
  
    [image: Hard Ticket to Hawaii]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page 1]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2025 by Arlene Sidaris and Mark Alan Miller

        All Rights Reserved.

      

      

      
        
        First Edition, 2025

      

      

      
        
        Cover artwork elements used by permission from Malibu Bay Films

        Layout and design by Sean Duregger

        Interior formatting by Mark Alan Miller and Sean Duregger

        Edited by Mike Watt

      

      

      
        
        The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living, dead or undead is coincidental and not intended by the author.

      

      

      
        
        No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790, Encyclopocalypse Publications expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Foreword

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

    

    
      
        Image Gallery

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      This is it. This is the one.

      The peak of the Sidaris Cinematic Universe.

      The Citizen Kane of rocket launchers, killer snakes, remote-controlled helicopters, and death by razor Frisbee.

      Hard Ticket to Hawaii is that late-night cable movie you stumbled into as a kid, a teen, a barely-sober college student with a pizza on your lap and a questionable beverage in your hand. The one that kept getting better every time you watched it, even if you could never quite explain why.

      Was it the rocket launcher in the Jeep?

      The snake that burst out of the toilet?

      The two agents in bikinis, always outsmarting the bad guys and occasionally out of their own clothes?

      Yes. All of that and something extra.

      There’s a wild sincerity to Hard Ticket that no other B-movie ever quite matched. Andy Sidaris didn’t make “trash cinema.” He made genre films with style, with joy, and with a wink that said he knew exactly what he was doing. This wasn’t accidental. It was a cocktail of nunchucks, machine guns, rocket launchers, and beautiful women who actually get the job done.

      As I’ve aged along with the film, and especially after a long afternoon conversation with the lovely Arlene Sidaris about these films, I’m confident this was the secret: Sidaris’s films give the women the power.

      Donna and Taryn aren’t sidekicks. They’re not damsels. They fly the plane. They make the plans. They take the shots. They’re smart, gorgeous, fully capable and often the only adults in the room, surrounded by men who are mostly shirtless, clueless, or both.

      So when we asked Brad Carter to take on this novelization, we knew it had to walk the same tightrope: absurd but never mocking. Sleazy, but never hollow. Carter absolutely delivered. He pulls the pin on the grenade, rides the Malibu Express to Molokai, and cranks out a story just as blood-soaked, bonkers, and sneakily self-aware as the original film.

      He even made the snake scarier. I didn’t think that was possible.

      So buckle up. The blow-up doll is loaded. The secret message is hidden in a sandwich. The Abilene family legacy rolls on. And the 1980s are back—louder, weirder, and more fun than ever.

      Just how we like it.

      
        
        Sean Duregger

        Managing Editor

        Encyclopocalypse Publications
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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Theodore Huang and his team spent three days traipsing through the Amazon rainforest before they finally caught up to the snake. They found it just after it had consumed an entire feral pig. Its massive appetite sated, the snake was sluggish, its natural aggression temporarily tamed as its digestive processes began the slow task of digesting three hundred pounds of pork.

      They spotted the snake in the underbrush approximately two miles inland from the river. It was stretched out to its full length, which Dr. Huang estimated to be near twenty feet. It appeared pregnant, its belly distended as the recently devoured pig made its journey through the snake’s digestive system. Truly a wonder of nature, this a majestic beast, and one that would fetch top dollar from Dr. Huang’s carefully vetted buyers. The bidding would open at a million dollars, the doctor decided. This was no house pet, after all.

      “That’s it,” the doctor said, calling the group to a halt. “Over there, in that shallow depression.”

      A low murmur from the trio of hired men answered him. The tenor of their mutterings was closer to awe than fear. After all, these men were seasoned jungle guides. They encountered deadly wildlife on a near daily basis. But they still had a healthy respect for these dangerous animals. And this snake was as dangerous as they came. Since escaping from an underground biotech facility in Sao Paolo, the snake had cut a deadly swath through the rainforest. At least two indigenous tribes had been decimated by the unusually cunning and intelligent predator.

