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Castigo Cay  
 


 The chain of events that brought us to Castigo Cay
had
begun two days earlier on Great Exuma Island. My black schooner was heeled over on the beach at about a fifty-degree angle. Rebel Yell’s bottom cleaning had been long overdue. 
  Careening a boat this way was as old as pirates, but in the twenty-first century it was strictly a third-rate fix for a fouled bottom. In our case there was no better solution, not when we were far from first-world ports and marinas, and unable to pay for a boatyard haulout anyway. If we could have even found a working boatyard that had bottom paint, with the economy in a shambles.
  From the keel to the waterline my schooner was covered with stinking barnacles the size of Hershey’s Kisses, sharp and brittle at their tips and hanging on like hardened epoxy glue at their bases. I was working from the rudder forward, using a long-handled steel trowel to scrape them off while trying not to cut through the old bottom paint down to the bare steel of her hull plates. Tran Hung was working his way from the bow back toward me with another scraper. He was over sixty years old, but when there was a job to be done he did it without question. Especially when the captain was doing the same.  
  I was standing knee deep in the warm Bahamian water, working the scraper along the belly plates. It was the kind of hard, mindless work where you could almost turn your brain off. Like filling sandbags over in the sandbox with Uncle Sam’s Misguided Children. Sixty feet of boat from the keel up to the waterline is a lot of barnacles, but if Rebel Yell was going to move any faster than four or five knots, she’d need a smoother bottom. We were working on the starboard side; we had finished the port side the day before.
  My girlfriend Cori walked through the shallow water from behind Rebel Yell’s tilted stern and launched into me without saying hello or asking how the job was progressing. She was wearing her red bikini top, with a fringed red pareo sash knotted around her hips, her long brown hair pulled back into a loose ponytail. The tropic sun had turned streaks golden.
 “Danny, for how long will the boat be lying down?” she asked with a pout.
 Her English was a lot better than when I had met her in Venezuela during the Christmas holidays. With my help she had lost most of her accent and had learned dozens of colloquial American expressions. It still wasn’t pitch-perfect, but it was getting close. The little mistakes she still made I found charming.
 I said, “How long? Until the tide comes back in, later this afternoon. Just like yesterday.” She already knew this perfectly well. She was just being petulant.
 It was a Monday in early June, with an almost five-foot tidal difference during the moonless phase of the lunar cycle. For the Bahamas this was a lot of tide, and an optimal time for careening. Low tide had been an hour before, after eleven, so high tide would be around five-thirty p.m.
 “Well, I’m dirty and sweaty and I feel gross. I want to take a bath and wash my hair, but it’s impossible with the boat falling over on the side.” Her thick brunette hair reached almost to her waist. It required frequent shampooing and a lot of fresh water to look its best.  
 Cori would never help scrape the bottom. This was hard, filthy, menial work. Not that I had ever asked her to do such jobs—Cori was my girlfriend, not a crewmember. To be fair, Victor Aleman, my other crewmember, wasn’t scraping the hull either. But at least he was keeping watch on the shoreward side of the vessel. With my boat on its beam-ends, the deck was almost on the beach, and a sneak thief could climb aboard if that side was left unguarded. Like Cori, Victor didn’t scrape bottoms or do other menial scut work. He was the ship’s doctor and his hands were his livelihood, far too valuable to put at risk using rusty steel tools to scrape off razor-sharp and highly infectious barnacles.
 “Listen, I can’t do anything about the tide,” I told her. “Go for a swim to cool off. You can take a bath later.” I cocked my head playfully and gave her the smile that had, until recently, always melted her heart. “You can take it with me, if you want. I’ll wash your back…” Rebel Yell had that rarity among sailboats: a real bathtub, extra deep and just big enough for two. The tub was in the private head connected to the captain’s stateroom, all the way aft in Rebel Yell’s stern.
