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      An island paradise was no place to die, but every hand-selected vine that tripped up his feet and each branch that slapped him wet across the face slowed his escape and brought this possible end ever closer.

      Lush vegetation, imported and landscaped in every detail to mimic a rainforest, choked the light from the day deep within its thickest growth. Shafts of light cast from the noon sun broke meekly through the canopy, casting shadow and confusion before anyone who chose to stroll beneath its magnificence and masking danger for those forced to move at a faster pace.

      This was where he ran.

      Sweat broke from his face with every step, and threatened his vision as salt from his brow stung at his eyes; every rushed step was a danger. Broad strokes of his arms swiped the perspiration away as he listened for more than the sound of his own heavy breathing.

      There was nothing.

      They had been right behind him, so close that their steps threatened to stomp the shoes from his heels only moments before. He prayed that his hastily beaten path through the thick growth had lost them. But he knew that he was outnumbered and lost.

      Escape was close in any direction. White sand and surf surrounded the island, and any shore would lead to his salvation, but in his escape he had unknowingly charged toward the island’s center, taking him ever further from freedom.

      Going back was not an option. He pushed further in. The entire cay was only twenty acres, but the dense foliage tripled the distance that he had to walk. Vines snared his feet as he stumbled through the simulated rainforest. He cursed the owner that had made such a realistic recreation possible.

      The crash of vegetation sounded behind him, stalks of thick plants cried out as they were snapped. His dash had not thrown off his pursuers; broken boughs and leaves had made tracking him easy.

      Charging forward, head down and hands out, had bought him some time and won him countless scratches from thorn bushes. He bled in a hundred places; his black clothes were torn ragged and hung like drapes from the collar around his neck. He dove farther into the rainforest and realized he was more lost than he had intended to be. His sense of direction was turned on end by the meandering path that he had forced into the jungle’s floor as he stepped broadly over the ground cover, ducked under branches, and danced around the trunks of trees.

      Sand wasn’t far in any direction. Eventually he would emerge on a beach, head north and get to safety.

      Voices. Shouts. They gained on him. Every sound gave them away. It was an advantage he could do nothing to exploit. He held a pistol tight within his hand, but he knew from the weight that there were few rounds left in the weapon. Still, he waved it at the sounds that seem to surround him.

      Constant clicks emitted from the black box in his other hand. This rhythmic beat matched his pulse; it was constant, quick and strong.

      He held still, ears sharp, listening for another splintered stalk. But all was quiet again, except for the box in his hand. His predators were silent once more.

      Mud flew from his heels as he raced and kicked the grip of thorns from his pants and shoes. Then there was another noise. The roar of rushing water broke through the dense growth. Convinced it was the crash of surf, he rushed toward the sound and found himself moving up a steep incline. The sound became all but deafening; the roar swallowed the ambient sounds of the man-made jungle. He broke through the vegetation and into unfiltered daylight.

      It was not the shoreline. It was a river’s edge.

      He peered over a twenty-foot gorge and saw that a river tore through the island’s center. Powerful pumps that drove the current added a mechanical pulse to the river’s constant thrum.

      “You’ve got to be kidding.” He paced the bank looking for a bridge or catwalk. There was no way to cross.

      A quick look upstream and down led him to believe that whichever multi-millionaire had ordered the island enjoyed white water rafting. It was hardly a peaceful stream. White crested waves tore the waterway apart to generate a challenging run for the weekend kayaker.

      Boulders lined the edges and rose from the riverbed. Whether they were real or fake, he couldn’t tell. He set the black box down. It continued to click.

      A trained move of his thumb dropped the magazine from the pistol into his hand. Two rounds sat atop the spring-loaded driver. Three total. Several hunters stalked him. Even luck couldn’t hit all of them with just three bullets.

      He jammed the mag back into the grip and looked back into the rapids. His science teacher’s voice echoed in his head: “all rivers eventually lead to the ocean.”

      Sound advice in a natural world but, Mr. Stiegelmeyer could never have imagined this. This river could lead to the ocean. Or it could lead to a series of pumps. There was no way to tell.

