxiously. She sat on one of the brown leather couches and he started to sit on the other, but she pulled him down next to her. Her perfume triggered a memory of cherry blossoms and his late wife.


      "You have news for me, I hope," she said.


      John rubbed his nose to break the spell of the memory. "I do." He paused a moment, wondering what her reaction might be. "I'm afraid you were right. He met with a woman."


      He braced himself for tears and showed her the pictures.


      She sat silent for a long time, going through them. Tightness formed around her eyes, and she finally handed the device back to him.


      "Send those to me please," she said, and then did something with her device, while John sent them to her.


      In a few moments, she acknowledged their receipt. "I transferred the rest of your fee into your account. Thank you." She stood and extended a hand. John took it, puzzled.


      "I have a few things to take care of," she said, and then turned for the door. "Good day."


      He had expected tears, anger… something.


      Oh well.


      He locked up and headed to see Cornwall.
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      John pulled the boat into the marina on New Monte Carlo. The ride had been choppy, and the weather threatened rain again.


      The frayed synthetic rope scraped his palms as he tied the boat off. He would have to replace it soon. After making arrangements with the dock master, who knew John by name, he walked toward the Casino Mojito.


      Palm trees lined the path, with benches every few meters until the walkway opened up into the cluster. The casinos were arranged in an octagon, facing inward towards one another. Open-air cafes and kiosks filled the courtyard. John snaked his way through the thick crowd until he was inside Casino Mojito and being ushered into Cornwall's office.


      The gaudy velour office had an air of desperation. Cornwall paced the floor with a glass of alcohol in his hand. If he was drinking already, it wasn’t a good sign. I wouldn't have this man's pressures for any amount of money.


      Cornwall waved him to a plush seat. "I haven't heard from my daughter in two weeks."


      "Two weeks? Weren't you concerned before now?"


      "It's no secret, Carli and I don't agree on a lot of things. Sometimes she doesn't speak to me for months at a time."


      "I see."


      "I keep watch on her to make sure she is ok, but now I can't locate her."


      "Anything unusual happen the last time you spoke with her?"


      Cornwall's expression darkened. "We had a heated disagreement about a Blackjack dealer."


      "Over what?"


      Cornwall stared at the floor for a long while, but he finally took a sip of his drink and continued. "I told her to stop seeing the man, or he would be finding employment elsewhere."


      "That didn't go too well I take it?"


      "No, it didn't."


      "Does he still work here?"


      Cornwall shook his head. "No. She refused to listen, so I let him go."


      John rubbed his chin. "Do you think they ran off together?"


      "Most likely. Will you find her for me?"


      "I'll get right on it." John could see the relief in his eyes. "Can you tell me their last known location?"


      "I haven't seen them since I ordered the man off the property. I've checked Carli's room, and her stuff is still there. The staff says that it looks normal, and nothing appears to be missing. It’s like she intended to return. I had the island turned upside down, but there was no sign of them."


      John scratched his head. "I'll see what I can find out on Hishu. They are probably hiding out there somewhere."
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      John was driving his boat, on his way to Victoria's office, when he got a call from Hana. She was crying so hysterically he couldn’t understand what she was saying.


      "Calm down and meet me at the marina. I'm almost there now." He ended the call.


      John docked, tied off, and invited her aboard. They went inside, and John motioned for her to sit. He pulled a bottle of water from the fridge and offered it to her, but she refused. He sat down across from her. She was clearly distraught.


      "Oh Mr. Finder, I don't know what to do. I was so mad at him. I tried to wake him up to give him a piece of my mind, so I shook him, but he had already gone cold. He just laid down and died!" She went and sat down next to John putting her face into her hands. The sobs came slowly at first, and then her body shook uncontrollably. John put his arm around her and she leaned into him. He understood her pain. Tears flowed and soaked his shirt.


      After she had cried until she sobbed, he released her and offered her a tissue. She excused herself and went to the head to freshen up. When she came back out, her makeup was redone, and she had a grip on herself again.


      "I'm sorry."


      "I understand. I lost my wife."


      She looked at him with despondent eyes. "Does the pain ever go away?"


      "No."


      His blunt answer seemed to shake her. "It never goes away, but you eventually learn to cope with it." He said it to encourage her, but in truth, he still had difficulty himself.


      While they were talking, she received a call. "Excuse me, this is the medical examiner."


      John nodded. She spoke a moment and hung up.


      "It figures," she said.


      "What do you mean?"


      "He promised me that he wouldn't do that stuff anymore."


      "I don't understand?"


      She sank into a seat. "Drugs. Long before he ever asked, I told him I wouldn't marry an addict.”


      "I’m so sorry. Are you going to be on Viata much longer?"


      "No. I'm leaving day after tomorrow."
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      John stepped into Victoria's office, the cool air welcoming him. She sat behind her desk staring at a holographic terminal. When she saw John, she waved the terminal away and it vanished.


      "I don't know if I like these new holographic interfaces,” she said, "they are handy for some things, but most of the time it feels downright awkward."


      "Its just more stuff to break down."


      "Your old fashioned ideals are showing," she said with a grin. "What brings you by?"


      John pulled up a hard plastic seat and sat down. The vibe in Victoria's office was all business. Cold hard surfaces, plastics, metals and tiles; He would go nuts working in an environment like this.


      "I need a little help," he said.


      "Are you feeling well?"


      "Ha-ha."


      "What can I help you with?"


      "I've lost a couple."


      She cocked an eyebrow.


      "Cornwall's daughter ran off with a card dealer."


      Victoria chuckled. "I'll bet he is climbing the walls. I can ask around, if that will help."


      "That would be great. New Monte Carlo Island has already been searched, and it would take forever to check Hishu by myself."


      "Are you sure they ran off together?"


      "Cornwall didn't approve of the guy, so they probably ran off and got married just for spite."


      "Well if that's what happened, it would narrow the search considerably."


      "Wouldn't they need a license or something from the council?"


      "Yeah, I'll check into that first. I'll contact you as soon as I hear something, but dealing with the council may take forever."


      "That's fine, maybe they will turn up by then."


      John pulled his comm unit out and flipped through his pictures until he found the ones he wanted. "There is one other thing." he showed her the pictures of Hana's husband and the woman he had met.


