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Prologue
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When the Justice System becomes bloated and unmanageable to the point it is blind to the results of its output, it allows the guilty to walk among the populace to continue to prey on the innocent. Brave and courageous men and women will then rise and come to the defense of society. Vigilantes, who answer to the highest of principles are society's last line of defense. 

Anonymous  

Now sit back with a snack and a drink and enjoy the first Carter A. Johnson story

THE BLONDE HEIRESS
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Chapter 1 – The Catalyst
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Carter sat silently brooding while the jury of eight men and four women filed into the jury box. The past week had been long and, at times, frustrating. He was apprehensive because his fate was in their hands. He had no inkling as to which presentation they would believe. It could be his defense team or the prosecution. If they believed the falsehoods the prosecution presented, he would go to prison for a long time. And a prison sentence for him would be a death warrant. Over the years, he had put hundreds of scumbags behind bars, and they would welcome having him unarmed in their midst.

With the jurors filing back to their seats, he accepted that within a matter of minutes he would learn their decision. The murmur of voices behind him quickly increased as the spectators and the press corps eagerly awaited the imminent verdict. 

Judge Humbolt summoned Carter to stand for the verdict. The onlookers hushed.

The bailiff approached the bench and handed a paper conveying the jury's finding to the judge. She unfolded the paper . . . and frowned.

Carter took a deep breath, stood tall, and watched the judge's demeanor harden. He took that as a good sign and contained the beginning of a faint smirk. 

The jury foreman appeared uncertain as he stood alone and looked at the judge for her signal to proceed. He cleared his throat twice before reading the verdict in a clear, loud monotone.  

Carter smiled broadly as Judge Humboldt actions became animated and her face turned livid while the courtroom erupted into chaos.

The judge banged her gavel furiously, stood ramrod straight, and yelled into the pandemonium, “Order! Order in the court! Sit down and be quiet or the bailiffs will clear the courtroom." A few reporters escaped through the double oak doors behind him as the loud cacophony of voices and shuffling of feet overwhelmed the judge and her staff. She continued to shout and pound the wooden mallet until the unruly crowd finally lowered their conversations to a murmur. 

The scowl on Judge Humbolt's face appeared to only begin to show the depth of her displeasure. She stood behind the bench and waited for silence. The crowd of journalists and onlookers grudgingly quieted to sporadic whispers as the bailiffs approached the railing dividing the courtroom.  

Finally, when the judge was satisfied, she sat and took several deep breaths as she continued to stare harshly at Carter. "Mr. Johnson, please face the bench." Carter smiled because he was already standing and looking directly at the judge. She immediately saw her misstep and her features became redder. He made no attempt to conceal the broad grin spread across his face. He hoped she interpreted his smirk for the gloating it was.

"I do not agree with the verdict this jury has rendered . . . but since it is the jury’s unanimous decision, it will stand." Humbolt paused several more seconds while she gazed sternly at Carter Johnson. The spectators hushed as they sensed Humbolt's deepening frustration. When she spoke, her voice cracked and then was loud and shrill. “Your record profiles a police officer who, in my opinion, is a danger to society. The number of citizens’ complaints against you is astounding. That, along with the number of times you have discharged your weapon while on duty indicates your total disrespect for the badge you have been entrusted with. The fact you have also killed seven people while on duty has not been lost on this court. That is a fact this assemblage of jurors apparently chose to ignore." Humbolt stopped and turned to glare pointedly at the jurors. "Jurors, you have fulfilled your obligation and are dismissed. Please leave my courtroom now." She waited impatiently while the jurors shuffled out of the jury box and disappeared one at a time until the exit door slammed shut behind them. Carter had never seen a jury dismissed that soon after the verdict was read. The sound level increased, then abruptly died as Judge Humbolt again rose to speak. 

"Lastly Mr. Johnson, as much as it pains me to say this you are free to go." She paused several seconds for effect and while still standing raised her hand to again silence the crowd. "However, Mr. Johnson, given your history, I am positive you will be back. This court is adjourned." The judge turned abruptly and hurried from the courtroom as the noise level rose to a deafening crescendo. 

Carter Johnson rose and clasped the hands of his defense team individually. He faced Allan Fitgar last. As they shook hands he sincerely said, "Thank you, Mr. Fitgar, I appreciate everything you and your team have done to ensure this verdict. I know it wasn't simple, and you did a great job." He glanced over his shoulder then waved to several friends and police officers who had lingered behind to give him signs of support.

The defense team waited until the bailiffs cleared the gallery before walking out into the hall as a group. Courthouse police had cleared the hallway to the vestibule and the main entrance. 