      He studied the waves as they bounced off the rocks. Reading the water was difficult. The artificial waterway could be as shallow as a couple of feet or run all the way to the ocean’s floor.

      The river was designed as real as the rainforest. Razor sharp rocks sliced the current everywhere along the river’s path. Rapids crashed against one another in dangerous patterns. His chances of swimming to safety were not good.

      A stalk snapped and the first of his pursuers burst from the jungle. The armed man stumbled into the small clearing.

      The gun kicked in his hand. The shot caught his intended assassin off guard. Forward momentum carried the victim over the edge of the small ravine and into the river below. The body did not resurface.

      A report from the bush forced him to one knee. His foot struck the black ticking box; its metal surface squealed across the jagged rocks just before crashing into the river below.

      He pulled the trigger again and started running along the ledge of the canyon in the direction he could best call downstream. Others would be upon him soon.

      Tearing back into the jungle was an option but he was certain that the natural obstructions would eventually lead him to a literal dead end.

      The only option was the river. He ran closer to the edge of the cliff. His running became irregular. The broken ground made it difficult. Loose rocks fought the soles of his boots for traction. Untamped soil shifted beneath each step. Still, he needed to build up enough speed to land in the center of the river where he hoped it was deepest.

      His personal countdown began at three. Somewhere at two-and-a-half a bullet caught him in the leg and turned him in mid-flight.

      Squeezing the trigger with disciplined control, he fired his last round. The open slide on the gun signaled the futility of pulling the trigger again.

      Soil and rock dug in to his back as he crashed to the ground and nearly slid over the face of the ledge.

      Scanning the wall of weeds and plant life, he couldn’t see who had fired the shot. Sadistic laughter escaped the underbrush. His shot had been in vain. They had fired from cover. He had fired carelessly.

      Blood flowed from the wound in his leg, and only now he noticed how badly the vegetation had treated him. Flaps of skin hung like half-punched tabs in a hundred places. The blood loss from the scratches and gashes easily matched the flow from the bullet hole in his leg. The mere sight of it all caused his strength to wane.

      With what strength he had left, he pushed himself over the edge and into the water below. As he fell, he prayed he would miss the rocks. A brief burst of foam marked his entry. It was washed away a moment later.

      The current bounced his battered body between rocks and eddies. He fought to find the surface, but could not determine up from down. Gravity had control of his body and it now fought the current for the right to drown him.

      The pull of the river ceased as he was forced against a rock. The river pushed him fast against it; the weight forcing what air was left from his lungs. He struggled and turned allowing the current access to his back. The change in dynamic rolled him away from the boulder and to the surface.

      Gasping at the air, he desperately tried to fill his lungs. Water rushed into his open mouth as he rose and fell with the waves. He rotated his body in the surf and saw the large boulder only moments before he struck it.

      Everything went black. His wounds no longer hurt.

       

      
        
        # # #

      

      

       

      Five men emerged from the rainforest. They, too, were covered in sweat and blood from the pursuit through the jungle. They reached the edge of the cliff and peered into the river. They saw nothing but froth.
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      Green turned to white as the waves of the Gulf of Mexico broke against the yacht’s twin bows. Their force smacked with a hollow thud on the fiberglass shell and resonated deep within the ship. Outside, the hull glistened and answered each crest with a thwack that sounded not unlike the slap that was about to knock the drink from Paul Nelson’s hand.

      He grinned at the girl. It was a grin that was charming, crooked, filled with confidence and a recent deep whitening treatment. Slurring words had not yet become a problem, and if she liked what he had to say, he would confess that he couldn’t possibly be as drunk as she assumed he was. If she balked at his advances, however, he’d blame it on the booze.

      “So, Katherine? Are there any beaches on these islands?”

      The smoldering look was worth the stupid question.

      “Of course, Mr. Nelson.” Dark hair flowed to her shoulders and framed a slender face. Her blue eyes narrowed as he leaned in close. A gust of wind blew a strand of hair into the corner of her mouth. She brushed it away.

      Paul misinterpreted the gesture; he embraced the imagined opening and leaned in closer.

      “Paul. Call me Paul.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Nelson. I’m not allowed to do that. As I was saying, the chain features over four hundred islands, each with at least a quarter mile of white sand beaches reclaimed from Wassaw Sound.”

      “What say you and I find a nice, secluded beach when this millionaire’s tub toy puts in?”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Nelson. I can’t do that either.” Katherine Bernelli stepped to one side, opening an avenue of escape. She caught the eye of another investor, nodded, and began to make her way across the yacht’s expansive deck.

      Paul stammered as she made her way around him. The charm wasn’t working; he may have to resort to flattery. He studied her as she moved across the deck, but as she walked his concentration swayed away, gently, back and forth in a tailored white formal gown.

      Katherine reached another guest and smiled. Paul was amazed; the title Investor Relations Specialist no doubt called for her to smile always; yet he could find no trace of falsity in her eyes.

      Paul tried to read her lips as she spoke to a gray-haired old man in a tailored suit. They were all old men with tailored suits. And, with the exception of one man he nicknamed “Johnny-Just-for-Men”, they all had gray hair, which they would undoubtedly refer to as silver.

      The swig of Jack registered in his throat, and he moved toward her with a new plan and a new grin.

      “Yes, Mr. Hale, I believe the tractor did arrive on your island just yesterday. And, may I say the plantation you built is utterly stunning.”

      He smiled back at her as he sipped from a mimosa. “It’s always been a dream of mine to live a simpler life.”

      “A hobby farm does sound like fun. And, the soil should be perfectly suited for most any crop.”

      “Oh, I’m not going to grow anything. I plan to just sit on the porch with a drink.”

      “Oh, but the tractor?”

      “Young lady, you can’t have a plantation and not have a tractor.”

      “Of course. Well, it is beautiful. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

      “Fetch me another drink, sweetie?” He polished off the mimosa and handed her the empty glass.

      She smiled, nodded, turned and sighed. The smile faded. She walked into Paul.

      “Look, Kat. I’m sorry if I came on strong. I know that your job is to make nice to all the rich and powerful here and that you’re just humoring me. But, I want you to know that I’m not like all these other guests. Look at that guy.” He pointed with his rocks glass to no one specifically. It ended up being “Johnny-Just-for-Men,” who was engaged in conversation on a Bluetooth headset.

      “He can’t relax. He’s always on. Look at his posture. He’s standing straight up. His arms behind his back, chest out. Classic steepling. It’s as if he’s dressing down the troops right here.

      “But, I’m not like that. I’m not going to posture and preen. I’m up front with who I am. I’m relaxed. I’m fun. For example, underneath this suit, I’m wearing a t-shirt that says ‘Hooray for Boobies!!!’”

      She was startled. For the first time he saw a shift in her eyes from professional to woman.

      “It has three exclamation points, Kat. Three! Let’s see ‘Mr. Buy/Sell’ over there match that.”

      “What exactly is it that you do for Mr. Bennett, Mr. Nelson?”

      “My file didn’t say?”

      The smile returned. “You don’t have a file. Mr. Bennett has a file.”

      “Cool. What’s it say about him? I could use some dirt.”

      “I’ll admit you’re both quite a mystery to us. We didn’t even know that you planned on attending this event.”

      “C’mon. I’m sure there’s a file that says something.”

      “The file tells me that your boss is one of the largest investors in the project. But, it doesn’t mention you.”

      “I’m Mr. Bennett’s Minister of Finance and Dirty Limericks. Wanna hear one?”

       

      
        
        # # #

      

      

       

      Steve Bennett stepped from the opulent cabin of ImagiNation’s luxury ferry in time to retrieve the dropped rocks glass. Ice tumbled from the glass as his friend stumbled across the deck.

      Katherine Bernelli’s smile was gone. She scowled at Paul.

      Steve could instantly see why his friend had risked the assault. She was beautiful. Even in her frown, it seemed as though she was smiling at him. Perhaps it was the eyes that always smiled.

      Katherine noticed Steve and her rage turned to panic. She spun and rushed through the crowd – excusing herself frantically as she went.

      Steve steadied Paul. “Limerick?”

      Paul nodded, “It didn’t work.”

      “Maybe it’s not the right limerick.”

      “No, it’s just not the right girl.”

      “Why don’t you sit down for a while and try to stay out of trouble?”

      “Why don’t you make me, Steve? Quit trying to talk me down. I was just having a bit of fun.”

      “Why here?”

      “Here’s where I am?” Paul smiled and took the rocks glass from Steve’s hand.

      “This may not be the best place to be yourself.”

      “You always say that.” Paul waved him off and turned to look for the bar.

      “It’s always true.”

      “I’m not trying to impress anyone.” Paul rubbed his cheek. “Well, the girl yeah, but now that’s out.”

      Steve looked around. What attention the slap had drawn had dissipated. “I’m just saying, calm down.”

      “You need to calm down, Steve. And quit trying to fit in with these people. You’re richer than most of the fools on this boat. That’s all the impressing they need.”

      “I’m not trying to impress anyone.”

      “Well you’re trying hard not to piss them off.”

      “You should try as hard.” Steve watched the Investor Relations Specialist duck around the yacht’s superstructure. “Just sober up. I’ll be back.”

      “You sober up.”

      “Good one, Paul.”

      Steve followed the woman. Paul refilled his drink.

      Paul caught the eye of a slender woman in a black dress. Her age betrayed her as either a rich man’s assistant or trophy wife. He studied her for a moment and tried to determine which. There was no nametag on her breast, so he decided to go in for a closer look.

       

      
        
        # # #

      

      

       

      Steve Bennett excused his way through the crowd; he stepped around the waitstaff as they shuffled about, making sure not to step between any guests engaged in conversation. Most of the guests on deck looked at him with a smile, but he could sense the puzzled thoughts behind each one.

      Despite his own tailored suit, Steve Bennett stood out as an impostor.

      Every glance sized him up and placed an impression in the observer’s mind. They all knew his name and his story. His name had been featured on agendas in countless board meetings; his story had been told at cocktail parties. These people had suddenly become aware of him. He was now related to them all through investments and holdings, endowments and proxies. But they were all strangers to him.

      Steve Bennett pulled back his shoulders and quickened his pace. He made it through the crowd and turned toward the back of the yacht.

       

      
        
        # # #

      

      

       

      Wake folded over wake behind the ship’s powerful, water-jet engines. Katherine stared at the turbulent waters and watched the waves roll into one another. Fear had given way to anger and she stood without moving. Even the rocking of the boat beneath her feet did not affect her sheer force of will.

      “Excuse me, Miss?”

      “Get bent,” the words were soft. “I liked this job.”

      “Pardon?”

      “I slap your friend. I get fired. That’s how it works.”

      Steve approached and leaned with his back against the rail next to her. He crossed his arms. The waves of the wake churned faithfully in time to the thumping of the engines.

      “That’s how it works?”

      “My boss is in the salon. Go. Get it over with.” She fought back a tear. After all the glad-handing she had done it was unfair that a latecomer would be the undoing of her career.

      “I’ve heard the limerick, Miss. I’m surprised you only slapped him. He’s limped home from several bars for that one.”

      She lost interest in the waves and turned to Bennett. He wasn’t tall. He wasn’t slim. He looked uncomfortable in his Armani, even though the fit suited him perfectly. There was a reassurance coming from his pale blue eyes that comforted her.

      “You’re not going to have me fired?”

      “I think you’re doing a fine job.”

      She wanted to smile but turned back to the wake “It doesn’t matter. Once my boss hears, he’ll let me go anyway.”

      “No. He won’t.” Steve stood from the rail. “I’ll talk to him. I’ll tell him the limerick.”

      This time she did smile. “You’re not serious?”

      “Who’s your boss?”

      “Warren Baxter.”

      “Which one is he?”

      “You are new here.”

      He shrugged and looked away.

      The ferry slowed and sank deeper into the water as the twin hulls settled into the Gulf. Steve was caught off guard and had to grab the rail to maintain his balance.

      She giggled to herself. “Does your friend really have a shirt that says ‘Hooray for Boobies?’”

      “Yes. But he also has one that says ‘No Fat Chicks.’ So it’s a toss-up as to which one he is actually wearing.”