      "This is a case of a cheating husband on his honeymoon. I believe the woman in the photo is a hooker."


      "She is," she said, "this isn't the first time I've seen this woman's face. She is a real scumbag. She lures men in by juicing them up with passion drug; it leaves them helpless and wanting more. It's a highly addictive drug, and she isn't the first to put it to creative uses to boost business."


      "No offense, but how come she is still out there?"


      Victoria frowned. "She does her business on New Monte Carlo. I can't do anything about that, but I have tried to trace where the drug is coming from."


      "What did you find?"


      "A whole network of runners. As soon as you stop one, another pops up. I'm pretty sure that a man named Dick Taylor is the main supplier, but I can't ever trace anything to him."


      John sighed. "Hopefully you will get him someday. I better go. Thanks for helping me out."


      John walked back out into the heat and called Hana. He relayed all the information he had come up with, and hated that he couldn't give her any kind of closure, but he didn’t know what else he could do. Maybe the hooker would make a mistake and come to Hishu where Victoria could arrest her.
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      Barnacle Bill's bar sat on a rocky outcrop by the bay, set off to itself. John's stomach was grumbling by the time he reached it. "Hey Kian, can you get Warin to whip me up one of those delicious smoked salmon sandwiches?"


      Kian stood behind the bar. "Sure, what ya drinking."


      "Make it water." John sat at his usual table, so he could watch the beachfront. The open hut design must be a pain during a storm.


      Kian set an ice-cold bottle of water down in front him. "You always sit with your back to a wall?"


      John shrugged. "It's a habit."


      "Are you ever gonna let me pay you for helping me out with my little problem?"


      "I don't charge friends."


      "If I can ever return the favor, just say the word. I'll go see if old horn-wagger is done with your lunch."


      In a moment Kian was back and grinning. "He said he would scorch it like you like."


      "Blackened, not scorched."


      "Same smell. Besides, the way he cooks, everything is blackened."


      John shook his head. "Do you two ever stop fighting?"


      Kian laughed. "I remember a Tuesday once. I still owe him for Latisha. That reminds me. This is your lucky day. Remember the girl I said you should meet? She will be here for lunch today."


      John groaned.


      "Trust me, you'll like her."


      Kian turned to wait on a customer as John started to protest. He knew he would probably find love again at some point, but he didn't see it happening today.


      Kian brought his meal. He ate and enjoyed the cooling breeze, watching boats come and go in the bay. The rain had passed them to the north.


      There was a dock in front of the bar, but people in smaller boats preferred to just run aground and leave the dock for the big boats. The way the beach was situated was perfect for it, so Bill had posts put in to tie off the boats.


      A skiff slid onto the sand. An athletic woman with flaming red hair jumped the gunwale and tied off. She made her way toward the bar with cat-like grace. Freckles covered most of her body, and he couldn't pull his eyes away.


      She sat down at the bar and ordered. Kian kept glancing over at him, then John realized who she was. His heart raced. He felt silly when his palms started sweating. An irrational thought crossed his mind to sneak out, but it was already too late.


      Kian led her over. "John, I want you to meet my friend Katrina."


      She extended her hand and he took it. “Glad to finally meet you.”


      Katrina’s words were spoken softly. She had a very feminine voice. Not high like a breathless bird, but it did have a singing quality to it. He could listen to her all day long.


      John smiled, hoping his nervousness didn't show. "It's nice to meet you too."


      Kian took the opportunity to away.


      "I understand you have a fishing charter," John said. He pulled a chair out for her and she sat down.


      "I scrape a living by catering to the folks who like to fish the shallows for stonefish. Kian tells me you have a big cruiser, you fish much?"


      "I just recently got it and haven't had time, but hope to soon. I would like to teach my daughter Clarissa."


      He watched for any reaction to that statement. He didn't know if she knew about his daughter or not.


      "I know a great spot where she'd hook one every cast. I would be glad to take the two of you there sometime. No charge of course."


      She moved fast, straight to the point. He liked that.


      They spoke until she had to go.


      John watched her leave as Kian brought him another water. "I knew you two would hit it off. Chatting for an hour non-stop, impressive."


      "Okay, so she's nice."


      "Nice? Did you get her number?"


      "Maybe."


      Kian chuckled and walked away. John read the number she had put into his comm unit. She was very attractive and easy to talk too. Nothing had felt forced or awkward after he got over his initial nerves. He liked her.


      His comm unit chirped. It was Pedora.


      "Anything wrong, is Clarissa ok?" John asked.


      "Everything's fine. Are you coming home early? Some of my friends want to go out."


      "Not sure yet," he said, "I'll let you know." She wasn't rude when he ended the call, but he could tell she wasn't happy.


      John went out on the deck and sat his water on the railing. Kian walked up beside him.


      "You know, there may be something you can do for me," John said.


      "Just name it man."


      "I could use a security system for my house."


      "Hey, that's right up my alley. What kind of features are you looking for?"


      "Cameras, motion sensors, you know, all the usual stuff."


      "Give me a minute, I'll be right back."


      Kian rushed behind the bar and brought back a small data pad. Before he could search for the info, Bill returned from his supply run with a full roamer.


      "Kian. Get this stuff put up," Bill said as he came inside. "John. Good to see ya. How's the baby?"


      "Mean as ever."


      "When ya gonna bring her by again? Joy has been asking about her."


      Kian unloaded the roamer while they talked.


      "I'll bring her by after I get this Nanny situation under control."


      "New girl not working out?"


      "I'm trying to give her a break, but she's too young. I need someone older."


      "I know what you're saying. It's hard to trust someone with your baby. Let's go fishing sometime. I know a great spot."


      Kian returned after he had finished putting everything away. "Mind if I take a break? I've got something to show John."


      "Go ahead, I've got the bar. See to ya later John."


      Kian sat down next to John and showed him the info he had pulled up on his pad. "This has all the stuff you mentioned and isn't too expensive."


      John looked over the features and then handed the pad back to him.


      Kian pulled up a different option. "If money is no object, this would be the ultimate. You can control everything on your comm unit from anywhere on the planet. I will of course install it for nothing."


      "I like the extra features, but I don't think I'll need them, let's go with the first one. How long to get it done?"


      Kian thought about it for a moment. "I can get the stuff and install it today; my shift is almost up."