      “Don’t worry,” one of the men said. “We get him, no problem.”

      “Are you sure?” Dr. Huang asked. “Because you nearly walked right past it. You three are supposed to be good at this sort of thing, yet it was the Harvard-educated tenderfoot that actually spotted the animal.”

      “I said we get him,” the man answered. “We get him.”

      He was a tough, leathery looking man named Igor who had a reputation for fearlessness. At his signal, the two other men placed the crate they’d been carrying on the ground. It was made of thick wooden slats and had holes drilled into it at regularly spaced intervals. If all went according to plan, the snake would remain in a similar crate for the entirety of its voyage from the rainforest to whoever was lucky enough to win the auction.

      The two men looked to Igor, who nodded his approval. They regarded him with some amount of reverence as they fell in behind him as he crept toward the snake’s hiding place.

      “Remember,” Dr. Huang said, “the specimen must not be damaged.”

      “Si, si,” Igor said, glancing back over his shoulder. He turned to the other two men and whispered something in their native tongue.

      Dr. Huang stepped back and let his assistants do the dirty work. They were paid to take risks. And it wasn’t as if their deaths would be any great lost in the grand scheme of things. They were simple men who made their living as fishing guides on the Amazon River. They could be snuffed out of existence with little consequence to the world at large. Dr. Huang, on the other hand, was one of the preeminent minds in the field of bioweapons technology. It was his considered opinion that his premature death would have a lasting impact on the future of any number of sovereign nations. So he stayed well away from the massive reptile and let his hired simpletons capture the snake.

      They used standard animal wrangling equipment: a pair of catch poles similar to those used by dog catchers and a large black burlap sack. At Igor’s signal, both men dropped the plastic nooses at the end of the catch poles around the snake’s blunt oblong head. For a moment, it appeared that the arduous trek through the jungle would culminate in an anticlimax. The snake didn’t even twitch as the two men carefully tightened the nooses. It regarded them with glassy black eyes, its forked tongue flicking in and out of its mouth.

      Igor circled in front of the snake. He spoke to his two assistants in hushed tones as he held the burlap bag before him. So far, everything was proceeding according to plan. Once the snake was hooded, it would become disoriented and even easier to handle. They’d load the snake into the crate and carry it back to their campsite. By tomorrow, it would be safely packed into the cargo hold of Dr. Huang’s plane and bound for his lab in Guam.

      Yes, things were going smoothly. And that’s why Dr. Huang’s belly seemed to be full of butterflies. In his experience, things often went quite smoothly right before they erupted into chaos. He swept back the hem of his vest and pulled his gun from its holster. The gun was loaded with tranquilizer darts carrying a narcotic load potent enough to send the snake to dreamland. The gun was a last resort. Had the snake been a normal animal, sure, the tranquilizer darts would be safe and effective. But this was no normal snake, and there was no way of predicting how it would react in any situation.

      “Carefully,” he reminded the men. “Carefully, please.”

      “Si, si,” Igor replied.

      The snake was a mutant mongrel. Its genetic makeup was a melting pot of deadly reptile DNA, a mingling of a dozen different constrictors and vipers. As if its ancestry hadn’t made it dangerous enough, the snake carried a contagious strain of cancer born in the bowels of a clandestine lab owned by a top-secret military contractor. Now, it wasn’t as much a reptile as a slithering, semi-sentient killing machine, full of venom and disease.

      And that killing machine bided its time, waiting until Igor had begun to lower the black bag over its head. Then, with a movement so violent and abrupt that it tore the catch poles from the hands of the two men, the snake struck. It buried its fangs in Igor’s forearm. The other two men scrambled to get ahold of the catch poles, but that task was made impossible by the furious combat between Igor and the snake.