      Katherine smiled. “I’ll take you to Mr. Baxter myself, Mr. Bennett.”

      “Call me Steve.”

      “This way, Steve.” She offered her arm.

      Steve smiled and moved to take her arm, when a movement caught his eye. A wall of water rose from the Gulf. The wash crested the railing of the ferry and found its way deep into the fibers of his new suit.

      Katherine was caught in the deluge as well. Dripping, she rushed back to the railing and shouted after the smaller craft that had caused the splash.

      “What was that?” Steve tried to shake the wetness from his fingertips.

      “Pacifists.” She spat the sarcastic comment from her lips.

      “Are you sure?”

      “It’s an environmental group. They’ve been protesting the site since before there was even a site.” She pointed and Steve’s gaze followed.

      The boat sped away, but not before Steve caught the middle finger being thrown his way. Two of the men stood on the rear deck. The shorter of the two looked frail and overeducated. He had thrown the finger as he laughed and mocked the wet couple. The second did nothing. This solid figure only stood with his arms crossed, glaring at Steve. As this stocky man locked eyes with Bennett, Steve could swear that over the whine of the smaller boat’s engine, the roar of the sea, and the booming of the diesel-powered water-jets, he heard the man growl.

      “Environmentalist? That guy looks like he could hug a tree into mulch.”

      “We were told that it’s a new group that formed in response to ImagiNation’s plan to build the island chain. That never made sense to me. We say the Tortugas Banks in the literature just for a point of reference. We’re not that close. And, even at that, the reclamation engineers went out of their way not to endanger the reefs or the national park.”

      “He looks like he wants to hurt me.”

      “They buzz the yachts and occasionally play chicken with some of the dredging ships. Aside from this kind of crap,” she shook more water from her hands, “they’re harmless.”

      “I don’t know,” Steve continued to stare at the man in the boat. “They don’t look harmless. You don’t get that big playing hackey-sack.”

      Steve broke the stare and turned to look at Katherine. Her white gown had turned transparent. Blushing, he removed his drenched suit coat and tossed it around her shoulders.

      Puzzled, she looked at him and then made the connection.

      It was Katherine’s turn to blush as she pulled the jacket closed and turned to leave. She turned back. “Thank you, Steve.”
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      “This is ImagiNation!” With the flair of a practiced showman, carnival barker, or pickpocket, Warren Baxter stood aside the windows of the main salon and presented the man-made islands on the horizon. The applause was inebriated and enthusiastic.

      Paul sipped his drink as he studied the view. From his seat near the bar, he could see seven islands – their man-made nature evident only from water muddied by unsettled sediment. He knew from the website that there were three hundred and ninety-seven others just like them.

      The audience erupted into conversation as everyone clamored to the windows for a better look. Paul remained near the bar as the line thinned out.

      “Where did you put the bags?”

      Paul turned, “Good news, Steve. They thawed out Walt Disney. This guy Baxter and his world of ImagiNation put on quite a show while you were gone.”

      “What did he say?”

      “The bad news is that the name ImagiNation isn’t just a placeholder. He really seems serious whenever he says it. He even looks to the sky when he says it, as if it were a stroke of genius. Other than that he didn’t say anything that wasn’t in the prospectus that Campbell sent us. He just added extra thanks for everybody’s money. You got a personal nod.”

      “It’s not my money.”

      Paul sighed, “It wasn’t your money. And, it wasn’t your investment. But, now it is your money and your investment. These are your islands, man.”

      Steve took the drink from his friend’s hand and drained the glass.

      “You still don’t get it, do you, Steve? You’re rich! Rich beyond belief. You need to start believing it.” Paul ordered another drink. “You’ve got so much money now that your job is to watch your money. And, even at that, there’s too much to watch. Lucky for you, I’m willing to help.” Paul took the drink from the bartender.

      “Lucky me.” Steve took the drink from Paul’s hand and took a sip.

      “You’d better believe it. Do you think I actually enjoy eating the finest foods, driving the fastest cars, and spending my working days traveling to brand-spanking-new paradises? No. I do it for you.” Paul ordered another drink.

      “Thanks.” Steve finished the drink and placed the glass on the counter.

      “The fact that you pay me to do it doesn’t hurt either. But, I’m starting to look at my job as making sure you realize what you have. And, that you start enjoying it. Take the new suit you’re wearing. You can’t be comfortable in that. Hey, you’re wet.”

      “I’m glad your watching out for me.”

      “What happened? You fall overboard?”

      “Never mind. Where are the suitcases?”

      “I’m not really sure. I gave them to some guy and that was several whiskeys ago.”

      “Great. I’m going to go stand on the bow until I dry out.”

      “I’ll join you. I could use a better view of the islands.”

      “Paul? If I was to ask you, as my self-appointed Director of Spending, what you thought of this investment. What would you say?”

      “Steve, it’s brand new dirt. They don’t make this stuff anymore. These islands are going to sell like mad. Forget all this ‘ImagiNation, your imagination is the limit’ crap, and you’ve still got a brand-new paradise, with the very large checks being made out, in part, to Steve Bennett of Delacroix Industries. With a friendly fraction going to me. Plus, it’s a great excuse to drink girlie drinks without feeling all gay.”

      “Just go find the suitcases and bring me another one of my fine new suits. And, tell Baxter I need to speak to him. I’ll be on the bow playing king of the world.” Steve took Paul’s drink from his hand and walked onto the deck.

      “There’s a bar right here Steve!” Paul ordered a fourth replacement whiskey from the bartender. “Some manners, huh Isaac?”

      “My name is Roger, sir.”

      “Of course it is, Isaac.”

       

      
        
        # # #

      

      

       

      The wind blew cold through his wet clothes. The whiskey was warm in his stomach. And the thought of a multi-billion dollar fortune in his name made him shiver. In the end he felt that they all balanced out.

      “Mr. Bennett?”

      Warren Baxter extended his hand; the smile on his face was broad and genuine. Bennett offered his hand in return.

      “Warren Baxter. I am delighted to finally meet you, Mr. Bennett.”

      “A pleasure, Mr. Baxter.”

      “Warren. I insist.”

      “If you say so, Warren.”

      “I do. I hear you wanted to speak to me. And, I wanted to speak with you, Mr. Bennett.”

      “Steve. I insist.”

      “Of course.”

      “I wanted to talk to you about Miss Bernelli.”

      “Yes. An unfortunate situation.”

      “I would prefer it if no action was taken against her.”

      “She did slap your friend.”

      “My friend deserved it.”

      Baxter smiled.

      “He told you the limerick, didn’t he?”

      Baxter nodded. “Vulgar but amusing.”

      “So you understand?”

      “Consider the matter closed.”

      “Thank you.”

      “No, thank you. Thank you for coming. Your last minute appearance was a pleasant surprise.”

      The conversation devolved into smiling and nodding. Steve was more uncomfortable than ever. He regretted that small talk was something he would have to learn.

      “It’s a nice boat. Ship?”

      “This is nothing. I actually got it off of eBay, would you believe it? An old ferry we had gutted and refurbished at the last moment. Actually, if you can keep a secret, some of the paint is still wet.

      “But, this ship is nothing compared to what you will see over the next couple of days. My dream of heaven on earth has come true on these islands. And you and the other investors have made it happen. I can’t thank you enough for that.”

      “It was my father’s investment. Not mine. Though I must say that I am beginning to get excited about it.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. I can’t wait for you to see it all. The resorts built here are the finest in the world. Rivaling any you may have stayed in.”

      “Well, I would hope so, since up until six months ago I was staying in Super 8’s or anything next to a Shoney’s.”

      “Right, I’m sorry. This must all still be a dream for you.”

      “It’s a little difficult to get used to. I’ve been kind of easing myself into the role of heir.”

      “My boy, you can’t ease yourself in. You have to jump right in. And tonight you will experience the lavish lifestyle you now deserve. The main resort of the central island has no equal. You’ll finally get a taste of the good life, Steve.”

      He forced a smile to match Baxter’s, “That’s great, because so far it’s really just been a lot of paperwork.”

      “A terrible necessity. Tonight you will see the fun side of being filthy, filthy rich.”

      A hostess approached and spoke softly to Baxter.

      “Of course, I’ll be right there.” He turned back to his guest, “Excuse me. I’m needed in the radio room.”

      “Of course.”

      “I look forward to talking later. I’d love to hear more about you and your father.” With this, Warren Baxter, the dreamer behind the islands that now surrounded them, turned and walked back towards the ferry’s bridge.

      “That makes two of us, Warren.”

      Paul came around the corner with a dry suit in one hand and a drink in the other; he almost knocked the older man off of his feet.

      “Ah, Mr. Nelson. Thank you for the amusing story about the girl from Huntsville.”

      “No problem, Baxie.” Paul winked at the hostess as she lead Warren Baxter to the radio room then brought the suit to Steve.

      “Here, I grabbed the other Armani and the fancy pants that came with.”

      “Forget the Armani. I’m pretty sure I packed a pair of Levi’s.”

      “Yes! It’s about time.” As Steve walked away, Paul tore off his suit jacket and shirt and threw them overboard leaving only his ‘Hooray For Boobies!!!’ t-shirt exposed to the bright Gulf sun; it’s glow-in-the-dark design charging for a long night.
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      David Jefferson had held the stare until the man in the wet Armani turned away. Confident he had made himself clear, he turned and climbed into the rear seat of the runabout. His large frame dropped deep into the cushion for the rest of the journey back to their ship.

      The Rainbow Connection sat at anchor on the far side of the man-made islands created by Warren Baxter and his myriad investors. The old freighter was a former merchant ship that had spent most of its life crossing the Atlantic. Now it held, not cargo, but men dressed in hemp shirts, cargo shorts and Birkenstocks.

      All it had needed was a quick cleaning and a few hand-painted rainbow flags to suit the new owners who were little more than a website and non-profit form. They had organized in response to the announcement that ImagiNation would undertake the largest land reclamation project in the world. Within weeks of the development’s press release they were steaming towards the project.

      They arrived shortly after the first surveyors, and irritated those plotting the islands with laser pointers. They played chicken with the dredges as the ships tried to empty hoppers full of sediment into the green-blue waters of the Gulf of Mexico. And they kept careful records of everything they had seen.

      The ship’s on-board database contained numerous files on everyone who stepped foot on the islands. Terabytes of data stored detailed information on anyone associated with the project: builders, sailors, financiers and more. One file was missing from the ship’s computer.

      “Who’s the punk?” Jefferson asked the man settled in the bench seat next to him.

      “I don’t know.” Conner Fredericks was small and wiry; a camera hung from his neck. “He must be new. I managed to snap a few shots of him before we soaked them. I’ll start putting something together when we get back to the ship.”

      Jefferson’s eyes were cold. “I don’t like not knowing things. These islands are almost finished. Hell, half of them are mostly developed. I don’t want any surprises.”

      “As soon as I get back. I’ll run him through the system. Promise.”

      “No surprises, Fredericks. We’ve waited too long.”
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      The islands of ImagiNation rose from the surface of the Gulf of Mexico. Each was elegant and finely cut, shaped and carved from the earth as if struck by a jeweler. The lush vegetation stood in stark contrast to the brown of the mottled water below and the blue sky above.

      Very little development could be spotted from the deck of the ship. What few rooflines that could be seen were obscured behind landscaped clusters of trees.

      The one exception lay directly off the bow. A single island, larger than the rest, was the foundation for a grand hotel. A Mediterranean-style building rose several stories above the flat waters and towered above the surrounding properties.

      “Master Key, the central island, will house our main facilities: the resorts and casino, the spa, shopping and services. There is even a race track on the island.” Katherine stood between the two friends, but leaned closer to Steve as she spoke.

      “Race track?” Steve, finally dry, had, at Paul’s badgering, asked Katherine to give them a personal tour as the yacht sailed through the island chain.

      She nodded, “Road and Track is actually doing a photo shoot there next week.”

      “It must be a popular place.”

      “The hotel itself isn’t set to open for a couple of months. Mr. Baxter insisted that the investors see it before the public.”

      “Are we staying in the hotel? Because, I’m not sharing a room with the rich kid.” Paul threw a thumb at Steve
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