      John transferred him the money and turned up the last of his water. "Sounds great."


      "Give Katrina a chance, she's good people. You're perfect for each another."


      "And you're an expert?"


      "Well, maybe not. But I am a good judge of character. Look, I'm just saying you'd like her if you got to know her."


      "Well, we have each other's number. We'll see what happens."
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        * * *


      


      The sun was approaching the horizon when John made it home. He tied off in the boathouse and walked up the covered path. Pedora and Clarissa greeted him at the door. Pedora was ready to go. Clarissa held a paper close to her chest and her hands were stained with watercolors.


      "Daddy," Clarissa said.


      John swept her up in his arms. "Have you been minding Miss Pedora?"


      Clarissa presented him with her paper. "Look what I did."


      It was filled with colorful splashes of what looked like a boat on the water with a stick figure standing on the deck waving.


      "Is that me on the boat?" he asked.


      "yeah."


      "The man that came to install the security system left just a little while ago," Pedora said. "Clarissa has already had her dinner."


      "Thanks."


      "Would you take me to Hishu marina? I can get a ride back."


      "Go ahead and take the skiff, but make sure to refuel it before you come back."


      Her eyes lit up.


      "Thank you so much. I'll take good care of her."


      "Don't stay out late. The keys are hanging in the kitchen by the coffee pot."


      She grabbed the keys and darted for the boathouse. In a few moments she was speeding away, shrinking into the distance. He hoped he wasn't making a mistake. He wasn’t worried about her boating skills, he just didn't like the idea of sending her out alone. Next time, he would send her out with a weapon.


      They walked up onto the deck and sat down to enjoy the sunset, or he did at least, Clarissa sat busy playing with her toy stove. After a while she looked up at John.


      "When is mommy coming home?" she asked.


      John stared at her a long moment. His wife had died a year ago.


      "Baby, we've talked about this. Mommy isn't coming home.”


      "I miss mommy."


      His chin jumped. "I miss her too sweetheart, but she's still here with us in our hearts."


      He scooped her up and squeezed her. The tip of the sun sank below the horizon.
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      John sat behind the wheel of his boat, trying to rub the grit from his eyes. It was a beautiful day. As he pulled into Bill’s bay, his comm chirped, it was Katrina.


      "Hey you busy?" she asked. "The stonefish are hitting good this morning. You wanna go fishing?"


      "Sure. Where do you want meet up?"


      "I can be at Bill's in fifteen minutes."


      "Meet you there."


      John tied off at Bill's dock.


      He didn't have long to wait before Katrina's boat came sliding up. They filled a cooler with ice and water while they waited for Warin to whip up some sandwiches, and in twenty minutes they were powering out of the bay in Katrina's boat.


      "Where we going?" John asked.


      "Trade secret. When we get close, I'll have to blind fold you."


      She held a straight face for as long as she could and then burst out laughing. "It's up the coast to the north, we'll be there within the hour."


      When they arrived, she slowed to a crawl, navigating a channel that brought them to a Toika tree rising out of the water. She cut the engine and slid an anchor into the water. In a few moments she had her fly rod out, tickling the water in front of the tree's roots with it.


      John baited his line as she played her lure across the water. On the third whipping stroke, a stonefish exploded into the air and swallowed her lure. It seemed like it took forever to get it into the boat. It was as long as John’s forearm.


      "Now that is a nice one," he said.


      She unhooked it, and tossed it back. "They’re great fighters but taste awful. It's your turn. Cast out about the same spot I did. You wanna use my rod?"


      "No thanks. I never could get the hang of that."


      They fished till noon, catching and releasing half a dozen more, then stopped for lunch. John was more relaxed than he had been in a long time.


      The soft supple skin of Katrina’s freckled arm brushed against his thigh as she reached into the cooler for a drink. John caught a whiff of jasmine soap as she rose and took a long pull from her beer. She spilled a bit down the front of her thin yellow blouse that loosely covered her white bikini top. Laughing, she wiped the excess off and rubbed her hands dry on her white shorts. “You aren’t drinking if you aren’t wearing it,” she said.


      “You wear it well.” he said.


      "Yeah right. I've been having so much fun, I almost forgot I had to work tonight."


      "Do you go out a lot at night?"


      "Have to earn it while I can. I have a few regulars that love to night fish."


      "Thanks for inviting me out today. I've had a blast. Maybe we can do it again sometime."


      She brushed up against him on her way to start the motor. "I'd love too."
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        * * *


      


      Back at Bill’s place, Kian set a bottle of water down in front of John.


      "Thanks for installing the security system," John said.


      "Your welcome. Well, how did it go?"


      John turned up his drink. "How did what go?"


      Kian chuckled. "Okay. Be that way if you want, but I knew you two would get along great."


      Kian went about his work while John sat watching the waves, enjoying the breeze, and reflecting on all that had happened today.


      Victoria Sidewell walked up onto the deck and weaved through the tables towards John's. By the look on her face, John didn't think this was a social call.


      "Glad to find you here. Your side healing ok?"


      John's hand went to his wound and he realized it wasn't bothering him today.


      "Doing alright, what brings you down here? You're not here to break up Kian and Warin again are you? They're behaving themselves today. So far."


      She grinned, but it quickly faded. "No, is Bill around? I have some bad news."


      Kian overheard and joined them. "Bill went out to pick up some things for Warin. What bad news?"


      Victoria’s face turned grave. "Joy was killed in an explosion."


      Kian slumped into a chair and Victoria sat down beside him. They sat there silent for a moment.


      "This is gonna kill Bill," Kian said.


      Kian got up to wait on a customer, and John could see the news had hit him hard. He could see it in the way he carried himself.


      "An explosion?" John said.


      "I'm having it checked out. I'll let you know when I find out more."


      "I'd appreciate that."


      When Victoria was sure no one could overhear, she whispered, "there were two couples on Joy's boat. I have to keep of one of them as quiet as possible."


      John pulled his chair a little closer.


      "Councilor Gerard Ashton was on that boat with his secretary Kay Coogan. I just came from informing his wife Amy Ashton of his death."


      John nodded. "Do you think he was the target?"


      "At this point your guess is as good as mine.”


      "I can't see anyone wanting to murder Joy, but who knows." John twirled his water in front of him. "I'll check around and see if Joy had any enemies."


      "I hoped you would say that. You can use methods that I can't. I have a couple of people I would like you to check up on. You'll get your regular fee of course."


      "Sounds good. Any news on Cornwall's daughter and her lover?"


      "Well," Victoria shifted in her seat, "they did get married."


      "I thought so. What's wrong?"


      "They were the other couple on the boat."
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      John called Pedora to let her know he would be working late.


      "I was supposed to go out later," she said.


      "Sorry, an important case just came up. You knew it would happen eventually."


      "Did it have to be today?"


      John took in a deep breath and slowly let it out. "Your friends can come to the house as long as there are no drugs, and everyone behaves appropriately. I mean it, no funny business around Clarissa."


      She was silent for a moment. "That's cool. Darcy can bring everyone over in her boat. Thanks."


      John ended the call hoping he wouldn't regret it.


      From the conversations with his friends, John understood that Kisha Coles had had a falling out with Joy, so he took a walk to the marina to find her.


      John walked the shell path from Bill's place until he reached the moving walkways. He stepped onto the entry pad. It accelerated until it matched the speed of the fast-moving walkway. Once safely on, he found a rail to lean on and enjoyed the ride. The walkway took him inland at first, and soon he was out of sight of Bill's bay. He passed through two shopping districts and a junction that headed back towards the shoreline before he reached the marina. The smell of briny saltwater welcomed him as he stepped onto the exit pad to get off.


      He didn't know which boat was Coles’s, so he asked around until he found it.


      She was scrubbing away at something on the deck. Her long blonde hair swaying with every stroke she made. She wore a yellow bikini bottom, with a tee shirt tied up exposing her navel. When she rose, he spotted the small pistol tucked into her bikini bottom. He stepped up to the boat and faked a slip, attaching a tiny tracking device.


      He brushed himself off and stood up. "Sorry. Are you Kisha Coles?"


      "What can I do for you?"


      "My name is John Finder, I'm a private investigator and would like to ask you a few questions."


      She stopped what she was doing and brushed back her hair. "About what?"


      "About the death of Joy Walker."


      "If this is a joke, I don't think it's funny."


      "I assure you it's no joke. Can you tell me where you were yesterday morning?"


      "Piss off."


      "Is it true you owed Joy a lot of money? Money you used to purchase this boat with?"


      She reached behind her and pulled out her weapon, pointing the barrel downward. "You better get the hell out of here right now."


      John almost reached for his own weapon. "It would be in your best interest to answer my questions.”


      She pulled back on the slide and released it.


      People walking the dock stopped to watch. This was getting out of hand. He decided the best thing would be to leave and track her movements later.


      "Asshole." He heard her say as he walked away.
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      Pedora called John on the way back to Bills.


      "Mr. Finder, is it okay if my friends stay overnight? They brought camping gear," she asked.


      "That’s fine, but don't keep Clarissa up late."


      "Thanks so much."


      When the call ended, he leaned against a rail on the walkway and video called Victoria.


      "Anything new about Ashton?" he asked.


      "Not yet, I'm hitting a wall. His records have been sealed since becoming a council member."


      "Anything interesting in his past?"


      "Actually there is. Ashton and Dick Taylor were arrested together once. And Taylor's construction company holds the contracts for all the government buildings on Hishu."


      "That's sounds fishy."


      "I can't go near Taylor without a search warrant, but you can. Will you keep an eye on him for me?"


      "That I can do."


      "Thanks. I'll send you Stan Coogan's records too. He is the husband of Ashton's secretary. He may have known about his wife cheating with the boss. Be careful. Both are dangerous, especially Taylor." Victoria did something off screen and he received a data burst on his device. "There you go. Happy hunting. You don't know a good way to get rid of a coffee stain do you?"


      "Sure. Change shirts."


      "Funny."


      "Looks good on you, seriously." John smiled and ended the call.


      When he got back to Bill's, he ordered dinner. His comm chirped as he sat down to eat. It was Katrina.


      "What's the big idea of accusing Coles of murder?" she asked, practically screaming.


      "What?"


      "Are you going to deny that you accused her?"


      "Calm down. I'll explain."


      "Don't tell me to calm down. Did you or did you not accuse her of murder?"


      He counted himself lucky that she wasn't here in person. She was livid. "I just asked her where she was yesterday. It's my job, nothing personal. I didn't know you two were friends."


      "You don't go around accusing people of murder for no reason."


      "Did you know she owed Joy a lot of money?" Katrina didn't say anything. "By your silence, I'm guessing you didn't."


      "That's still no excuse."


      "Look, all I did was ask her the same questions that security will, and she pulled a weapon on me. Is she usually like that?"


      Another pause. "She didn't tell me about that."


      "I had to leave before it got outta hand."


      The conversation ended a few minutes later with her still angry.


      Kian came over to John's table. "Something wrong with your food?"


      "No. Katrina just chewed me out." John told him the conversation.


      "Coles shouldn't have pulled a gun on you. That doesn't sound like her. Want me to get you something to take home?"


      "No. Pedora has a bunch of friends over for a cook out."


      "Don't worry about Katrina, she'll get over it."
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        * * *


      


      John received yet another call as he was laying down to sleep. Damn thing never stops.


      He considered ignoring it, but picked up when he saw it was Victoria.


      "You're calling awfully late, what's up?"


      "I have bad news. I asked around about the hooker we were talking about earlier, she died today."


      "Well I know someone who would say that was good news."


      "That's just it. Your client killed her, then those thugs they call security shot her."


      "Is she?"


      "I'm sorry, she didn't make it. I thought you would want to know."


      He thanked her and ended the call.


      John sat on the edge of the bed, shaking his head. He walked over to the window, and leaned against the glass. He stood there for a long while, then went and crawled in the bed.


      John lay for another hour, wondering if he should have done anything different.


      He couldn't change what had happened, but he resolved to take out drug dealers like Taylor.
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      John woke early and decided to go poke around Taylor's place. He had checked the records and learned that Taylor had a warehouse next to the water on the east side of Hishu. He wasn't sure what to look for, but figured he would know when he saw it. John parked his boat at Bill's place and took his roamer to the warehouse. When he got within sight of it, he parked in the shade and pretended to read a book. A few people were walking the shore, so at least he wouldn't stick out. He had brought fishing gear with him as an excuse to get close to the water entrance if he needed to.


      Barges came and went, carrying building supplies and equipment. John wondered how much drugs could be hiding on those barges. At noon, he ate a small lunch that Warin had packed for him, then checked the tracer on Coles's boat. He pulled it up on his Comm unit, and was surprised by how close it was to his position. So close in fact, it was practically on top of him. A moment later he recognized her boat approaching the warehouse. He covered his face with the book as she drove her boat up the channel into the warehouse.


      John was on full alert now. He had to see inside that building, but if he went nosing around there now, she would surely recognize him. He waited until she left.


      As soon as she did, he grabbed his fishing gear and worked his way toward the building. Before long he was casting into the channel that led up to the warehouse doors. He eventually reached an angle where he could see inside. Two men were loading packages into a large container, while two others watched. One he recognized as Taylor from the pictures Victoria had sent. The other looked strangely familiar. He reminded John of an oily weasel on legs. Where have I seen him before?


      Then it hit him.


      It was the man who had stolen his wallet the day he had arrived on Viata.


      John stumbled. They all looked at him at once.


      One man, who was two hundred plus pounds of muscle, burst out of the side door.


      He waved a thick arm at John. "Hey you. This is private property.”


      John hooked a fish. While he fought it, he didn't notice how close the man had come until too late.


      "Are you deaf or something? I said move on."


      The fish continued to pull hard on John's pole. "Give a guy a minute. Can't you see I'm a little busy?"


      The man jerked the pole from John's hand, broke it over one knee and tossed it into the water, wrenching John's arm in the process.


      "What the hell do you think you're doing?" John asked.


      The man charged. John sidestepped, throwing the big man off balance. He slipped and grabbed John's left arm on the way down.


      John felt his arm slip from its socket. White-hot pain greeted him as he hit the ground.


      People began to gather.


      The big man must have decided that he didn't need the attention, because he went back to the warehouse. "I told ya to move on asshole."


      An old man in khaki trousers and a straw hat had seen them struggling and came over to help John up. "You ok son?"


      "I've dislocated my arm."


      "The way you went down, I thought so. Do you need me to call a medic for you?"


      "No, it's happened before. I can put it back in. I just need you to gently move my arm in the direction I tell you."


      "I can do that," he said.


      The old man followed John's instructions and it slipped into place. The pain lessened and relief washed over him.


      "There you go," the old man said.


      John stood. "Thanks."


      "Glad to help. You hurt anywhere else? You're favoring your left side."


      "A blaster wound from months ago. I'll be all right. Thanks again."


      John looked toward the warehouse where Taylor spoke with the big man. The big man stomped away, then Taylor turned to talk with the weasel man that had stolen John's wallet. Weasel kept looking at John, shaking his head and agreeing with whatever Taylor was saying.


      The old man patted John on the back. "I believe I'd find a different place to fish if I were you."


      "I think you're right."


      John picked up his knife from the ground. It had fallen out of his pocket in the scuffle. His father had given it to him as a child, and he always carried it with him. It had come in handy more than once.


      John climbed into his roamer and left. A little way down the path, something told him he was being followed. A roamer in his mirror was keeping its distance a little too evenly. It sped up when he sped up. It slowed when he slowed. John stopped completely and it turned up another path. Maybe I’m just being paranoid.


      He continued on his way to Bill's for a bite to eat.


      John remembered seeing a medical station along the way, and went there to have his shoulder checked.


      

        

          

            [image: ]

          


        


        * * *


      


      Later at Bill’s place, Kian went to John's table and sat a water down. "What’s with the sling?"


      "I dislocated my shoulder."


      "How long you gotta to wear it?"


      "Couple of days anyway."


      A man at the bar waved Kian over as John's comm unit chirped. It was Katrina.


      "I didn't think I'd hear from you again," John said.


      "I'm sorry. I over reacted. My temper gets the best of me sometimes. Forgive me?"


      "Sure, but I have a few questions about Coles."


      "You don’t really believe she is a murderer?"


      "I'm not saying that at all. I'm only trying to gather information. For example, do you know why she would be delivering something to Taylor's warehouse this morning?"


      "Where you following her?"


      "No. I'm investigating Taylor."


      She remained silent a moment. "If you're talking about Dick Taylor, everyone knows he's a drug dealer. A real lowlife jerk."


      "She dropped something off at his warehouse this morning. I'm not sure what, but a big man came out to run me off."


      "That sounds like Greg Gibson, his muscle. I knew Coles wasn't doing well financially, but I didn't think she would ever work for someone like Dick Taylor. She must be desperate. I'll have a talk with her."


      They spoke a few more minutes, then John ended the call and went home.


      The sun sank below the horizon. Out on the water was quickly becoming one of John's favorite places to experience sunset.


      The peaceful feeling didn't last.


      His comm unit notified him of a security breach at his house.
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      Pedora called right after his comm unit informed him of a security breach. She was hysterical. "Mr. Finder, the alarm is going off. I'm not sure what's happening, and don't know what to do. We are in Clarissa's room."


      "Go to my room, and in back of my closet on the top shelf is a weapon. You know how to use one don't you?"


      "Yes."


      "Good. Do it now. I'll stay on the line."


      A few moments passed. "Got it. Now what?"


      "Go to the nearest pad, enter the all-clear code and then listen for movement."


      He heard shuffling noises followed by silence. He had pushed the throttles to the stops, but it wasn't fast enough for him. His heart raced. "You hear anything?"


      "No, I don't hear anything." John could hear her calming Clarissa, telling her it would be ok. "We're heading back to Clarissa's room," she said.


      "Stay on the line and keep your guard up, I'll be there in a minute."


      John tied off as quickly as he could with the sling getting in his way, and rushed towards the house.


      He took a quick walk around the house and outbuilding, finding nothing out of the ordinary. A flock of gulls swooped in and landed on the rail of the deck as he climbed the steps. They waited expectantly while John entered the house. Clarissa must be feeding them again.


      Pedora and Clarissa met him in the living room. Pedora was shaken up.


      "I didn't find anything," John said "It must have been a false alarm. Probably those gulls outside.”