Near the bottom of the gray granite steps outside the courthouse, a swarm of buzzing reporters waited for Carter and his attorneys. When the crowd swarmed and blocked their way, Allen Fitgar raised both arms and waved his hands while he shouted for silence. He waited patiently. Voices finally subdued to a volume he could speak over without yelling. "My client, Carter A. Johnson, was unanimously found not guilty of all charges by a jury of his peers. Today, an innocent man was set free. Once again, the American Justice System has worked. I will not take questions, but Mr. Johnson, does wish to briefly address the press." Allen stepped back beside Carter and the crowd tightened ranks to get closer.

Above the shouted questions of the raucous crowd, Carter spoke firmly, "I will not take questions either, but I have a few things to say. So listen up. Seven months ago, I worked with the Los Angeles police department's Internal Affairs Division to provide solid evidence against a group of rogue police officers who routinely accept payoffs and other favors from drug dealers and other criminals." He paused, and the crowd hushed. "Before it could be presented, much of the evidence I had gathered disappeared from the department's evidence storage cage as well as the District Attorney's Office. That smacks of a conspiracy." Carter ignored the jostling of reporters and cameramen vying for position. "When charges against those five officers were dropped, I was not notified. Much of the evidence could have been reproduced, but no one asked for it. In retaliation, I was framed for offences I did not commit." He paused, took a deep breath, and surveyed the group. Several faces he knew smiled and two winked at him.

"The phony evidence against me did not disappear from police custody. While on suspension, I, along with a few close friends in the department, gathered information to refute all the charges against me. The false charges were staged by the same crooked cops and supervisors who inhabit a small but influential segment of the Los Angeles police department. Unfortunately, their sphere of influence and backing runs to high levels in the department and city government all the way up to your mayor." He pointed at the press. "You people are supposed to investigate such shenanigans so get busy and do your jobs. I found evidence against them, and you can, too, if you bother to look.

"I've been a member of this police department for fourteen years, and I'm proud of the arrests and convictions I've made. Unfortunately, it will now be impossible for me to continue the job I love in the city I've grown to love and call home. Today, I am resigning from the Los Angeles police department and will leave the city shortly afterward. Most of my fellow officers are honest, hardworking individuals, and I want to express my heartfelt thanks to those loyal and dedicated members of the force who have helped me during my career. They're a great bunch of warm and caring people. Thank you." 

Carter and Allen pushed through the crowd while ignoring the myriad of questions shouted by reporters. They shook hands firmly and silently acknowledged their satisfaction of the outcome with a subtle nod before parting. Allen entered his waiting limo after Carter declined a lift in favor of walking the few blocks to the main police headquarters. Clamoring reporters, photographers, and cameramen followed him to the end of the courthouse block where they stopped in a disappointed, murmuring cluster when he continued to ignore them and focused his vision straight ahead. The temperature was warm, and the day's forecast was for it to be bright and clear, but Carter's mood was dark and grim.

At the station, he hand carried his resignation letter to Captain Josh Ingram, the supervisor he respected and trusted the most. Fifteen minutes later, a somber group of officers met him in the lobby to congratulate him on the outcome of the trial. He shook hands, received hugs and or kisses on the cheek, and heard well wishes and sorrow about his resignation. 

"Thanks for taking me under your wing, Carter. If it wasn't for you, I don't think I would have made it. I'll miss you."

"Ha man, I understand why you're leaving, but I still hate to see you go."

"Good luck, Carter. Wherever you end up, they'll be lucky to have you."

"I knew you'd beat those charges. We know who's to blame for setting you up, and we won't forget it. Good luck friend."

Purposely, Carter refrained from making any comments about the uniformed adversaries who framed him. He glanced across the space and saw the five cops responsible for the false charges against him. They stood in the background among shadows sharing their frustration over his acquittal. Carter stared at them individually long enough for each to know he was unhappy with what they’d done. They had infringed on his life and career and would soon regret it. He thought of the old saying, 'what goes around comes around'. Soon they would face his personal retribution without warning, pity, or remorse.

Outside the police station, Carter flagged a taxi and gave the driver his apartment address. During the short ride he thought about the defense lawyer who handled his case free of charge. Allen Fitgar arrived at the lockup two days after his arrest. He'd strongly encouraged Carter to release his local defense attorney, but Carter informed the nationally famous defense counsel he had little money and therefore couldn't afford a high-powered defense. Fitgar laughed and said his entire team had already been retained by an anonymous, benevolent supporter. Fitgar also informed him he was free to leave the lock-up. A two-million-dollar cash bail bond had been posted so he could assist in proving his innocence. Another goody from the anonymous supporter, he was told. Carter wasn't naive. He wondered whose debt he was in and what the favors would cost him. He would address the debt issue when the collectors came calling and he learned who held his marker. He recalled his mom telling him, there's no such thing as a free lunch. Someone at sometime would want something. When questioned at length, Fitgar swore he had no idea who financed his team's service or provided the bail. Carter hadn't a clue about who might have held him in such high esteem, but he was thankful for their support. Without them, he would have been fitted for prison coveralls. 