      Howling with pain and outrage as he struggled to free his arm, Igor collapsed to the ground. He battered the snake’s head with his fist to no avail. With a swiftness that belied its distended belly, the snake coiled itself around Igor, wrapping him from chest to ankles in its sleek, brightly patterned length. Muscles rippled beneath the snake’s shiny hide.

      “Good Lord!” Dr. Huang was too impressed to be afraid.

      The other two men, however, were terrified. They’d finally managed to grab the catch poles and were pulling them in opposite directions. Although the snake gave no indication that it was in distress, Dr. Huang worried that the two idiots might strangle their quarry.

      “Step aside,” he commanded, raising his tranquilizer pistol and taking aim.

      The men were all too eager to obey. They dropped the poles and danced back, putting distance between themselves and the bloody spectacle unfolding before them. And it had indeed become bloody. Igor’s screams died abruptly as the snake coiled and tightened around him. There was a sound like dry tree limbs snapping, and Dr. Huang knew that the man’s ribs, and possibly his spine, had been broken. Igor’s eyes rolled back in their sockets. His neck bulged as he convulsed. Thick white foam and blood ran from his mouth. The snake’s venom had begun its work in earnest, attacking Igor’s central nervous system. Dr. Huang supposed this was merciful.

      At least Igor would be quite beyond pain by now.

      He fired two darts into the snake’s bulging midsection, then stepped back and waited for the sedatives to take effect. After two uncomfortable minutes, the beast finally slipped into unconsciousness. Its hold on Igor gradually loosened until its coiled body went slack. When Igor’s corpse rolled onto the muddy ground, it looked like a flattened tube of toothpaste. The jagged tips of his broken ribs protruded at odd angles from his torso. A length of intestine dangled from one of the wounds. In a matter of seconds, the first scavenging insects emerged from their hiding places. They swarmed over the corpse, eager to get their fill before the larger scavengers arrived on the scene. Igor’s partners, these supposedly hardened jungle explorers, gagged and puked into the bushes.

      Dr. Huang shrugged. Very few expeditions went off without a hitch. Sometimes the hiccups were relatively minor. Other times, it went this way. There was no limit to the cruelty of the natural world. Dr. Huang realized this dictum sounded philosophical, but he knew that it was really just a simple statement of fact.

      He waited for the men to get themselves under control, then gave the order to load the sleeping snake into the crate and begin the long march back to civilization.
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      Donna Hamilton stayed in the water until the sun disappeared below the horizon. Once it was too dark to watch the fish moving through the water like multihued jewels, she popped the snorkel out of her mouth and climbed up the ladder to the aft deck of the Malibu Express. It was a 35-foot yacht currently occupying a slip at the Blue Sky Yacht Club, and for the last two weeks, it had been Donna’s home.

      As soon as she set foot on deck, she found herself encircled by the arms of her sometime boyfriend, Rowdy Abilene.

      “You know, we could get back in the water,” she suggested. “Do a little night swimming…”

      Rowdy pulled her closer. “Are you kidding? I’ve got better things to do with my body temperature.”

      And Donna knew exactly what those things were. For the past two weeks, she and Rowdy had engaged in those body temperature-intensive activities with a wild abandon that rivaled the jackrabbits of Rowdy’s native West Texas. Thirteen glorious days of sunshine and cruising along the coast. Thirteen nights of lovemaking so intense and passionate that it fogged up the windows of the yacht’s single bedroom. And in the morning, it would all come to an end. Donna could hardly believe it had gone by so fast. It seemed like it was only yesterday that Rowdy had met her at the LAX gate. Vacations always seemed to be over too quickly.

      They stood on deck, kissing and caressing, until the evening breezed turned cool, then they went inside.

      In the morning, she’d board a plane bound for Honolulu. From there, she’d catch a commuter flight to Molokai. And then, it was back to the steady grind of her Agency caseload. The realization that their amorous fortnight was coming to an end had settled between them like a weight, and their conversation hit a lull while Rowdy stepped into the galley to prepare two cups of Earl Grey.

      When he emerged with the steaming mugs, Donna told him that she’d had a wonderful time with him and would miss him terribly. The statement came out sounding flippant, but she actually meant it. She loved spending her downtime on Rowdy’s yacht. It was pleasant falling asleep and waking up to the sound of gentle waves lapping at the side of the boat. There was nothing more relaxing than sipping a rum drink and watching the sunset from one of the chaise lounges on the aft deck. It was never easy to tear herself away and go back to work. But she knew that the sporadic nature of their relationship was what made it work. What she and Rowdy had was simple and uncluttered. Constant close contact would undoubtedly spoil it sooner or later.

      Rowdy passed her a cup of tea and said, “You know, you don’t have to go back to Molokai. I could have you detailed to the Los Angeles office.”

      “Look, we both know the Agency needs me on Molokai. There’s been too much time and energy spent on investigating the drug pipeline running through there. The agency has spent years building a case, and we’re just now seeing the tip of the iceberg.”

      Rowdy shook his head. “I just think drug enforcement is no place for a girl as pretty as you.”

      Donna liked Rowdy—really liked him, in fact—but his views on women in law enforcement weren’t exactly progressive. She hated having to remind him that her record with the Agency was nearly as distinguished as his. And if she really wanted to touch a nerve, she could always remind him of his poor marksmanship scores. Rowdy’s terrible aim was the stuff of Agency legend.

      “Let me guess, the next thing out of your mouth will be ‘Me Tarzan, you Jane,’ right?” She blew the steam off the top of her tea and took a cautious sip. “We’ve been through this before. I can’t just run away from my responsibilities and into your arms, no matter how mind-blowing the sex is.”

      “Well, I guess you can’t blame a guy for trying.”

      “Yeah? How about you try this?” Donna put her cup of tea on the counter, then reached behind her back to untie her bikini top.

      Rowdy took the hint, and they got down to doing what they did best together.
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, back on Molokai, Henry Kalani throttled the boat’s engine down until it was barely idling. He let the waves push it as close to the beach as possible, then he killed the engine altogether and hopped over the side. Deputy Bobby Hale did likewise, swinging his legs over the side of the boat and splashing into the shallows. The two men dragged the boat—not much more than an inflatable life raft with a small outboard engine—onto the sand. Once Henry was sure they’d gotten the far enough onto the beach to keep it from being dragged out by the tide, he let go and motioned to his deputy.

      “Far enough, kid,” he said. “We won’t be here long enough for the tide to come in.”

      Yes sir,” Bobby answered. “Let me get the shotgun.”

      “Don’t bother. We don’t need to lug that thing around. Besides, this is Molokai, not Beirut.”

      Bobby seemed confused. “But regulations state that when we’re doing an inspection…”

      “Give it a rest.” Henry waved off the deputy’s concerns. “You can save that by-the-book stuff for when the boss is around. But right now, he’s at his office in Honolulu and we’re out here in the boonies. Now come on. We have to hike a bit.”

      Bobby glanced at the shotgun stowed behind the back seat, then shrugged and followed Henry up the beach and into the woods.

      Henry usually made his trips to this part of Molokai alone, but since he was closing in on retirement age, he figured it was time to start giving his deputy more responsibilities. Not that working for the Molokai County Marshall Service carried much responsibility. The US Marshalls’ office in Honolulu and the state cops did most of the heavy lifting these days and even that didn’t amount to much. Molokai wasn’t exactly a hub of criminal activity. There were rumors of a federal undercover investigation being run on the island, but Henry had never seen any evidence of it. As far as he knew, it was the South Pacific version of Mayberry USA on Molokai. The heaviest action they saw out here was breaking up fights between drunk tourists. Not exactly Dirty Harry shit.

      “This part of the island is owned by the Daioo family,” Henry explained as they picked their way through the stand of Koa trees. “They been growing weed out here for three generations.”

      “So we’re here to bust them?” Bobby asked. “Then why didn’t we bring the shotguns?”

      “We’re not busting anyone.” Henry laughed. “Once or twice a year, I come out here and say, ‘Hey, brah, take it easy with the Mary Jane!’ Then I hit them with a little fine, plus a little extra for my trouble.”

      “But you still let them grow it?” Bobby almost sounded indignant.

      “Sure, why not? It don’t hurt nobody.” Henry shrugged. “It means there’s jobs for the locals, then the locals spend their money in town. Everybody makes out. I get a little package for myself. You know, just to pass around and make friends. Remember, I’m retiring in a month. You’re going to be number one around here real soon, so you better start learning this routine.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Bobby said. “But what about that undercover operation the feds are running on the island?”

      Henry laughed. “Come on, kid. If there was a federal investigation, they would have taken down the Daioo family on day one. Don’t believe every rumor you hear.”

      They emerged from the forest into a small clearing where two large greenhouses stood. The place was a hive of activity. At least a dozen people were hard at work, loading boxes into onto a truck, carrying supplies, and doing assorted tasks that Henry couldn’t begin to guess at.

      “Damn…” Bobby whistled softly. “I thought you said this was just a small family operation.”

      Henry grabbed his deputy and tugged him behind a nearby tree. “Shut up, kid. Something doesn’t seem right.”

      It was more than just a feeling he had. There were guys he didn’t recognize circulating among the workers. Although these strangers wore floral print shirts and cut-off trousers, they sure as hell weren’t local. Their complexions were too pasty for them to have spent much time on the beach. These dudes were from the mainland. And they were packing heat. Like serious heat too. Military hardware, automatic weapons. Henry didn’t care for this one bit.

      “Look at all that work,” Bobby whispered. “And you see those white guys carrying machine guns? What the hell is going on here?”

      Henry didn’t know the answer to that question, and he had no intention of poking his nose into things. Whatever the Daioo family was up to, whoever they’d gotten into bed with, those were matters best left to the boys in Honolulu.

      “Come on, kid.” Henry grabbed Bobby’s arm. “Let’s get back to the boat.”

      The deputy looked like he was gearing up for an argument.

      “I said let’s get our asses back to the boat,” Henry insisted.

      Bobby must have heard the urgency in his voice, because he followed Henry back into the small patch of forest. They’d made it most of the way through—the boat was in sight—when they stumbled over a tripwire. Snares of rough rope cinched tight around their ankles. A hidden system of pulleys and counterweights squeaked as the ropes went taut. In a matter of seconds, the two Marshals were jerked from the ground and hoisted upside down. They dangled in the air like a pair of piñatas at a child’s birthday party.

      “What the hell, man?” Bobby yelped.

      Three men stepped from behind the trees and stood there, laughing at the Marshals’ predicament.

      “Come on, this ain’t funny,” Henry said, trying to summon every ounce of authority he possessed as he demanded to be let down. “Go ask Herman Daioo who I am. He’ll tell you.”

      The three men laughed. They were a motley crew that were clearly up to no good. One was a white dude with soap opera-styled blonde hair. He wore a pair of mirrored sunglasses carried a double-barreled shotgun, holding it against his chest like it was some fragile heirloom. He was flanked on one side by another blonde-haired white guy, this one with a horseshoe mustache on his face and an Uzi in his hand. On the other side of the guy with shades was the trio’s token islander. He was a big boy with an earring dangling from his left earlobe.

      Henry cleared his throat and tried again. “I said you better let us down. I’m a friend of the Daioo family. Go ask them.”

      “I’d love to ask them,” the guy with the shades said. “But I can’t communicate with the dead. Maybe you can ask them when you see them in hell.”

      He brought the shotgun to his shoulder and fired twice. The first shot hit Henry square in the gut and spun him around. The second took poor Bobby’s head right off his shoulders.

      Shit, that ain’t cool, Henry thought as his mouth flooded with hot blood. I was just about to retire, brah.