      Pedora released a breath she had been holding. "That alarm scared me to death. I'm sorry if I overreacted. What is wrong with your arm?"


      "I dislocated it earlier today. Its fine, don't worry about it." John went to the fridge for a water. He offered one to Pedora and Clarissa. Pedora declined and Clarissa was already shifting back into play mode, not interested. Sometimes he wished he could just forget things and move on as quickly as she did.


      Soon the incident was forgotten and he ushered the girls off to bed. He tried to get some rest himself, but couldn't. His mind ticked away, trying to put pieces of the case together.


      Councilor Ashton had cheated on his wife Amy with Kay Coogan, his secretary. That was a good motive for murder, but would Ashton’s wife be able to plant a bomb? He doubted it. Kay's husband Stan seemed a more likely suspect.


      John lay there with possibilities bouncing around in his head until he finally drifted off to sleep.
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      The next morning John sat in his roamer in front of Stan Coogan's place of business. He reached into the pocket of his cargo shorts for his comm unit. He pulled up the file that Victoria had given him on Coogan; he had a colorful background. His dishonorable discharge from the Marine Corps raised flags at once. John didn’t see the details of his discharge, but his MOS 0351 as an assault marine, made him a logical suspect. Especially if he knew his wife had cheated with Councilor Ashton. Stan's occupation at the moment was a backcountry guide. When John saw that, he made a mental note to see if Pedora's parents knew anything about him. His storefront displayed the name of 'Coogan's Nature Tours'. He climbed out of his roamer and walked inside.


      A receptionist, wearing what John could only describe as outdoorsy clothing, greeted him with a bright smile. "Hello, how can I help you? Are you interested in a mountain adventure today?"


      John's eyes wandered around the shop, drawn by the large murals of people involved in assorted outdoor activities. "Actually, I'm looking for Stan Coogan."


      "He is out and not expected to be in until later. Would you like to leave a message?"


      "Just have him call me please." John gave her his business card. "Did you know his late wife Kay?"


      "Not well, she didn't come around much."


      "Would you say they had a good marriage?"


      "What's all this about?"


      "Just curious. Trying to get a picture in my mind."


      "I shouldn’t be having this conversation. I'm just trying to make a living here."


      "I understand, but would you say they were happily married?"


      "Sir, unless you are going to book a tour, we're done here."


      John left the building. He hadn't got an answer, but he could tell she didn't think much of Coogan's wife by her body language when he mentioned her.


      John had a cup of coffee at the cafe across from Coogan's place. After a while a man who looked like the picture in his file arrived. He was lean and muscular. He either had a good business, or kept himself in shape.


      John paid his bill and went back over. Apparently the receptionist had already spoken about their conversation.


      "Where do you get off badgering her about my wife? Don't you have any respect for the dead?"


      "I'm sorry if I've offended you, but I'm investigating her death."


      "I've already given my statement to the authorities. I don't have to talk to you."


      "Do you have any idea who might have wanted her dead?"


      John had trouble reading this fellow. He didn't let anything show, except for his clear irritation. "It’s time for you to leave."


      Coogan took a step closer. John didn't want to have a confrontation here, especially with his arm in a sling, so he turned and left.


      John moved to the far side of the plaza and waited for Coogan to leave.


      John knew where he lived so when Coogan left, he followed at a leisurely pace. The roamer path led through a recreational area, into a wooded area beyond. When he was well into the thick cover of the pine trees when a projectile impacted the roof of his roamer. John pulled over and Coogan stepped out of the tree line above with a pistol at his side.


      John considered taking a shot at him, but took the warning shot for what it was. He waved, and turned his roamer back the other way.


      On his way back down the path, he got a notice that his alarm at home was going off again. He pulled to the side and called Pedora. She shut the alarm off and checked around, but found nothing wrong. It was another false alarm.


      John got moving again and decided to try his luck questioning Coles again. If Katrina had talked to her, he might get some information out of her this time.


      John pulled into the busy marina, glad of all the people around, maybe she wouldn't pull a gun on him this time.


      He set the brake and made his way down the dock to her boat.


      She wasn't on deck, so he called to her and she came out.


      "You again. Can’t take a hint, can you?"


      John held up his good arm in a gesture of peace. "If you would please give me a moment of your time."


      She considered a moment, then sighed and waved him aboard. "You got five minutes."


      They settled into seats.


      "What's with the sling?" she asked.


      "Hurt my arm. I'm trying to find out who Joy's enemies were. Who would want to kill her?"


      "Just so you know," she said, "the only reason I'm giving you the time of day is because my friend Katrina likes you."


      "Fair enough. Can you tell me where you were that day?"


      "Here on my boat. Ask anyone around."


      "Do you have any idea who would want to kill her?"


      "Frankly, I can't think of anyone who would want to kill Joy. She was one of the most generous people I know. Sure, I owed her money, but she was upset with me because I wanted to start a charter of my own."


      "Is there anyone she may have rubbed the wrong way? Any of her customers maybe?"


      John had his back to the marina, waiting for a reply, when a projectile whizzed by his ear, knocking him out of his seat. Coles hit the deck beside him.


      "What the hell was that," she asked.


      John rubbed his right ear. His hand came back covered in blood. John pressed his hand against his ear. "That's the second time today someone has shot at me. Did you hear the shot?"


      "No I didn't. You are lucky they didn't use a blaster."


      They lay there a moment listening. No one had cried out.


      Coles peeked over her seat and looked around. "I don't see anything. Whoever it was must have moved on."


      John scanned the area. Everyone seemed unaware that anything had happened, they were going about their business.


      A small figure in a huge hat walking swiftly up the rise and into the trees drew John’s attention. The figure was out of sight before he could get a good look.
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        * * *


      


      John climbed into his roamer and left. Coles had bandaged his ear, which stung like mad. He had been shot at plenty of times, but now he had Clarissa to think about. He had already considered sending her to his sister back on Earth for a visit. This new threat decided it. Her safety was paramount. Besides, it would give him a chance to find an older Nanny.


      Not wasting any time, he contacted his sister Amanda to make the arrangements.


      "Are you sure it'll be ok? Roger won't mind?" John asked.


      "Of course he won't mind. How long are you going to let her stay?"


      "I'm not sure yet. I'll let you know."


      "She can stay as long as you need. You're in trouble aren't you?"


      "Nothing I can't handle. Don't worry about me. I'll call you back with an arrival time. Love you sis."


      Afterwards, he called Katrina and told her what was happening, and warned her to keep a distance for a while.
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        * * *


      


      When John reached home, he climbed the steps to the deck. Now there were even more gulls than before on the railing, with others crying overhead. He shook his head and went inside.


      Pedora greeted him from the living room. She was having a tea party with Clarissa. He went over and sat on a chair next to the little table they had set up.


      "Clarissa, how would you like to visit Amanda and the kids?" John asked.


      Her eyes lit up and she shook her head with enthusiasm. "Can I take my tea set and oven?"


      "Of course. You can take what ever you want. In fact, you should go and gather up what you want to take."


      "Okay." She jumped up from the table and took off for her room.


      Pedora looked at John with questioning eyes. "Is everything okay? Am I being fired?"


      "Not at all. Things are getting too dangerous on this case so I'm going to send Clarissa to my sister on Earth. I have a different job for you if you’re willing."


      She perked up. "What did you have in mind?"


      "I desperately need someone to take appointments and handle my calls at the office. Would you be interested?"


      "Sure. Would I be doing that from now on, or just till Clarissa comes back?"


      "Lets just take it one day at a time."


      It relieved John to know that Clarissa was excited about seeing his sister's kids. He spent the rest of the day packing her things and playing with her.
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        * * *


      


      The next morning, John and Clarissa rode a transport into orbit.


      "Are you excited?" John asked.


      Clarissa was absorbed in a game on her pad. "I gonna show them my new game."


      John leaned over and kissed her. He took a deep breath and looked away, focusing on the backs of the other passenger's heads. His mind knew this was for the best, but his heart hated it. She didn't understand that she was in danger.


      John took a mental picture to sustain him. She looked up at him and smiled. He started to say something, but a voice came over the speaker to prepare for docking.


      When they were inside the bay of the huge starship, an arm extended from the bay wall, encircling the ship like a huge pincher, pulling the transport into a docking slot.


      There was a soft bump and then the clack of the docking clamps engaging. Everyone rose and collected their things to disembark. John remained seated until they were the only two left.


      A smiling attendant came down the aisle. She was the assigned caretaker to see Clarissa safely to Earth.


      "Hello," she said as she squatted down to Clarissa's level, "my name is Merica."


      Clarissa looked to John.


      "She is going to take care of you until you get to Earth and then Amanda will pick you up."


      Clarissa nodded and put her arms around John. "I be ok daddy."


      John couldn't hold back the tear that leaked down his cheek.


      Merica took Clarissa by the hand. "I'll take good care of her Mr. Finder."


      John kissed Clarissa and watched her go; she waved goodbye at the hatch. He blew her a kiss and she blew one back, then she was gone. Moments later, the shuttle was loaded with new passengers headed back down to the surface.
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        * * *


      


      Back at home; John sat in his kitchen having a bite to eat, enjoying the view of the ocean. He had came home to close up the house and stay on the boat at Bill's dock. He would be a lot closer to work that way.


      When he finished with his meal, he left his weapon on the table and rinsed his plate off in the sink. The dishes were piling up, and he missed Pedora living here already. He washed them, but the sling made it a challenge.


      Feeling nature's call, he went to the bathroom.


      In the middle of doing his business, the alarm went off.


      "Damn, wouldn't you know.”


      That did it. When he got done, he would turn the damn thing off until Kian fixed it.


      He washed up and went to the control panel in the kitchen.


      As he punched in his code, he felt a draft of air and something struck him. Everything went black.
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      John woke up, tied to a chair in his kitchen. He turned his head as far as he could in both directions. The kitchen and living room were empty.


      His head thumped terribly, and his ears were ringing. He was tied awkwardly because of the sling. Maybe I can take advantage of that. He struggled to work some slack into the ropes. If he got enough, he would be able to reach the knife in his pocket.


      "Ah, I see your awake," a voice with a lisp said from behind him.


      Something was familiar about the voice. The man came into John's field of vision dragging a bag. It was the man with the scarred face who had stolen his wallet the day he arrived on Viata. The same man he had seen at Taylor's.


      "I see you remember me, how sweet." The lisp was gone now.


      "Who you working for?" John asked.


      "I work for many people."


      "Were you responsible for blowing up that boat the other day?"


      "I won't pretend I don't know what you're talking about."


      "Joy was a friend of mine. Weren't you good enough to take out Ashton when he was alone?"


      The man giggled as he licked his lips. "I had a stroke of luck there. Two birds with one stone, as they say. Ashton wasn't the only one I was paid to eliminate, the young bride had to go too. Never occurred to you, did it? What a disappointment. I never understood why Graspeau thought you were so smart." He flicked the scab on John's ear. “You got lucky there.”


      John reeled. Had this snake worked for Graspeau? Graspeau was responsible for the death of his wife, and had kidnapped Clarissa just after he had arrived on Viata.


      An approaching boat interrupted his thoughts.


      "I would love to stay and chat, but it looks like your time is up. Say hello to your pretty wife for me."


      The man reached into the bag, done something, then took off. John struggled with the ropes trying to loosen them. He strained hard against them until his shoulder hurt again where it had been dislocated.


      My shoulder.


      If he could get it to pop out of socket, it would give him the slack he needed.


      The pain was excruciating when it came out, but the ropes slackened and he was able to reach the knife he carried in his pocket to cut himself free.


      When he looked in the bag, there was an explosive device. It was connected to a keypad and a timing device. The countdown timer showed two minutes. Not enough time to figure out how to stop it. So he made a run for it.


      He wasn't sure who had pulled up in a boat, but if he didn't warn them, they would go up with the house.


      Once outside, he rushed down the steps. Gulls scattered as he ran for the boathouse. To his shock, Katrina and Coles were coming out. They smiled and waved at him.


      John waved his good arm wildly. "Get back inside and get down, the house is going to explode."


      He must have looked like a crazy man running at them, but they did as he said and turned back.


      The house exploded.


      He had just made it to the door when the pressure wave caught him in the back, sending him flying inside. The deafening roar was followed by debris raining down upon the roof.