 For scraping the hull, I was wearing only cutoff shorts, sunglasses and an old Marine Corps boonie hat. My tanned body was covered with a sprinkling of broken barnacle shells. I placed my hat and shades atop the scraper’s
five-foot-long handle and jammed the scraper into the sand. Then I waded a few feet out to deeper water and porpoised forward to rinse the barnacle grit from my skin. I rolled over on my back and came up clean and wet. Cori often told me I looked sexy like that, with my light brown hair slicked back and my skin glistening. My blue eyes and height had counted for a lot back in Venezuela when I had first met Corissa Elena Ferratti-Vargas.  
 She ignored my suggestion about the shared bath. “Well, at least can I turn on the air conditioning, if I can’t take a bath? Just in our cabin, not the whole boat.” There was hardly a breeze so far that day, and the mercury was climbing into the nineties.
 “You know we can’t. We don’t have enough diesel fuel to run the generator just for air conditioning. We have to save every gallon to move the boat. And besides, you shouldn’t run any motor when the boat is so far over on its side.”
  She cut her eyes at me and gave a frustrated shake of her head. “So, when will we move the boat? We have enough fuel to go to Miami. You said we had enough even if we motor all the way, and Miami is with the wind, so we can sail most of the distance.”
 This was true, and I had no ready answer. She didn’t want to hear again about the work we were waiting for. It wasn’t my fault that my current “partners” couldn’t get the barge and crane organized and on the site of the planned-for salvage job. We were stuck here in George Town doing nothing until they could organize the heavy-lift equipment up in Nassau. Stuck, without standby pay for waiting, while my remaining cruising funds evaporated.
 “Danny, you promised you would take me to Miami. You promised!”
 “Yes, okay, we’re going to Miami—but not on this boat. If we sail my boat to Florida, the government will take her for taxes. You know that already, we’ve been over it a hundred times. We’ll go to Miami on another boat, after we do this job and get paid. It’ll take a little more time.”
 “ ‘A little more time’? Already more than six months of time! I have to go to Miami, like you promised!” Her eyes flashed daggers at me and then set into a determined glare. She was beautiful even when she was angry, but in a different way, with her usually full lips tightly pursed, her big brown eyes narrowed to slits, and her nostrils flaring.
 “I’m not taking Rebel Yell to Miami. Not if they’ll take her away from me.”
 “They won’t! Not in Miami. Miami is not New York or Washington. Miami is different; Miami is run according to the Latino way. In Miami, you pay the soborno and they leave you in peace. You pay the bribe and go on with your business. Everybody knows you can buy the government officiales in Miami. All the world knows this thing! Even in Venezuela I was knowing this thing! How many years have you been away from the United States? Danny, I think I know more about Miami today than you do.”
 Maybe Cori was right about that, but I had no government connections in Miami that I could depend on. The federal government’s grip on South Florida might be slipping, but as far as I knew, U.S. Customs was still clearing vessels and they would call the IRS as soon as they looked up my file on their computer. And as far as paying bribes, I was reluctant to tell Cori just how broke we really were. She wouldn’t understand. Yateros, yachties, were all rich, or so she had thought. If you owned a sixty-foot yate, you were automatically un hombre
rico, like the men in her country who in the old days owned polo ponies and race cars. That’s what she had assumed when I took her away from her newly impoverished family in Venezuela.  
 But now my cruising funds were almost depleted and I couldn’t bribe anybody, even if I knew somebody in South Florida who would take a bribe—and I didn’t. (Cori Vargas could certainly bribe most male officials with her feminine charms, but I wasn’t about to suggest that form of payment. Nor would I, ever. No matter how broke I was.)  
 She continued glaring at me and said, “What kind of captain are you? I think I made a big mistake coming with you. ¡Ya puedo vivir pobre en Venezuela! I can be poor already in my country, with my family!”
 


 ****
 


 Cori spun around and stormed off, churning through the water and disappearing around the stern of the boat. I put my sunglasses and boonie hat back on, and returned to massacring barnacles. She was plainly disgusted with me, catching me at a bad time to make her demands and vent her displeasure. Captains of yachts didn’t scrape hulls and get their bodies covered with vile barnacle debris.  
  She had a fiery temper; maybe it went with her Venezuelan heritage and her drop-dead-gorgeous looks. Her mother had been first runner-up in the Miss Universe pageant a quarter century earlier and Cori might have won it all, but in Venezuela it took a lot of money to compete successfully in beauty contests. Money her family didn’t have, not since her father had been fired from his job teaching law at the Universidad Central for daring to teach the Venezuelan constitution instead of the dictator’s whims.  
  All Cori might need to be a Miss Universe finalist was perhaps a minuscule, almost unnoticeable bit of work on the top of her delicate nose, to make it precisely ruler-straight. In Venezuela, such minor cosmetic surgical touchups were routine and expected. You could stare at her heart-shaped face for days, from any angle, and not find another flaw in its symmetry. And the beauty pageant coaches would no doubt try to convince her to get a boob job, even after I had spent the last six months assuring her that her breasts were perfect just the way they were, pear shaped and uptilted. 
  I sighed at the accumulated memories of our time together, in and out of our clothes. Sometimes I would lose the thread of her conversation, especially when she was speaking very animatedly and jumping between English and Spanish. Even if it occasionally seemed as though she was just chattering away like a songbird, I never minded. I was always glad to be mere inches away from her, with a ready excuse to stare at her lovely face and into her sparkling golden-brown eyes.  
  Today Cori was throwing another attention-seeking temper tantrum. Her angry outbursts passed quickly, like squalls on the ocean. We had been through this cycle many times in the past six months. The making-up process nearly always led to passionate lovemaking. It was almost something to look forward to while cleaning the hull.
  So I wasn’t going to stop working and run around the boat chasing after her. Especially not with so many eyes on us. There were maybe twenty boats anchored in this side cove off Elizabeth Harbour, from thirty-footers up to a single hundred foot power yacht anchored a little farther out. My sixty-foot schooner lying on its side was already providing the morning’s entertainment for the anchorage. The schooner captain’s sexy girlfriend, who often wore dental-floss bikinis and sometimes sunbathed topless when the crew were ashore, was another reason for the gawkers and voyeurs to keep their binoculars handy. There was no television here in the Out Islands, so we were providing today’s entertainment in hi-def living color. I caught a glint of the sun reflected off an anchored boat. Maybe it was a piece of deck hardware angled just right, or maybe it was a pair of binos handled carelessly. In a previous life I’d been trained to notice those reflections, when lenses were sometimes attached to rifles. That sun flash still made me nervous when I saw it. Paranoia was a hard habit to break.
  I kept scraping, and reminiscing. The first few months after finding Cori in Venezuela she had been insatiable, a passionate tigress. There had been a magnetic skin hunger between us, a shared sexual attraction that found us entangled at least twice a day, often on deserted beaches or atop sand dunes overlooking the ocean. A night didn’t pass that we didn’t make love in the double bed of my captain’s cabin, which occupied the entire stern of Rebel Yell. Between those times we were rarely more than a few feet apart, and we were usually touching. Her hot Latina temper had never mattered to me, not when we thought we were madly in love.  
  Now our romantic interludes were becoming less frequent as her pent-up desire to arrive in Miami overcame her desire to be the captain’s woman on an endless tropical cruise. Cori was an ambitious girl, and I had been the vehicle for her ambition when Rebel Yell carried her away from Venezuela, where her family was suffering political retribution and financial ruin. Cori had even been expelled from college because of her tainted family name. Her new ambition was to work in front of a television camera in Miami, which she believed to be some sort of Latin American media mecca. This, she thought, would bring in enough money to save her family from complete ruin. Perhaps they could even come to the United States, if she was successful enough.
  There was a growing community of Venezuelan expatriates and refugees in South Florida, and Cori’s family had enough connections among them to get her started on her way. If a television job didn’t come quickly enough, she was confident she could get modeling work in the short term. I wasn’t so sure. How much advertising could there be, with the American economy in a state of cardiac arrest? Could the economy in Florida be that much better than back in Venezuela? I’d been away for a few years, and I didn’t trust anything I heard on the radio or occasionally saw on satellite television.
  I couldn’t blame her for wanting to get to Miami and begin making money: Cori’s family was counting on her. Her father was blacklisted, and he would never get another professional job in Venezuela, not as long as the dictator stayed in power. Without their father’s salary, Cori’s younger sisters and brother could not afford private schools, and the family was even at risk of losing their home in a relatively safe gated community. Cori, their oldest daughter and brightest star, was their hope for recovery.
  I had assisted her toward her goal by helping to perfect her English, but even that period of my usefulness was ending. Her semester in Dan Kilmer’s Finishing Academy was winding down, and she was ready to graduate and move on to the next phase of her life. Cori was eager to invade Miami with her tilty brown eyes, her curves, her legs, her thousand-watt smile, and the unstoppable force of her personality.  
  But I wasn’t going to lose my boat just to take her the last three hundred miles. I had certainly enjoyed her company, it went without saying. What red-blooded man alive wouldn’t want to spend six months sailing in the tropics with an intelligent and exciting girl who, incidentally, could also have been Miss Venezuela? How could I complain? I couldn’t. But once she set foot in Miami she would soon be leaving my side, of that I had no doubt. My charm, roguish looks and sixty-foot schooner were humble fare compared to what awaited Cori Vargas in that legendary city full of high-powered businessmen, lawyers and broadcasting executives. Even today, with the American economy flatlining.
  I tried to put her out of my mind as I scraped barnacles. The rising tide wouldn’t wait while I sorted out the lasting meaning of Cori Elena Ferratti-Vargas to my life. Already the water was above my knees as I worked along the keel toward Tran.  
  The job was never-ending. Within days of this scraping, the new crop of barnacles would be pea-size. In three weeks they’d be as big as grapes and competing with each other for every square inch of boat bottom. My schooner needed a real boatyard haulout and a genuine anti-fouling paint job. But that would cost thousands of dollars, dollars I didn’t currently have in my cruising fund after a run of bad luck that had begun in the Dominican Republic. Personally, I didn’t mind going from riches to rags, because I knew that sooner or later I’d put something together and make another big score. I always did. But Cori had run out of patience.
  It struck me that my own personal low tide was happening at the same time as this careenage job. Nothing was lower than scraping barnacles during the summer’s lowest tide while my beautiful Venezuelan girlfriend was falling out of love with me. It was also no coincidence that my personal ebb tide was occurring almost on Uncle Sam’s back porch, in the Bahamas just three hundred miles from Florida. I was an expat renegade who couldn’t seem to stay too far away from the country of his birth. An outcast hang-around-the-fort Indian, hoping for some scraps to fall his way. This was not a cheerful self-image to confront while covered in barnacle grit and slime under the blinding tropical noonday sun, with Cori’s angry reproach still ringing in my ears.  
  There comes a time when harsh reality must wrap itself around your deepest desires, and you must decide what is truly most important to you. How could I keep Cori Vargas, and what risks were worth taking to keep her? Freedom I still had aplenty, but for how much longer if I wanted to keep both Cori and Rebel Yell?  
  There was no legal work for an American expat in the Bahamas. There was only off-the-books work like the pending salvage job, raising an eighty-foot powerboat recently sunk between Great Exuma and Long Island—a job that seemed less likely to happen with each new delay. This was practically honest work—it lacked only the government’s blessing. In fact it was closer to a straight job than anything I’d done to fill the piggy bank in two or three years.  
  But at least it had the virtue of being a quickly accomplished job with an immediate cash payment—or so I had thought. I should have known better than to believe that anything could be accomplished quickly in the laid-back Bahamas. Now I had blown a few more weeks in George Town, with nothing to show for my time here and no other prospects lined up. With no money coming in, how much longer could I maintain my status as the young skipper so in control of his destiny that he sails his own schooner where he wants, when he wants? The façade was becoming as thin as the white paint on Rebel Yell’s decks.
  No way was I going to lose Rebel just to keep Cori happy for another week or two. Miami was her magical Land of Oz, her Emerald City, but to me it was just United States government territory. