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      Develocorp Planetary Police Headquarters


      New London, Earth 2053 AD


      


      John Finder stepped off the elevator. Conversations stopped instantly in the unusually dark squad room. Rain pelted the large windows on the outer side of the room. He paused to smooth his wrinkled black suit and lock eyes with people he had once thought of as friends, only to have them look quickly away.


      He sighed and weaved his way through the desks toward the captain's office. Holographic interface computers chimed, and conversations resumed in hushed tones. He checked the time on his comm unit against the chronometer on the wall that displayed galactic standard time. He was late.


      John knocked on the mirrored glass door to Captain Bryson’s office and then pushed in.


      “You wanted to see me?” John said.


      Chet Bryson, who had been his supportive superior for the last five years, sat behind a plain metal desk, identical to the others out in the squad room. He was in his fifties, gray hair, thick around the middle, and very easy to underestimate. He motioned to the seat before his desk. “Sit down. I've heard from internal affairs, and I'm afraid it isn't good news.”


      The chair creaked and groaned as John slumped into it. He rubbed his stubbly face with both hands. “The reception out front was a giveaway.”


      “Don't be too hard on them. Most are good eggs and don't care about this telepathy business with you wife. It’s a tired argument if you ask me, but I suppose you will always find those that hate telepaths for some reason or other.”


      John closed his eyes to the family pictures on the walls. “How did they find out about her?”


      “I can't tell you that.”


      John focused on the ceiling. “I suppose they figured it out during her autopsy.”


      Bryson said nothing.


      “What now?” John asked, “My wife is dead because of this. Am I going to lose my job too?”


      “Her death was officially ruled an accident and that’s that,” Bryson said firmly, “I’m just thankful your daughter wasn’t with her.”


      John nodded.


      Bryson shifted in his chair and wouldn't make eye contact. “You are officially removed from the cloning case, and any others you are currently pursuing. With consideration for past service, internal affairs is giving you the option to retire instead of facing the indignity of a trial.”


      “You mean they don't want a scandal,” John said loud enough to be heard outside.


      Bryson looked away. “Don't shoot the messenger.”


      John sank further into his chair. “Can they even make a case against me?”


      Bryson nodded. “Someone has come forward.”


      John shook his head, took a deep breath and stood. He removed his firearm and his badge and laid them on the desk with a resounding thud.


      “I'm gonna show you something,” Bryson said, “but you didn't see it, understand?” John nodded. “It may or may not have bearing on the case, but I felt you should know about it.” He unlocked a pad with his thumbprint, and passed it to him.


      John looked up sharply after he read it. “Why?”


      “Doc doesn't know, but he’s certain it occurred before the accident.”


      “How does he know?”


      “Says it was starting to heal, so the cut has to have happened earlier. Did she have some sort of medical procedure while she was away?”


      “She said nothing to me about it.”


      “I'll let you know if I find anything out, but you stay out it.” He pointed a finger at John. “If I find you poking around, I'll have to arrest you.”


      John handed the pad back and nodded. Without another word, he turned and left.


      All eyes in the squad room turned to John as he exited the office. The door closed behind him, and the symbolism wasn't lost on him. His friend Ancil Harwood stepped in front of him.


      “I've heard,” Ancil said.


      John started for his desk. Ancil followed. Lightning flashed outside, bathing the room momentarily in white light.


      “Grapevine says it was your partner who sold you out.”


      John paused. “Figures. That’s what I get for trusting.” He continued to his desk.


      “You have to trust somebody. Do you need a box?”


      “No.” John unlocked the top drawer, reached in, removed a small object, and stuffed it into his pocket. He tossed the key on the desk and headed for the elevator.


      Someone whispered. “No wonder he was promoted so quickly.”


      Ancil followed him onto the elevator. Two other occupants moved back to make room.


      The elevator's glass walls revealed a spectacular view of the open interior of the building. The artificial sunlight ran at a low level, matching the weather outside.


      John put his back to the glass and focused on the control panel, as the elevator lurched and began its decent. Twenty levels down, the elevator stopped and one passenger got off, leaving the last passenger alone with them, then the elevator continued down.


      “Good riddance to you.” The man said from behind.


      John kept his eyes forward, but cocked his head slightly. “What did you say?”


      “I said, good riddance to you, and your filthy secret stealer.”


      Ancil turned to speak.


      “Keep out of it,” the man said.


      John slowly turned to face him.


      The man puffed up and said. “She got what was coming to her.”


      John lunged at him, but Ancil stepped between them.


      The man threw Ancil aside and swung at John.


      John dodged, caught his wrist, twisting it behind him, making him cry out in pain.


      The elevator stopped and opened.


      “This must be your floor.” John tossed him out, and he rolled face down into a heap.


      John straightened his suit, the elevator closed and continued. He resumed his position at the control panel.


      “That was fun,” Ancil said.


      John rolled his eyes at him.


      Ancil slapped John's shoulder. “I hope you know you can trust me to stick by you?”


      “Why would you even want to?”


      “Because you were that twelve year old kid who saved my life.”


      The elevator opened, and they made their way out of the building into the rain. Ancil adjusted his coat, closing it tighter. Sheets of rain highlighted by the streetlights danced on the wind coating them in a fine mist even though they were both under the awning.


      “How is Clarissa taking all this?” Ancil asked.


      “Luckily she is too young to understand. She thinks her mother is gone on a trip or something.”


      “I hope you don't mind me asking, but has Clarissa shown any signs of telepathy like her mother?”


      “No.”


      “Is there anything I can do? Do you need money?”


      John shook his head. “Thanks, no.”


      “What will you do about a job?”


      “Detective work is all I know, so it looks like the private investigator racket.”


      “You'll make a damn fine one.”


      An air taxi sliced through the rain and landed.


      “This must be you.” John grabbed his friend by the forearm, pulled him close and slapped him on the back. “Don't worry. I'll land on my feet.”


      “I thought you might. Yell if you need me.”


      John gave a sharp nod. Ancil covered his head with his coat and dashed to his ride.


      The air taxi lifted off and sped away. In a few moments a ground taxi rolled up for John. He opened the door, slid inside, told the computer his destination, and slumped back into the cushion with his chin on his chest. Stale cigar smoke assaulted his nostrils and he cracked the window.


      He pulled the small object from his pocket and rubbed his thumb over the smooth flat surface. It was unbroken, except for an interface slot the width of his fingernail on one edge.


      It was a piece of evidence from the cloning case that he would have eventually turned in, but now he would hold on to it a little longer; At least until the head geneticist turned up. He slipped it back into his pocket and closed his eyes.
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      John's new office, weeks later


      


      John sat on a metal office chair. Ancil sat across from him on a similar one, inspecting the new office. The expression on Ancil’s face wasn't one that he would call pleased.