      John landed on his face scraping his nose on the floorboards. He rolled over and looked up, hoping the boathouse wouldn't come down on top of them.


      Katrina rushed to his side. "John, you ok?"


      Her voice was thick with concern.


      "I'd be a lot better if someone would help me put my shoulder back in place."


      "You sure it's not broken?" Katrina asked.


      "I'm sure, I popped it out myself."


      "You did what? Never mind, what do I need to do?"


      He removed the sling and soon they had it back in place. The relief was sweet.


      John sat up and Katrina put a hand on his leg. "Sit a minute you took a nasty fall."


      "The guy who set that bomb off is still out there."


      "He won't get far.”


      John looked between them, puzzled.


      Coles spoke up. "We saw a skiff beached just out of sight of the house. I knew something was up, so I cut his gas line and called in some help."


      "Do you have your gun on you?" John asked. "Mine went up with the house."


      Coles reached around her back and pulled it out. "Sure, but I'll bet money he is rowing as hard as he can to get away. A blast like that won't go unnoticed."


      "Let's go see, help me up."


      John's nose burned where he had scraped it, but otherwise he was okay. They went outside.


      The house was a total smoldering loss, but other than some debris damage, the boathouse and outbuilding looked okay.


      They walked the short distance to where the man had beached his boat.


      It was gone.
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      John, Katrina and Coles stood at the spot on the beach where the man's skiff was supposed to be, straining to see if they could spot him out on the water. Gulls were crying overhead but John ignored them. They probably thought he would give them food like Clarissa and Pedora had been doing. The breeze brought the smell of smoke trailing past them.


      "He can't get far rowing. Can I use your boat," John asked Coles.


      She tossed him the key. "Sure, but we are coming with you."


      "You both risked your lives coming out here and I appreciate that, but I would never forgive myself if you were hurt, so I'm going alone."


      They tried to protest, but John left them standing on the beach.


      He went back to the boathouse, climbed aboard Coles’s boat and took off. John didn't believe for a moment that the man would try to row all the way to Hishu. That would take forever. There was an island close by, and he would bet money that the man would wait there until somebody could come and get him.


      The boat kicked up spray as John powered across the water toward the island. He didn't see the man's boat until he reached the shoreline. It sat beached on the smooth sandy shore. John ran aground next to it keeping his eyes on the tree line for movement.


      He dropped over the side onto the sand. There was still no movement. Surely his approach had been heard.


      Weapon in hand, he carefully followed the footsteps in the sand that led into the underbrush.


      He could see where a path had been broken through the bushes, but didn't hear any movement except the flock of gulls overhead.


      Damn gulls!


      John pushed forward, following the trail, with every nerve on end. He stepped lightly, avoiding anything that would crack under his feet.


      A shot shattered the silence, narrowly missing his head. Bits of leaves showered around him. A second shot hit his left arm, spinning him around and knocking him to the ground.


      Pain flared, and his vision flashed white in agony. John instinctively fired two shots in the direction of his attacker and then put pressure on his arm.


      He quickly checked the wound. No bone had been hit, so he counted himself lucky.


      He could hear twigs breaking off to his right, headed away from him.


      John tore his shirt and made a bandage to control the bleeding. He could still use his arm, but it hurt badly.


      The breaking noises stopped. John made a note of the position and stood quietly. He was sure his attacker wasn't more than a hundred yards away, so he circled around to the left, moving very slowly and making sure not to make a sound. Fortunately the underbrush wasn't as thick this way.


      After what seemed an eternity of straining his muscles to be quiet, John stopped. Sweat poured from every pore. He had worked himself to a spot uphill of the man’s postion.


      John squatted down and peered through the leaves in hope of finding his prey. His heartbeat thumped in his ears, and he felt as if his breathing could be heard a mile away. Muscles twitched involuntarily from the exertion.


      He couldn't hear any movement except those damn gulls overhead through the canopy of trees. He shook his fist in the air at them. They had to be the same ones from his house.


      John froze as he felt the cold barrel of a gun pressed against his back.


      "How did you get out of that house?" the man growled.


      "Magic."


      At that moment a jumper flew over the island. John raised his head and saw that the other man had too. John dove to the right from his crouched position. The man’s weapon fired, missing. John spun and fired.


      As he landed, John hit his head on a root and blacked out.
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      John drifted back to consciousness. He was on a stretcher being loaded into a jumper. Two men in white medical uniforms gently placed him onto the floor. He could hear voices outside.


      "Is he going to be okay?" a voice asked. He was pretty sure that was Katrina.


      Victoria answered. "Doc says he will make it. Let us take him in and fix him up. You can see him later."


      Footsteps, and then the ramp closed with a hiss. Victoria sat on a bench next to him.


      "I see you're back with the living. That girl is really shaken up."


      John tried to speak, but it came out in a raspy grunt. "Is he dead?"


      Victoria shook her head. "No, he’ll live, you just punctured one of his lungs. His name is Maynard Bricker, a known assassin wanted in at least three sectors." John tried to sit up. "You have a concussion, so be still. We were fortunate to find you so fast.”


      “How did you?”


      “A bunch of gulls hovering over the trees led us to you. You are going to be fine, so relax and get some rest."


      John nodded gently and drifted off.
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        * * *


      


      A week later, John sat in Victoria's office. His wounds were healing nicely. He shook his head in amazement at a commendation from the Hishu council.


      "What is this all about?" John asked, holding up the plaque.


      Victoria sat behind her desk across from him. "Just the council's way of saying thanks for figuring out who killed Councilor Ashton. Besides, you did everybody a favor when you shot Bricker. With him in custody, the planet is a safer place. What are you going to do about your house?" she asked.


      John sat the plaque on the desk in front of him. "I haven't decided yet. I'll go back to living on the boat for now."


      Victoria shifted in her chair. "How did Cornwall take the news about his daughter’s death?"


      "As well as could be expected I guess. Losing your child must be awful, especially if you're the reason it happened. We haven't heard the last of that."


      Victoria looked at him with a grave expression. "John, you need to leave Cornwall and anything to do with those casino directors alone."


      "Why?"


      "Every so often they have a war, and you don't want to get in the middle."


      John didn't say anything because he didn't want to antagonize her, but someone out there had hired Bricker to kill him, and he was going to find out who.
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