The taxi driver was told to wait while Carter retrieved a single suitcase and matching garment bag from the four-room apartment. The good times he'd enjoyed there with close friends and acquaintances flooded his memory. It was a harsh ending to a career he'd loved and been proud of. Quickly he pushed the past from his mind and moved on. He had a lot to do. The apartment keys were left on the living room fireplace mantle before he took a long look around the empty apartment he was leaving for the last time. He walked out to the hallway and quietly closed the door on another portion of his past. His car and other belongings had been left with a friend in San Diego the previous week, just in case the jury didn't support him. 

Not stopping to look back at the building he'd left, he entered the cab and told the driver, "Downtown to the Union Station terminal". During the ride past familiar sights, Carter wondered if he would ever return to live in the city, he felt he was being run out of. It was an unpleasant and alien feeling to him. He'd never before been driven from anything by anyone. It was a bitter lesson for him to accept and endure.  

Inside the train station, he bought a ticket for Oceanside, then searched for a seat in the food court where he scoured the entire vestibule. At a small table with two chairs, he sat with his back to the wall like the old gunfighters. It felt strange to be unarmed after carrying for so many years. The southbound train was scheduled to leave in two hours. He drank black coffee while pretending to read the same edition of the L.A. Times he’d already scanned earlier that morning at the courthouse. He especially ignored the article on the front page under his picture. The reporter who authored the attack piece insinuated Carter was dirty and would be convicted of all charges. 

When boarding time was announced over the static filled speaker system, he walked quickly toward the track access and ignored the two nondescript people who continued to watch him surreptitiously. On board the dingy stainless steel car, he stashed his luggage and quickly made his way through the train to the last car. Passengers dawdled in his way as they decided where to sit, then changed their minds and picked another passenger to bother. Indecision always irritated him.

Carter stepped through a door onto a viewing platform at the end of the last car and casually surveyed the area in front of him. With his cellphone, he pretended to speak while watching the hubbub of activity around the tracks. A short heavyset Latino man stood unobtrusively against a wall watching the platform where Carter had accessed his train car. People apparently wanted assurance he was leaving as promised, and he knew exactly who those people were. The second non-descript Anglo female watcher wasn't visible. He wondered if the two tails were connected or if more than one group was interested in his departure. He'd seen enough and returned to his car. As he walked casually through the aisles, he scanned the passengers to see if the second observer had boarded to follow him out of town. Apparently, she had not followed him that far.

In his seat, he wiggled and stretched until he was comfortable on the musty cloth covered padding. The car suddenly jolted as the engine took the slack out of the couplers and moved haltingly forward in erratic jerks. The train shuddered and rocked as it left nearly on schedule. The cars rattled and bounced across switch rails and swayed so violently passengers still searching for the perfect seat had to hang on or lose their balance and fall onto someone's lap. Carter smiled at the thought of falling bottoms on his lap. He'd seen two women on the train who were near his age that he wouldn't mind receiving a lap dance from. They could squirm around all they wanted.

Fifteen minutes out of the station, he sat with his eyes closed thinking about his future or lack thereof. His life was suddenly in turmoil, and he had no immediate plans to right it. If the trial jury had voted against him his future would have been decided for him. At least now, he could pursue options for a new job. Except, he didn't know what or where that would be. In a week or so he'd begin a job search in his spare time. Until then he'd enjoy his freedom and partake of the pleasures of the lady friend he'd be staying with for a few days.

The vibration of his cell phone jolted him from his introspection, and he pulled it from inside his sport coat on the third set of rattles.

"Johnson."

"Mr. Carter A. Johnson?"

"Yes, this is Carter A. Johnson."

"Harrison James Withers. We have not met, but I have a job offer to discuss. I propose we meet at your convenience to discuss the proffered contract."

"I'm currently unemployed, so I might be interested." 

"Yes, I am well aware of the circumstances of your situation."

That was damn fast. I wasn't even sure I'd be free a few hours ago. "What's the job and where's it located?"

"The work is in the field of criminal apprehension, and some travel is involved." 

"What's the starting salary?"

"I can only discuss the specific amount when we meet. But be assured it is a substantial increase above your pay as a Los Angeles detective. And the associated benefits are outstanding."

"What's the name of the company? I suppose it's one of the big security outfits?"

"That will all be part of the package to be discussed when we meet."

Carter hesitated but then decided he had little to lose. "Alright, I'll meet with you. But I need a month to settle personal affairs before I'm available. Will that work?"

"That timing will be fine, Mr. Johnson. Let me check my schedule for a date approximately one month out. . . . I propose next month on the twenty-second at nine in the morning at the Hilton Hotel in Portland, Oregon. Can you be available then and there?"

"Yes, I can be there. Where do you want to meet, in the restaurant or your room?"

"I prefer out by the pool. The area should not be crowded that early in the morning. Thank you, Mr. Johnson. I look forward to meeting you and a confirmation of the location, date, and time will be sent by electronic mail. Until then, good day sir. "

Carter closed his phone, stuck it in his jacket pocket, closed his eyes, and relaxed. Harrison James Withers. . . . What the hell was that all about? First Fitgar, then a job interview. Could they be connected? Could be. Probably are as fast as the call came after the trial. My luck has never been that good. How could he have gotten my name? And why the hell does he have my email address. I didn't learn anything from him, but he apparently knows a lot about me and my situation. Why? Is this a good thing?

He pushed the phone call from his mind and let it wander back to his arrival in Los Angeles. He focused on his time at the police academy. Good times. He'd converted his regimented military habits into a civilian career in which he knew he excelled. The thought of ending his chosen career and leaving his adopted hometown was unpleasant. He resented being manipulated by other people's actions. A stigma was now attached to his career despite his acquittal. He would likely have to search for a job at a small rural police force if the scheduled interview turned out to be unacceptable.

If he had to, he'd start his job search at smaller cities in the south. Several southern states had been his home before his stint in the military, and he was confident the next place he settled in would also eventually grow to be his home. Now, he had no idea where that might be. First, he needed a job. That basic necessity would determine where he lived as well as his future plans.
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Chapter 2 - Retaliation

Carter exited the train at Oceanside and was met by his friend. She drove them to San Diego in her BMW roadster where he spent the next four days at her beachfront home. While there, he sold the conspicuous, but sought after, red 2012 Dodge Viper for cash. Fast cars had always been an addiction for him. He hated to part with the Viper, but he needed the money. 

Four days later it was time to leave San Diego. A cab dropped him at the Greyhound station. Although he trusted his friend, no one needed to know his next destination. He'd told her he would be visiting relatives for a few weeks before he'd return. His ticket was a one-way fare on a bus arriving in L.A. after midnight. Near the end of the trip, he cautiously exited the bus a mile from the bus station. He was sure few people from his past would recognize him under the long black wig, hat, fake tattoos, and dark glasses. 

Weeks later, two police cars parked at a bar the five targeted police officers routinely frequented. One car was unmarked, the other a standard patrol car with L.A. police department emblems. They were in a rough part of town, rough even by typical L.A. standards. Two of the officers were on duty, but Carter was sure all five would order beer or whiskey; they had two weeks earlier when he'd followed them to the same bar. He watched them from a car across the street through the bar's large plate glass front windows. Tonight, they were again working for themselves in direct opposition to the badges they had sworn to uphold and honor.

Carter had spent the past three weeks planning for this night. He'd carefully gathered and stored the equipment he'd need at a small storage locker out in the suburbs. One of the benefits of being a detective was he had a good idea of where the bad guys stored their extra firearms. He had stolen his throwaway rifle and handgun from one of their caches. His running suit, hooded sweatshirt, shoes, watch cap, and gloves were all dark like his mood and mission.

Upon his arrival in L.A., he spent most of his cash getting prepared. Three unlicensed and unregistered older cars were bought for cash the first two days after his arrival back in town. He used the two old but serviceable clunkers to tail his quarry for the last three weeks. He'd abandoned them, and now a ten-year-old souped-up Camaro was his ride for the final stage of his revenge. If his plan went askew and there was trouble, he wanted something fast and agile for his escape.

He left his surveillance site near the bar and drove to a nearly deserted street close to the docks where he parallel parked. He was several blocks from the harbor and smelled the ocean in the air he breathed. After removing a ten-speed bicycle from the trunk, he attached the front wheel to it. Before riding off, he secured a military rifle wrapped in a blanket to the bike's frame. A three-quarter moon shone down brightly on him, but the black hoody he wore partly concealed his face and hid his frown. Despite the necessity of his actions, tonight would not be a good memory. People would be punished by his extreme measures. Many people would die or be severely injured. Justice would be done. At least in his eyes.

The previous night, as the last step in his preparation, he'd cut a hole in the security fence surrounding the dock area's perimeter near where he was parked. Short pieces of small gauge wire held the cut sections together, so the routine patrols wouldn't notice the glaring security breach. He slid under the fence then worked the bike through. The cut section was left open in case he needed to escape in a rush. Even if guards reported the cut section, the fence wouldn't be repaired until the next day, if then.

On previous occasions, while he gathered evidence against the five officers and again two weeks prior, he’d watched the crooked cops gather at a remote warehouse at the edge of pier 159. There they joined drug dealers to wait for a high-speed cigarette boat to pull alongside and tie up. At the same warehouse, Carter left the bike behind a dumpster at the backside of the huge, corrugated metal structure and
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