      As his vision began to dim, he heard the three men laugh.

      “You got both of ‘em, Shades. Good shooting!” one of them said.

      The man with the sunglasses broke open his shotgun and plucked the spent shells. “Cut these two assholes down. Run them and their boat through the shredder, then feed them to the fish.”

      Henry didn’t like the sound of that at all. What the hell kind of shredder did they have out here? Thankfully, he didn’t think he’d be around long enough to find out.
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      Glen Dickson watched as three men worked at breakneck speed to unload the contents of their plane into the warehouse. They had the look of a crew that had been working together for a while. Not only was their system smooth as silk, but they did it without speaking a single word. Each guy had a job, and he did it. Glen signed off on the bill of lading and watched the three men pile back into the plane and fly off to the next job. All told, they were in and out of the warehouse in under ten minutes.

      “Wonder if those boys would be interested in working here?” he wondered aloud.

      His workforce—foremen included—were just coming back from their third coffee break of the morning. Glen heard them before he saw them. That’s how loud they were grumbling about having to actually do something productive.

      “Man, you think those guys could have dropped any more boxes on us?” Luke whined.

      “Yeah, must be a hundred of them,” Jimbo agreed.

      Glen sighed. These were his two foremen, for crying out loud. If he couldn’t count on them to be anything other than lazy and unmotivated, what hope was there for the rest of the crew?

      My own fault, Glen reminded himself. That’s what I get for hiring family.

      His life would improve immediately if he could just fire his idiot nephews. He believed this to his core. Luke and Jimbo were as incompetent as they were shiftless, and that meant they couldn’t be trusted to do anything without constant supervision. And that in turn meant there was a serious lack of efficiency at the warehouse of the Molokai Cargo Company. All because Glen couldn’t tell his baby sister Tammy no. Easier to deal with the constant headaches and heartburn than have to deal with her bitching.

      While he waited for his nephews and the other workers to return from their break, Glen flipped through the bill of lading. As usual, there was a hodgepodge of stuff in the delivery. Some was ultimately bound for the mainland, while some of it went to the other islands. Nearly all of it occupied some sort of legal grey area. After all, there had to be some reason people used Molokai Cargo instead of the boys in brown or the good old postal service. Something did jump out at him, however: this shipment contained not one but two exotic animals, specifically snakes. One was bound for the wildlife institute on Molokai; the other was headed for the big island and ultimately to Guam. The former was an endangered species, while the latter was only described as “Dangerous/Use Caution While Handling.”

      Glen checked these two crates, just to make sure they had adequate ventilation. He didn’t peek through the air holes. For one thing, he’d long ago given up being curious about what passed through his warehouse. In fact, the less he knew, the better. For another, he hated snakes. Goddamn things gave him the heebie-jeebies.

      “Okay, geniuses!” he called. “This load ain’t gonna sort itself! Get to work!”

      There was more of the usual grumbling, but the men fanned out in search of their hard hats, gloves, and all the other OSHA-mandated bullshit.

      Glen grabbed Luke and Jimbo before they could get lost in the shuffle. “Listen, we got a couple live animals in this shipment. I want you jackasses to make sure they pass through here unharmed, okay? We got a reputation to uphold.”

      “Yeah, what reputation is that?” Jimbo asked.

      Glen slapped him on the back of the head. “Don’t crack wise with me, kid. I’d hate to be forced to drag you out behind the warehouse and kick your ass in front of your crew. Now, can you handle this one simple task or do I need to give you step-by-step instructions?”

      They mumbled something that sounded like an affirmative. Glen knew from experience that was the best answer he was going to get out of these two numbskulls.