      Bars over the windows cast faint shadows onto the faded red walls. The table between them was well worn, but serviceable.


      “It may not look like much, but it's mine,” John said. “Well, for a year at least. I had to pay in advance.”


      Ancil pointed to a door behind John. “Where does that lead?”


      “To the apartment upstairs.”


      “Oh.”


      “You don't like it do you?”


      Ancil looked down at his hands. “It's not that…” He shrugged. “I don't know what I was expecting. You had to pay for a year? That must have cost you?”


      John nodded. “It took nearly everything I had, but I needed the place upstairs and the daycare around the corner.”


      “It’s a shame they took the house from you. I have some money if you need it.”


      “I'm fine. Business may not be booming, but it's steady, even if most of the cases are crap.”


      “Couldn't you take on a partner for the lesser cases?”


      “You asking?”


      “No way.”


      “Then that leaves me.”


      “John, no man is an island. At some point you're going to have to let someone help you.” A vehicle passed by outside as they sat silently.


      John finally said in a low voice “It's time for me to pick up Clarissa.” He rose, and straightened his blazer.


      Ancil rose. “I only want to help.”


      “Then wish me luck, and leave it at that.”


      Ancil shook his head slowly. “Good luck then. You know where to find me.”


      Ancil left and the cold damp air rushed in, causing John to shiver involuntarily. He grabbed his overcoat and hat, locked up, and went around the corner to the daycare.


      “Mr. Finder, this the third time you been late this week. Told you when I accepted Clarissa that you gotta be punctual. I have a life too you know.” She passed Clarissa's hand to him with an exaggerated motion.


      John helped her into her coat and settled her hood into position. “I'm sorry. It wont happen again.”


      The lady put both hands on her generous hips. “See that it don’t. Bye Clarissa.”


      Clarissa smiled and waved as John pulled her outside. The sky was leaden, small drops of rain mixed with a mist that seemed to perpetually hang in the air. John couldn't recall a sunny day since his wife had died. He knew that couldn’t be true, but it certainly seemed so.


      He and Clarissa hurried down the empty sidewalk. When they rounded the corner, someone was messing with the lock to his office.


      John pulled Clarissa behind him. The person was obscured in a long overcoat and hat just like his, so there weren’t any identifiable features. He reached under his coat for his firearm, but the person dashed off. If it weren't for Clarissa, he would have given chase. The rain was coming down hard now.


      Clarissa stomped a puddle, unaware of anything wrong. John pulled her toward the office. “Lets get out of the rain.”


      “Aww.”


      Once inside, he barred the door, hung up their coats, and turned the heat up a notch.


      His comm unit sat on the table where he had forgotten it. A message waited. He put it on speaker, while he helped Clarissa out of her wet shoes.


      “Mr. Finder,” a baritone voice said from the speaker, “my name is Marcus Cornwall of the Casino Mojito, on the planet Viata. You come highly recommended. I have a job for you. All expenses paid and ten thousand credits guaranteed. Contact me as soon as you get this. Good day.”


      John stuffed the comm unit into his pocket, and herded Clarissa up the stairs.
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        * * *


      


      Next morning, John arranged to meet with his sister Amanda.


      The artificial sunlight glared off the solid glass bar, making him squint. He dug into his wallet to pay the robot bartender for their drinks.


      “You should let me pay,” Amanda said.


      “Absolutely not.”


      “I can pay for my own at least.”


      “No. I made you come all the way here. The least I can do is buy.”


      She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Have it your way mule head.”


      John paid and put his wallet away, but the robot didn’t move. “I’ll let you know if we need anything else tin man.” It turned and rolled away.


      “Tin man?” she asked.


      “Why can’t they just hire real people?”


      Amanda sipped her drink and her whole face puckered. “They make the best grapefruit blast here.”


      Soft music echoed around the room, covering the din of conversations. A woman at the end of the bar wore a hat with a single flower twice as large as her head. John hated the place, but he hadn’t picked it, she had. He preferred more rustic and traditional, instead of… he didn’t even know what to call the style of the place.


      “Not that I mind, but why did you drag me out here?” Amanda asked.


      John surveyed the room. “I need a huge favor.”


      She wrinkled her mouth. “What kind of favor?”


      “I have an off-world job offer, and I need you to keep Clarissa for me.”


      She sipped her drink again.


      “How long are we talking about?”


      “I'm not sure. I won’t know the particulars until I get there. Say, six months.”


      Amanda shook her head. “I hate to say no, but we have our big vacation next month. Besides, I don't think Clarissa should be away from you right now.”


      John sighed. “I feel funny about taking her to a place like Viata.”


      Her eyes widened. “What’s wrong with Viata? I hear it’s nice.”


      “A lot of things happen on a resort world. Things she shouldn't see.”


      “Oh come on. It has to be safer there. I know it will be warmer. It would do you both good to get a little sun.”


      John let out a long breath. “I hope you're right, because you leave me no other choice. The money is too good to pass up.” He downed his whiskey and placed it gently on the glass bar. The robot bartender dutifully removed it and offered another. John waved it away.


      “How is Clarissa adjusting?” she asked.


      “She doesn't understand.”


      “That may be a good thing. What about you?”


      “Some days are better than others. Right now, I just want to get us stable again.”


      “You should’ve come to the house, the kids would have loved it?”


      A person hovered outside the front window, but moved on as soon as John looked. He was silent a long time, and then finally said. “Did Melanie mention having a medical procedure to you?”


      “No.”


      John surveyed the room again.


      “What’s wrong? Why are you so on edge?”


      “Someone has been poking around my office. It may be a coincidence, but I’m not sure yet.”


      “John, you’re scaring me.”


      He smiled and patted her on the leg. “It's probably nothing, but you know my business, so keep an eye out.”


      “Are you sure you're ok?”


      “I'm fine. Fine as I can be. Have fun on your vacation. I better go. I have a trip to prepare for.”


      “Let me know you arrive safe.”


      John rose. “I will.”


      “Please take care of yourself.”


      He leaned down and kissed her on the cheek. “You too sis.”
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      Planet Viata


      


      John sat in his seat on the transport. Clarissa slept next to him. He flipped through orbital images of the planet below on a viewer. It seemed to be totally covered in water, but John knew that wasn’t true. Somewhere down there was a continent that promised every imaginable distraction.


      John zoomed the viewer on the main continent of Hishu and located the spaceport on the southern shore. Further south of the coast were hundreds of islands of all sizes. The largest one, New Monte Carlo, was covered with casinos. He would meet Director Cornwall there tomorrow to discuss the case.


      When they landed, he woke Clarissa, gathered their things from the overhead compartment, and led her down the aisle toward the exit. She insisted on carrying her own bag, which included the object that John had retrieved from his desk on Earth. It blended in well with the rest of her tech devices. She swung the bag as she walked, bumping him on the shin with it.


      People flooded the baggage claim area, pushing and shoving. A thin greasy-haired man with a scar on his cheek bumped John hard.


      “I’m so sorry,” the man said. He had a lisp. “Please forgive me.” The man grabbed a bag and quickly pushed through the crowd.


      John knelt to Clarissa. “You okay, baby?”


      “Yup.”


      He grabbed their luggage, and headed for a hospitality bus waiting outside the spaceport. They arrived at the Hotel Asperian after a long and cramped ride.


      The sun beamed down through a cloudless sky, causing him to squint and shade his eyes. Sweat formed on his brow, and he realized he would have to change into lighter clothes soon.


      The Hotel Asperian sat next to a beautiful swimming area that resembled a lagoon, complete with palm trees and sand. Its multi-domed construction consisted of a large inner dome, with four smaller domes surrounding it, connected by covered walkways. To John, it was a strange blend of high tech and nature, but he had chosen it for its proximity to a good preschool; the after-hours sitting service they provided would be vital.


      The lobby bustled with people coming and going. A man and a woman argued, as their four children jumped on the couches.


      When his turn came, John stepped up to the check-in desk and sat his luggage down. Its top came up to his chest, forcing him to look up to speak with the clerk looking down her nose at him.


      “How may I help you?” she asked in a monotone voice.


      “John Finder, I have a reservation.”


      “Identification please.”


      He fumbled through his pockets, but couldn’t find his wallet anywhere.


      He had just used his ID to transfer from the jump ship to the transport that brought him to the surface.


      Where did I put it?


      Then he remembered the man bumping into him.


      “I seem to have lost my wallet. Where can I get a replacement I.D.?”
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      New Monte Carlo Island


      


      Dominique Graspeau sat in a private booth at the Beach Watch Casino bar. He was waiting on an unsavory, but necessary creature who was late.


      He ordered onion soup while he waited. It was the only dish here that reminded him of France. It was bland. Not enough salt. He reached for the saltshaker and was distracted by its uniqueness. It was the grinder type. He had plenty of those in his collection already, but none shaped like a banana.


      He ground salt into his soup.


      Mother would never approve.


      A memory of his mother tearing the shaker from his tiny hand, refusing to let him salt his own food, made him grind an obscene amount into it.


      He made sure no one watched, and then stuffed the shaker into his pocket.


      Maynard Bricker slithered into the booth.


      Graspeau took a bite, then pushed the bowl away, his appetite gone. “You’re late. Did you, as you say, get the job done?”


      “There was a slight complication. He didn't have it on him.” Bricker tossed a wallet onto the table. “It must be in his bags. This was all he was carrying.”


      “I see.” Graspeau took a drink of wine to wash the taste of salt away.


      Bricker reminded him of a snake the way he always licked his lips.


      “Did you find where he is staying?” Graspeau asked.


      “I did, and I’ll have your item soon.”


      “I must have that device. If you can't get it, I’ll have to try something else.”


      Graspeau silently considered the alternatives.


      “You should give the woman to me when you're done,” Bricker said.


      “No. She’s my golden ticket. She thinks I’m a friend helping her and the illusion must be preserved. Find someone else to play with. You have a job to do, so get to it. I must go meet her shortly and play my part.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Four


          


        


      


    


    

      Next morning, New Monte Carlo Island


      


      “Good to finally meet you in person, Detective Finder. Make yourself at home.” Cornwall motioned to a crushed velvet recliner, moved to a minibar, and poured a splash of original Jack Daniels over ice. “Would you like a drink?”


      John declined. He wondered if this was normal for the director, or if he was under unusual stress. Maybe it was the gaudy office. It would certainly drive him to drink.


      “I’m sure you’re wondering why I would bring you all the way from Earth to solve a mystery.”


      John smiled “I don’t mind. I’m eager to hear the particulars.”


      Cornwall slammed his drink back and started to pour another, but didn’t. His hand quivered as he sat the glass down. John bet he was under stress and lots of it.


      “I’ll get right to the point. I’m up against a wall. The casino is losing large sums of money. It’s been going on for a while, and I’m beginning to wonder if our house detective is in on it somehow.”


      “Let me get this straight. You think your detective is robbing you?”


      Cornwall drew a deep breath, and composed himself. “I’m sorry, Mr. Finder, I’m not making myself clear. Let me try again. A couple has been playing the card tables, winning more than they should be. It’s not unusual for someone to win big every now and then, but they beat the odds too often. So I had them watched. We didn’t find any of the usual tricks, so they have to be counting cards, or someone here is helping them. Which brings me to why you’re here.”


      “I see.”


      “We usually just ban someone if we can’t prove they are cheating, but since our detective is in question, I wanted a new pair of eyes on the case.”


      “And my fee is ten thousand?”


      Cornwall moved to his ornate cherry desk, sat down and folded his arms across his chest. “Yes, regardless of the outcome.” He paused. “And I'm prepared to give you a ten percent bonus from what I can confiscate, if they are found cheating. You may stay here at the casino until the job is concluded.”


      John rose and extended his hand. “Agreed, but I’ve already made arrangements for my daughter and I on Hishu.”


      “Very well. Send me the bill.”
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        * * *


      


      Next morning, after getting Clarissa to preschool and getting a replacement identification card, John returned to his room to retrieve his forgotten comm unit to call Ancil on Earth.


      His investigation yesterday had proved fruitless. He found no sign of cheating, or anyone helping them. He had followed them to their boat twice, where they left multiple heavy black bags, full of what had to be hard currency. Luck was one thing, this was something else.


      When he entered his room at the Asperian, it was torn to pieces. The bedding was tossed, drawers hung open, and the contents of his luggage were emptied onto the mattress.


      He wasn't surprised. In fact it was a relief that he wasn't just paranoid. He pulled the device from his pocket and rolled it in his hand. Something was important about this device, but he didn't know what.


      He didn't want security involved, so he picked up the furniture, straightened up, and left the rest for housekeeping.


      He sank into a chair to wait for the connection to Earth. His room was at the top of the dome, so the sun slanted through the window in the ceiling like a spotlight, bathing him in light. John was quickly getting used to sunny weather, and had to admit he preferred it. In fact, he wouldn't mind staying on Viata permanently.


      His comm unit chirped, drawing his attention.


      “So why are you calling all the way from Viata. You finally take a vacation?” Ancil asked.


      “I need a favor.”


      “Well that's a step in the right direction.”


      John ignored the statement. “I’m sending you a picture of a couple. Can you give me a background check? I need to know what they’ve been up to for the last six months.” John transferred the picture. “This won’t get you in trouble, will it?”


      “Let me worry about that. I got your picture. This could take a while. You don’t happen to know their names, do you?”


      “Yvonne and Franz Yasmine, but I doubt those are their real names.”


      “Understood. How’s Clarissa doing?”


      “As well as can be expected.”


      “I hear ya, man. Things will get better, just hang on. If you need to talk about anything, I’m here.”


      “I appreciate that. Has anything new turned up in the cloning case?”


      “It’s gone cold. No sign of the geneticist.” Ancil paused. “I better get off of here. I’ll get this to you as soon as I can.”


      The call ended, and John caught a ferry to New Monte Carlo Island.


      He spent the afternoon tailing the couple, but didn’t learn anything new, so he decided to cut the day short and stop by Hishu security to see about his investigator’s license, before picking up Clarissa.
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        * * *


      


      Graspeau tied off the boat at the Hishu dock, and waited for Bricker to arrive.


      Sweat oozed from his pores from the exertion. He knew how to handle a boat, but right now he wished someone would take care of it for him.


      Bricker suddenly appeared on deck, startling him. He hadn’t seen or heard him come aboard.


      “Are you trying to scare me to death?” Graspeau asked.


      “Just messing with you.”


      “You have good news for me I hope. Let’s get inside.”


      They stepped into the cabin to avoid being seen.


      “I couldn't find the device. It wasn't in his room,” Bricker said.


      “Then it's time for me to go about this another way.”


      “What do you need me to do?”


      Graspeau opened a cabinet and pulled out a black bag. He reached inside and counted out a stack of credits. “Just relax for now. I'll have something else for you to do soon.”
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      Victoria Sidewell, head of Hishu security, sat at her desk going over reports from the previous day. The weak overhead lighting made her eyes hurt. She blamed it on the lights, but the truth was that she refused to wear her glasses. Perception mattered, and she was convinced that her staff looked at her differently when she wore them.


      She laid the documents down, rubbed her eyes, and checked the chronometer on the wall. It was time to go home. A swim would be nice. She had been skipping it lately out of necessity. It had been a busy couple of weeks, and Gabham Nash showing up had only made things worse. He wasn’t your run-of-the-mill smuggler. He always chased the big money. There was always trouble when he turned up.


      An access key was found in his possession, and she would bet money it opened a secret compartment somewhere on his ship. He wasn’t talking, of course, so she had him relaxing in a cell in the meantime.


      Dan, her assistant, walked into the office. “I have a detective John Finder here to see you. Should I tell him you left already?”


      “Send him in.”


      He stepped into her office and shook hands with her; a good solid handshake. She liked that.


      Her impression of him, after reading his service record, was a positive one. He had been commended on two occasions, and everything suggested a model detective. So why had he retired early? And why did he have to be so good looking? It was distracting.


      She cleared her throat. “Detective Finder. Have a seat.”


      Those dimples!


      He slid into a metal chair across from her. “I came to check on the status of my investigator’s license.”


      “It’s still under review.”


      His smile faded. “Does it usually take this long? I expected this to be done before I reached Viata.”


      “Normally it just requires a background check, but yours has me puzzled. You seemed to have the perfect career until you retired.”


      He’s getting irritated.


      She didn’t think he would answer her questions without a little persuasion, so she picked up the stack of papers she had been going over, dropped them into a drawer, and slammed it shut.


      “Was that my application?”


      He picked up on the symbolism. Good. How much would he tell her? Her sources back on earth had told her a few things beyond the records, but there was always more. And then there was that rumor.


      He shifted in his seat. The smile was back. “Is this really necessary? My record should tell you everything you need.”


      Deflection. She expected that.


      “You’re very good at your job, that much was obvious. Which still leads me back to your early retirement? It wouldn't have anything to do with your wife being a telepath would it?”


      His face flushed, and his jaw tightened.


      “I’m afraid if you want my cooperation, you’ll have to satisfy my curiosity. And before you protest the relevance, it speaks to your character, so it’s most definitely relevant.”


      She had him in a corner now.


      “My wife isn't anyone's business.”


      “Look. This isn't Earth. Your secret is safe with me. I'm just interested in why someone with a record like yours would toss it away and come here.”


      John stared at her for a long moment. “I was invited to retire early.”


      “Invited?”


      “Let’s just say that my partner and I had a difference of opinion.”


      “Tell me more. I’ve read the reports—give me your version.”


      He sighed and leaned back. “I failed to solve my last case.”


      “The cloning case?”


      “How did…?”


      He was starting to sweat.


      “There was mention of a traffic accident?”


      He crossed his arms, closing himself off. Did he realize he was doing it? Probably not. “I heard your wife was killed.”


      “She was.”


      “I'm sorry for your loss.”


      John sat there silent, and only nodded.


      He was in distress, but trying to hide it. She rose, and poured them both a cup of coffee to give him a moment. Clearly, he was still grieving.


      “You want sugar and cream?” she asked.


      “Black, thanks.”


      He had a thoughtful look as she set the cup on the edge of the desk. He nodded his thanks and took a sip.


      When she sat back down, he was smiling again.


      “This is really good,” he said.


      “If you like that, you’ll love all the coffee on the planet, ’cause this is probably the worst. Something about the soil affects the taste. You either love it or hate it.”


      She thought she understood him now. No sense opening up the wound further.


      “I think I know the rest,” she said. “They didn't want a scandal. That about right?”


      “I see you’re pretty good at your job too.”


      His smile is so distracting.


      She hoped to get to know him better. She had a feeling they would get along great, if she could gain his trust. She smiled back.


      “Does this mean you’ll sign off on my license?”


      “Well…”
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      John was still fuming when he arrived at the preschool. It shouldn’t be this hard to get a license. What could she possibly still need to check on? He hoped she would keep her word, and not tell anyone about his wife having been a telepath. He couldn't afford for that to get out.


      The colors in the lobby were jarring. The red on blue walls made his eyes twitch. The purple chairs, and rainbow carpet weren’t helping either. All of that, along with yellow tables, made it look like a paint monster had puked here.


      This was where Clarissa usually met him. He wasn’t late, but his stop had taken longer than he had hoped. He went to the office to tell them he was here for her.


      Moments later, a young woman stood in front of him.


      “What do you mean someone already picked my daughter up!” John forced his hands to remain at his sides so he wouldn’t give in to the desire to choke the girl standing in front of him. He took a deep breath to calm down. “What did you say your name was?”


      “Dara, sir,” she said.


      John’s instincts kicked in as she shuffled her feet and eyed the floor. She was nervous and wouldn’t look him in the eye. His first hunch was that she wasn’t telling him something, but she could be afraid of losing her job.


      “Dara,” he said, “let’s try this again. You say someone has already picked Clarissa up?”


      “Yes, sir. A woman left with her ten minutes ago.”


      “Can you describe her to me?”


      “Uh, sure. She was about five eleven, long black hair, olive skin. She was wearing a short brown dress. She was in her late thirties, I guess.”


      The description sounded like his late wife, Melanie.


      He fought to hold back a wave of grief.


      “Sir, are you okay?”


      He had to focus. He would get Clarissa back, and whoever was responsible would pay dearly. So he lied. “Yes. I just remembered that I asked her nanny to pick her up. How silly of me. Thanks.”


      John stepped outside into the courtyard and sat down on a bench next to a bubbling fountain. He looked up; the sun was slanting toward the horizon.


      Clarissa was missing.


      The pain pressed on him, but he shoved it into a compartment for now.


      If I had just kidnapped someone, where would I go?


      Across the island to the south, as if in answer, the gleaming hull of a silver passenger transport lifted into the sky on its way to a ship waiting in orbit.
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        * * *


      


      Graspeau waited for the woman to arrive with the child. It would be dark soon, and he disliked driving a boat at night. The wind was mild today, so at least the ride would be smooth.


      When they finally arrived, he ushered them onto the boat and headed for the private island where they were staying.
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        * * *


      


      John reached the spaceport just before sunset. He needed transportation of his own, instead of traveling on the bus system like a tourist.


      No transports were nestled in their bays, and the terminals lay empty. The only movement was a custodian sweeping up garbage.


      He looked like he was about to bolt when John rushed toward him. The man reached for a communicator on his side. John slowed and held his arms out in a gesture of peace. “Don’t be alarmed. I need your help.”


      The man released his communicator. “I’m afraid you’re too late.” He leaned on his broom. “Won’t be another till tomorrow.”


      “I’m trying to find out if my daughter and her nanny boarded the transport.”


      John described them.


      “I was here. Weren't many leaving today.” The custodian rubbed his stubbly chin. “Didn’t see no children at all.”


      At least they haven’t left the planet. “When is the next due to leave?”


      “Tomorrow afternoon.”


      “Thanks.”


      The man grunted and went back to his work.


      He had to find Clarissa fast.


      The bus still waited, so he rushed back. As he climbed on, he thought of the marina. A ferry would be the next logical place to look.


      When he arrived, John questioned the dock master and his assistants, coming away with one possibility.


      He boarded the ferry bound for New Monte Carlo Island. An assistant recalled seeing a woman and child get on. Few children ever went there, so they had been noticed.


      After a long ride, he arrived after nightfall. When he asked around about them, they had been seen boarding a private boat.


      John’s heart sank into his stomach.


      How can I track a boat? It could be headed to a hundred different islands.


      Without a boat of his own, he couldn’t even make a start. He might be able to rent one tomorrow, but anything could happen to Clarissa by then.


      John boarded the ferry in a daze, lost in thought about what his next move would be. It wasn’t long before he found himself back on Hishu, and sitting in a seaside bar called Barnacle Bill’s with a stack of empty glasses in front of him. He hadn’t eaten since earlier in the day.


      He flinched when someone put a hand on his shoulder.


      “John Finder,” Victoria Sidewell said with a smile. “Mind if I have a seat?”


      She was the last person he wanted to see just now. It surprised him when he slurred, “be my guest.”


      “What you doing hanging around here?”


      John laughed a little too forcefully.


      “How many drinks have you had?” she asked.


      “Why, you here to arrest me?”


      “Don’t get your fur up. I’m here settling a dispute in the kitchen. I saw you and—”


      John slowly rose to his feet. He shook his head and rubbed his eyes. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He looked from the half-filled drink on the table, to the ghost walking through the crowd outside. A ghost she must be, because his wife was dead.


      “Are you okay?”


      She never got her answer, because John took off staggering for the door, knocking over tables and any people that stood in his way.


      Shouts rose all around him, but he plowed on.


      He stopped at the exit, and looked around.


      He couldn’t find her anywhere. He leaned against the door, struggling to catch his breath.


      Did I really see her?


      Suddenly his vision went black and he crumpled to the ground. He wasn’t sure, but the last words he thought he heard were, “Pick him up.”
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      The morning sun slanted across John’s face, causing him to stir. He wasn’t sure where he was, but this certainly wasn’t his room at the Asperian. He rubbed the grit from his eyes and realized he was in a cell.


      He lay there a moment, listening. Voices came from the next room, but he couldn’t understand what they were saying. Someone snored in the cell next to him.


      He sat up slowly and slid his feet off the cot. His head was as big as a moon. The reason for it slowly came back to him.


      Note to self, no drinking on an empty stomach… Clarissa!


      He stood, but immediately sat back down on the bed rubbing his temples. Eventually he rose and banged on the door.


      The voices stopped, and Victoria came in looking crisp and cheerful in her blue uniform. “I see you’re yourself again. Come out and have a seat.” She motioned to a chair across from her desk.


      “How did I get here?”


      “You don’t remember?”


      He remembered seeing her at Barnacle Bill’s, but he wasn’t about to mention the vision of his dead wife. He must seem crazy enough as it is. “Not all of it.”


      “Well, you were a little out of it.”


      She walked over to a drawer next to the coffee machine and pulled out a small packet. “Would you like coffee or water?”


      “Coffee, please.”


      The aroma reached him from across the room. She poured a cup and stirred the packet’s contents into it. He accepted it, but paused before drinking. “Was that sugar?”


      “It’s a new hangover cure developed for the military. Don’t ask how I got it. Go ahead, try it.”


      John hesitated.


      “What, don’t trust me?”


      He took a sip and his face crinkled.


      “Tastes like crap, but it works great. Drink up.”


      The hot liquid slid into his belly. Immediately, his headache disappeared, and his energy shot through the roof.


      “Wow,” he said.


      “Perks you right up, doesn’t it?”


      “I’ll say. How long till this wears off?”


      “Couple of hours.”


      “Back to my question. How did I get here?”


      “I was talking, when you jumped up and mowed everything down, trying to leave. You created such a disturbance that I had to stun you. What were you trying to do?”


      John considered for a moment. He wasn’t going to tell her about the vision, but maybe he should tell her about his daughter. He’d tried it his way and came up empty. This wasn’t Earth, and he simply didn’t have the resources. He would have to swallow his pride.


      “I’m going to need some help.”


      She slid into her chair and got comfortable. “What sort of help?”


      “My daughter is missing.”


      Victoria tensed. “Missing since when?”


      “She was taken from the daycare yesterday afternoon.”


      Victoria listened patiently as he went over the details, but by the end he could tell she wanted to spank him and send him to bed without supper. He had seen that same look on his mother’s face more than once. “You should have come to me at once.”


      “I usually handle things like this myself.”


      “That’s ridiculous.”


      He didn't answer.


      She shook her head and rose.


      “Go get cleaned up. I’ll get the word out. Come back in a couple of hours. Maybe we’ll know more by then. If anything comes up, I’ll contact you with this.” She pulled a communicator from a drawer and practically threw it at him. “I’ll redirect all your calls through it. If you’re contacted with a ransom demand, we can trace it.”


      John stuffed the comm unit into his pocket, hoping that a good breakfast would taste better than his pride.
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        * * *


      


      His room was quiet without Clarissa. He took a shower and left determined to question Dara again, but arrived at the daycare only to find she hadn’t shown up for work.


      When he arrived back at the security office, Victoria was ending a call.


      “Anything turn up?” John asked.


      “No, but we’re still double-checking what you’ve already been over.”


      “I stopped by the daycare to question that Dara girl again, but she hasn’t show up today. Could you send somebody to look into it?”


      As Victoria was about to respond, John’s comm vibrated in his pocket. He answered, and a voice said in a French accent, “John Finder. Do you remember me?”


      The voice made his blood boil. This was the geneticist John had been investigating on the cloning case.


      John pointed to the device for Victoria to trace the call. “Dominique Graspeau. How could I ever forget.”


      “I’m glad you remember me John. May I call you John? As you’ve probably guessed, I have your precious Clarissa.”


      “What do you want?”


      “You have something of mine. I want it back.”


      Victoria gave him a signal to keep him talking.


      “I don't know what you mean.”


      “Don't play with me.”


      “I’ll trade the device for my daughter, unharmed.”


      “That's better. Expect a call to set up the exchange. Don't cross me, I would hate for your daughter to have an accident.”


      The call terminated, and John kicked a chair against the wall.


      Victoria brought up a map at a computer terminal. “We got him. I’ve transferred the coordinates to my jumper’s computer. It’s waiting on the pad out back.”
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      John kept his eyes on the floor as they lifted off. “How long until we reach the coordinates?”


      “About fifteen minutes,” Victoria said.


      John clutched the armrests of his seat as Victoria and her assistant Dan worked the controls to lift off. They were soon over the water, headed toward the islands to the south. John forced himself to focus on the viewer. His pulse quickened when a cluster of islands grew larger in the screen. A hundred or more boats were circling.


      “The signal is coming from off that island to the left,” Victoria said. “Dan, can you give me a visual?”


      Dan fiddled with the console to his right. “There.”


      Water filled the screen.


      “I don’t see anything,” Victoria said.


      A tiny black dot grew until it filled the entire screen.


      “What’s that?” John asked.


      “That’s a comm unit,” Dan said.


      Victoria steered the jumper to the marina. “Looks like he stopped here to make his call, then tossed it overboard. I’ll ask the dock master if he saw anything, but there are just too many boats to chase down.”


      John slammed his fist onto the armrest. “Damn!”
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        * * *


      


      Victoria had Dan make the necessary calls to report their return to base.


      She set the autopilot and turned to John. “Relax. This guy is smart, but they always make a mistake.”


      John was coming unglued and she totally got it. If she had a child being held hostage, she would be too. Only thing is, when you can’t control the situation, all you can do is wait for the moment of action, and be ready. She needed to distract him.


      “Tell me why he wants to make you suffer. Why is he doing this?”


      “Dominique Graspeau was the head geneticist of the cloning facility I was investigating. You know, the kind that supplies farm animals to planets like this one…”


      John’s comm chirped and he answered.


      She started to run a trace, but stopped when it was clear it wasn’t Graspeau.


      John ended the call. “That was a client wanting an update.”


      “Client? Your license hasn’t been approved yet.”


      “I’m helping Director Cornwall with a problem.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      She changed the subject, before the conversation drifted into all the strange political circumstances that separated New Monte Carlo Island from the rest of Viata.


      “Don’t worry. We are going to get Clarissa back,” she said, hoping it was true.
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        * * *


      


      John paced Victoria’s office. If something didn’t give soon, he would go crazy. Every minute that passed was cruel torture. He needed to do something.


      That bastard killed my wife. Now he has my daughter.


      “You know, now that you mention cloning,” Victoria said, “I recently arrested a smuggler. When I searched his ship, I found a secret compartment with some lab equipment. I had it checked out, and it’s the kind of stuff used in genetic research.”


      John stopped dead in his tracks. “I don’t think that’s a coincidence. I’ll bet he was delivering that equipment to Graspeau.”


      Victoria grinned. “I have him in a cell. We could ask him.”


      She brought Nash into the office with his hands cuffed in front of him, and sat him in a chair.


      Gabham Nash. I should have known. Nash had worked with Graspeau before. He must be working with him now.


      “Johnny. Good to see you again. I wondered where you had gotten to. Sorry to hear about your wife,” Nash said.


      “Are you smuggling supplies to Dominique Graspeau?” John asked through gritted teeth.


      “All business as usual, huh?”


      “You’ve worked with him before. Tell me where I can find him.”


      “You know I can’t do that. I have a reputation to consider.”


      John lunged at Nash, wrapping his fingers around his throat. Victoria tried to pull him off, but couldn't. He squeezed hard and Nash’s face purpled.


      A sharp pain stabbed John in the small of his back, causing his muscles to slacken. He stumbled, and fell against the desk.


      Nash sat goggle-eyed, trying to catch his breath.


      “I’ll put this away if you promise to behave.” Victoria waved her stun baton at him. He nodded.


      “I’ll ask the questions,” Victoria said.


      “Graspeau has my daughter,” John blurted out.


      Nash looked from John to Victoria. “I don’t know anything about that.”


      “But you know where he is,” John said.


      “Or at least how to get in touch with him,” Victoria added.


      Nash said nothing.


      “If you don’t start talking, I’m going to set John loose on you and go for a swim,” Victoria said.


      John smiled.


      “I’ll tell you what you want to know, if you drop all charges, and release my ship.”


      Victoria squeezed the hilt of her stun baton. “Oh, you’re gonna do a lot more than talk. You’re gonna help.”
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      Two of Victoria’s men, dressed as bodyguards for Nash, escorted him back to his room to make contact with Graspeau. Before long, they were on their way to the hangar to offload the cargo onto a vehicle capable of hauling it to the harbor, to meet Graspeau. The plan was to hide a tracer among the equipment, and follow it to where he was hiding.


      When they arrived, Graspeau waited on the dock, in front of a beautiful blue-and-white boat. “Who are these men?”


      “I had to hire some muscle,” Nash said. “You didn’t think I was going to move these containers myself, did you? Where’s the money?”


      Graspeau made a hand signal, and a man and woman came off the boat carrying four black bags. They sat them on the ground, opened them, and moved away. “Two hundred thousand in hard currency, as we agreed.”


      Nash motioned to the men. “Well, don’t just stand there. Get that crap on the boat.”


      Nash reached into the bags, and ran his fingers through the credits as the two men loaded the crates onto the boat. Graspeau insisted that he carry one of the smaller boxes himself.


      As the men stepped back onto the dock, Graspeau poked his head out of the hatch and waved. “It’s been a pleasure. Until I need you again.”


      The couple cast off, and in moments, the boat lifted up on plane and was out of sight.


      Nash doubted he would ever see him again. What a pity. Easy money.


      The two men relieved Nash of the bags.


      “Can’t I just hold one until we get back?”
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        * * *


      


      Victoria handed a badge to John. “Make sure you follow proper procedure.”


      John checked the safety on his weapon, and stuffed it into his pants at the small of his back. “I will.”


      “I’m serious. No more going ballistic on me.”


      “I know, by the book.”


      She smiled. “I'll make a team player out of you yet.”


      They were at her office, where she had just sworn John in as a temporary deputy. She watched a screen that showed them the real-time location of the tracking device, while John paced the floor behind her.


      “Sit down. You’re gonna wear yourself out,” she said.


      John pulled up a chair, sat down and started bouncing his leg nervously. “You sure he didn’t get off when the boat was fueling in New Monte Carlo?”


      “Positive. My contacts said a woman and a middle-aged man with greying hair got off.”


      “Well, that doesn’t sound like Graspeau, but the woman could be the one who took Clarissa.”


      Victoria pointed to the view screen. “He stopped again.”


      They waited until sure the boat wasn’t going anywhere before leaving..


      In the jumper, John focused on the view screen.


      “The signal is getting stronger every minute. Won’t be long now,” Victoria said.


      “We only have one shot at this. We can’t let him get away with Clarissa.”


      “That won’t happen.”


      John’s comm unit chirped with a call from Ancil. He had learned the couple’s real identities, and summarized their activities for the last six months. Learning the woman worked at the same company with Graspeau was interesting. The rest was nothing unusual, except the woman having had surgery on her left eye. He thanked Ancil and ended the call.


      Knowing how impatient Cornwall was for results, he transmitted him the info immediately, adding his suspicions about the eye.


      Victoria pushed the engines hard, and soon they were in visual range. A boat was docked next to two buildings. One was a home and the other was some kind of warehouse.


      “When we get there,” John said, “Let me out in front of the house. You circle around and cover the back.”


      “Okay.”


      They shared a look for a long moment. He was glad that he had swallowed his pride and trusted her. “Thanks.”


      She gently placed her hand on his. “You’re welcome.”


      Victoria leaned over the console to check the sensor array. “I’m reading two life signs in the house.”


      John braced himself as the jumper decelerated.


      No one came out to see what was going on. He couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or not.
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      Victoria slowed the jumper to a hover a few feet from the ground. John pulled his weapon, lowered the ramp, and jumped to the sandy ground.


      He moved to the cover of a palm trunk to watch the front of the house.


      No movement.


      Victoria swung the jumper around the house, out of view. He heard her land, and cut the engines.


      His comm unit vibrated, making him flinch.


      “No sign of movement here. All clear,” Victoria said.


      “Clear here too. You would think someone would come out to see what’s going on. I think I’ll just go knock on the door.”


      “Are you nuts?”


      “Probably.”


      John ended the call, and moved toward the front door, every nerve alert. He scanned the windows. There was still no movement, but he kept his weapon at the ready.


      He dashed across the distance to the house; his heart was pounding in his ears when he reached the door. Sweat poured down his forehead, so he wiped it with his sleeve, and then knocked.


      There was a long pause.


      “Just a minute,” a woman yelled.


      If he’s in the house with a woman, where is Clarissa?


      He didn’t have time to work it out. The door swung open, and John’s weapon slipped from his hand and fell to the ground.


      It can’t be.


      “It’s about time.” His wife Melanie placed her hands firmly on her hips, and gave him the look he got every time he had done something stupid.
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        * * *


      


      Victoria sat the jumper down in the sand next to the dock.


      There was no movement. She pulled her weapon, released the safety, and eased herself down the ramp.


      Crackles from the cooling engines competed with the waves slapping against the rocks.


      She scanned her surroundings. Nothing moved, except the palm trees swaying gentle and slow.


      Come out, come out, wherever you are?


      The large outbuilding stood silent. If anyone was here, they were in the house. A group of gulls patrolling the water were the only signs of life.


      She approached the boat. It was tied fast, and the main hatch was open. She crept on board. There was no sign of movement when she reached the hatch, so she took a breath and stepped in. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the light. Crates were scattered everywhere, but one box stood open. She went over to take a look.


      Saltshakers?


      A shadow crossed the hatch door and something struck her hard, plunging her into oblivion.
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      Melanie threw her arms around John and squeezed him.


      How is this possible?


      He stood in the doorway with his arms limp, his weapon forgotten and kicked to the side. Melanie pulled him inside and shut the door.


      An involuntary twitch cracked the edges of his mouth. He wanted to laugh and cry, all at the same time. His knees buckled, threatening to collapse, so she took him by the arm and led him to the kitchen at the back of the house, and sat him in a chair. He stared slack-jawed at her.


      “You look exhausted,” she said. “I’ll pour you a cup of coffee and you’ll feel better.” She went to a cabinet and pulled out a cup.


      John’s mind raced.


      How could she be here?


      He swallowed hard on a lump of questions.


      Where has she been all this time?


      She set the coffee on the table, humming to herself as she stirred in some sugar. “There, just like you like it.”


      John wrinkled his nose. “Uh, I take my coffee black now.”


      “What?”


      John's gut began to churn. His face flushed, and his ears grew hot. “Where’ve you been all this time? I thought you were dead!”


      She looked at him, confused. “Dominique contacted us and said you were on a very dangerous case, and that he was supposed to keep us separated until it was safe for you to come get us. When he told me it was safe to get Clarissa, I knew you wouldn’t be far behind. We are safe now, right?”


      John rose and paced a circle. Something was off. She looked like Melanie, sounded like Melanie, but something wasn’t right.


      “Where is Clarissa?”


      “She’s playing in her room.”


      He pushed past her into the living room, where he heard noises at the end of the hall. “Clarissa!”


      The door opened and Clarissa rushed down the hall into his arms. “Daddy!”


      Worry lined John’s forehead as he settled her on his hip. He looked her over. “Are you okay, baby?”


      “I playing.” Clarissa’s nose wrinkled, and she pointed at Melanie. “That not Mommy.”


      John tilted his head to one side and tried to make sense of what was happening. Slowly the pieces fell together in his mind.


      She’s a clone.


      He looked deeply into her eyes. There had always been a certain spark, but he couldn't find it. She should have read him and known that he didn't want sugar in his coffee anymore.


      This was not his wife.


      She was gone, and wasn’t coming back.


      John looked at Clarissa, and found that indescribable spark staring at him. Suddenly, all his questions dissipated like a morning fog.


      “I know that’s not Mommy, baby. Let’s go home.”


      “I’m afraid you won’t be going anywhere,” Dominique Graspeau said.


      John turned to face the barrel of a blaster.
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      Instinctively, John reached for his weapon, but it wasn’t to be found. Then he remembered dropping it. He sat Clarissa down. “Go play, baby. We’ll be leaving soon.”


      Graspeau moved in front of Melanie, who was still in the kitchen area, as John gently pushed Clarissa back down the hall.


      “We have unfinished business.” Graspeau motioned over his shoulder to Melanie. “With that device, I can restore her telepathic abilities, and unlock the key to creating more. Think of the possibilities.”


      Out of the corner of his eye, John saw Melanie pick up an object from the counter.


      “I'm afraid I won’t be giving your daughter back,” Graspeau said. “She could soon start exhibiting abilities of her own, but if she doesn't I have plenty of genetic material to create more. So hand over the device, or would you prefer torture? I could say, peel your fingernails back, one at a time?”


      Graspeau let out a bloodcurdling scream as Melanie plunged a large kitchen knife into his back.


      Stunned, John watched as Graspeau swiveled towards Melanie and discharged his weapon. She slumped to the floor.


      John regained his senses and grabbed the handle of the knife. He tried to twist it, but Graspeau fell against the counter, pulling it free.


      John swung to stab him. Graspeau deflected the swing, so John looped the knife back around and slammed it into Graspeau’s gut, pushing upward into the vital organs.


      There was a flash.


      Graspeau’s blaster slid from his hand and he slumped to the floor.


      John put a hand to his side. It was wet. He lifted it to see, but darkness crowded in on him.
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        * * *


      


      John woke to the sound of beeping instruments. His mouth was dry, and his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. He tried to speak, but could only manage a croak.


      “You’re in the infirmary on Hishu,” Victoria said. “Clarissa is here too.”


      He tried to wipe the grit from his eyes, but a hose prevented him.


      “Hold still a minute.” She moistened a towel and wiped them for him. “There.”


      The light was bright at first, but his eyes quickly adjusted. “Where is Clarissa?”


      Victoria gave him a drink of water. “She went with the sitter to get a treat. She’ll be back soon.”


      “How long have I been out?” John asked in a hoarse voice.


      “Two days.”


      He reached for the bandage on his side.


      She put her hand on his forearm. “Doc says you’ll heal. A little more to the left and you wouldn’t be here.”


      John pointed to the bandage on her head.


      “I’m fine. You know how hard-headed I am.”


      He wanted to laugh, but the pain prevented him.


      “I just want to say right now, that I signed off on your application and your license is approved.”


      “Thank you.”


      She nodded, and went on to explain how she had found him lying on top of Graspeau.


      She seemed reluctant to ask something. “That woman, was that your wife?”


      “A clone.”


      “I see.” He could see her relax. “Director Cornwall has been trying to get in touch with you.”


      She reached into her pocket, gave his comm unit to him, and then raised his bed so he could sit up. He made the call, while Victoria poured him a glass of water.


      Cornwall’s face appeared on the tiny screen.


      “Ah, Detective Finder, hope I find you well. Miss Sidewell has told me what happened. I wanted to thank you for solving our little mystery. We have the couple in custody, and with Miss Sidewell’s cooperation, we have confiscated all their assets.”


      “Then my suspicion about the lady’s eye was correct?”


      “Some type of bionic eye for sure. She was using it to read the cards. They’ve confessed to partnering with this Graspeau fellow in exchange for a clone of their dead son. We found bags of hard currency stashed away at their house and on their boat. They weren’t just scamming us, were they?”


      “No sir. They were hitting every casino on the island.”


      “That will be our little secret . Miss Sidewell has informed me of your intention to remain here and start your own agency.”


      John glanced at Victoria. She was smiling at him.


      “Uh, sure.”


      “Before we settle up, I wanted to offer you their island as part of your percentage. It has a luxurious home and a boathouse, complete with three boats. That should alleviate any housing and transportation problems you have. What do you say?”


      John couldn’t believe it. “How much money would that leave me?”


      Cornwall leaned outside of the viewer’s angle for a moment. “After deducting the value of everything we discussed, if you agree, I’ll transfer just under two million to your account.”


      The comm unit slipped from John’s hand and it rolled to the floor.


      Victoria doubled over laughing.
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      Maynard Bricker waited in the shadows until certain no one watched, and then slithered into the warehouse.


      He slid his way through construction equipment, remaining unseen. Voices came from the office on the second level.


      “See ya tomorrow, boss,” one said.


      Bricker listened to the steps of the man, as he came down the stairs and exited the building.


      Slowly, he climbed the stairs and appeared in the doorway.


      “Damn Bricker, one of these days, that sneaking shit is gonna get you shot.”


      “Just messing with ya.”


      “I’m serious. Don’t do it again.”


      “All right, all right. I need a fix.”


      Dick Taylor leaned back and laid his weapon on the desk. “Piss off.”


      “C’mon, Dick. Don’t be like that. I was just playing. I got money.”


      “Oh, you have money now?”


      “I just finished a job.”


      He shouldn’t have messed with Taylor, but he couldn’t help himself. “How about it? You got some?”


      Taylor gave him a long, considering look.


      “I may have a job for you,” Taylor said.


      Bricker’s pulse quickened. He rubbed his hands together and licked his lips. “What is it?”


      “I have a problem I need taken care of. You do this for me and I’ll give you two kilos.”


      “What’s the problem?”


      “Their names are …”
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      CHAPTER ONE


      


      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."


    


  




  

    

      

        

          Thanks for reading!


          I’m starting a new series with the smuggler Gabham Nash. Try it out for free , follow link below.
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          Please leave review even if the book has thousands already, Constant reviews are the lifeblood of any book, especially for independent authors.


          Thanks.
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