      Later, when he had a chance to think it over, he’d understand that this was where he went wrong. Trusting these two honor roll students to handle the snakes without getting them mixed up was, without a doubt, a world class blunder on his part. Despite this acknowledgement, he wouldn’t fire them. It just wasn’t worth facing Tammy’s wrath, Glen decided. Thanksgiving dinner was tense enough as it was.
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        * * *

      

      Donna arrived at her bungalow on Molokai just in time to catch her roommate, Taryn Foster, returning from her morning swim. Donna parked her Jeep on the gravel driveway, climbed out, and watched Taryn, clad in a white bikini and dripping seawater, trot across the patchy grass. Taryn was, like Donna, a blonde with the sort of body that a cultured man might call “luscious” or “nubile,” and those less poetically inclined would refer to as “so fucking hot” or “smoking” or something similar. One could be forgiven for thinking the two women were sisters, and in fact, Donna did think of Taryn as a younger, somewhat naïve sibling.

      “These early morning hours are killing me,” Taryn gasped as she jogged by Donna and headed for the outdoor shower attached to a tree in the front yard. It wasn’t much more than a shower head hooked up to a garden hose, but Donna thought it wasn’t bad for a weekend DIY project.

      “Drug enforcement agents can’t afford to be soft,” Donna laughed.

      “I’m supposed to be soft,” Taryn replied. “I’m a woman.”

      “Yeah, and if it wasn’t for this arrangement, you’d be a dead woman,” Donna reminded her.

      Taryn squealed as the first spray of cold water hit her. When she recovered, she said, “At least when I testified against the mob in Vegas, they threatened to kill me quickly. You’re taking your sweet time.”

      Whenever Taryn started to complain about her living situation, Donna reminded herself that Taryn was actually an incredibly brave woman. She’d taken the stand as a witness in two separate federal trials. One of those trials sent Vito DiPrince away for life and the other sent Jimmy “The Nose” Giardino to lockdown for a twenty-five year stretch. Her testimony had been the nail in the coffin for both gangsters, and the fallout for Taryn’s personal life had been immense. During the trial, there had been no fewer than five attempts on her life. After the convictions came down, the Agency thought it was best to stash her in the WitSec program, somewhere off the beaten path but with a constant agency presence. So Vivian Simoneaux-DiPrince, one-time mob mistress, became Taryn Foster, resident of the island of Molokai, roommate of Agent Donna Spears, and, most recently, an agent in training.

      “Look, Taryn, you didn’t make such a bad deal with our witness protection program.”

      “Well…” Taryn wriggled out of her bikini top. She did a slow spin under the spray of water. “At least I’m in the islands, right?”

      “That’s the spirit,” Donna said.

      Taryn shut off the water and headed for the house. Donna followed.

      They were officially on duty in an hour, which was more than enough time for them to freshen up and get into their work clothes. In their case, work clothes were khaki shorts and matching sleeveless shirts, accompanied by boots that looked like they belonged in the Australian outback. Ridiculous, of course, but it was the feminine riff on the Molokai Cargo Company’s pilot uniform. Glen Dickson, the boss man at MCC wasn’t a proponent of women’s lib, apparently.

      After she was dressed and ready for work, Donna grabbed a cup of coffee to help stave off the jetlag, then headed outside to wait for Taryn. The latter always needed an extra few minutes to make sure her hair and makeup were just right. She may have been an agent in training, but she still possessed the vanity of a Vegas showgirl. Donna cut her some slack in that department. After all, WitSec wasn’t just a relocation program. It was a complete identity overhaul. New name, new address, new job, new person. It was like doing an undercover job that lasted forever. With all that taken into account, Taryn’s adjustment had been nothing short of miraculous. A few extra minutes spent applying makeup and hairspray were a small concession to make.

      Donna leaned against the front of the Jeep and tried not to let her thoughts drift to Rowdy Abilene as she looked at the sparkling blue expanse of the Pacific Ocean. She’d always known that he wasn’t the settling down type, and that suited her just fine. After all, she wasn’t exactly the domestic type either. Still, it would be nice to see him more than a couple times a year. The sound of the front door banging shut snapped her out of her reverie.

      “Hey, Donna, when the Agency offered me this gig living in Hawaii and helping you keep your cover, it sounded like paradise.” Taryn said as she emerged from the house. “But you never let up. All these workouts are killing me. I’m sore all over.”

      “The Agency expects us to be fit at all times,” Donna replied, climbing into the Jeep.

      “But I’m still technically a civilian.” Taryn hopped into the passenger seat. For someone who claimed to be sore all over, she was moving just fine.

      “Hey, that doesn’t mean you can’t be buff.”

      Donna twisted the key in the ignition. She put the car in gear, paused just long enough to slap her roommate a high-five, then headed for the Molokai Cargo HQ. From there, they’d take the Cessna to haul deliveries to whatever locations were on their itinerary. All in all, it wasn’t a bad gig. Donna had done worse. And from what Taryn had told her, so had she. Sure, Glen Dickson had a sideline in small time smuggling, but it was nothing too heavy and they Agency was willing to turn a blind eye. It would be a shame if it turned out that he was somehow mixed up in the drug trade and Molokai Cargo got shut down. Finding new cover IDs would be a drag.

      Taryn pushed some buttons on the radio until she landed on a station playing a Pat Benatar tune. She twisted the volume knob until the music could be heard over the wind.
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        * * *

      

      Luke and Jimbo were, like many young men, easily distracted. When the distraction in question involved a pair of beautiful women, that maxim was doubly true. The full consequences of this quality of being easily distracted weren’t always immediately apparent.

      For instance, when the two hot babe pilots rolled up in their Jeep, there was a single, immediate consequence to the brothers’ inattention. As they both craned their necks to get a better view of the two babes walking across the parking lot, they lost control of the handcart full of boxes that they’d been guiding across the loading dock. Several of the wooden crates toppled from the top of the stack and hit the floor. However, their inattention would have further-reaching consequences that weren’t readily apparent. The would, as always, reveal themselves in time.

      “Holy shit!” Luke yelped. “Would you watch where you’re going?”

      “Fuck you, man. This one was your fault,” Jimbo snapped, jabbing his finger into his brother’s chest. “Now help me get this shit loaded back up before Uncle Glen sees.”

      They got to work, heaving the heavy crates back onto the handcart.

      “Shit, some of the labels came off,” Luke said, stooping to grab two labels that had pulled loose from their staples when the boxes tumbled. “And look, it’s the labels for the snakes. How do we know which label goes on which box?”

      Jimbo snatched the labels from his brother’s hand and examined them closely, his brow knitting in deep thought. Finally, he shrugged and said, “Who cares? It’s snakes, right? One snake is pretty much the same as another.”

      “I don’t know, man. Maybe we should tell Uncle Glen.”

      Jimbo scoffed at the suggestion. “Fuck that. Last thing I need is him on our backs for the rest of the day. You know Mom keeps saying that he’s just looking for an excuse to fire us.”

      “Yeah,” Luke said. “I guess you’re right.”

      Jimbo snatched a stapler off his tool belt and affixed one label to a crate containing a snake. Then he turned to the next crate and repeated the process. The two brothers hefted the crates back to their spot atop the stacked handcart.

      “Hey, bro,” Luke said as they resumed the process of inching the cart across the loading dock. “You ever wonder if those two blonde broads are lesbos? Uncle Glen said they were roommates. Like maybe they’re more than just roommates, huh?”

      “I don’t need to know what you think about when you jerk off,” Jimbo laughed. Then after a moment’s consideration, he added, “That would be hot if they were lesbos, though.”
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        * * *

      

      Donna and Taryn punched the clock in the office, then headed out to the tarmac to meet Glen Dickson and get their work orders for the day. Their plane was a single-prop four-seater Cessna. It was perfect to the short hops she and Taryn worked. The cargo hold was small, but that suited their purposes. Small deliveries with a sideline in scenic air tours, those were the bread and butter of the Molokai Cargo Company.
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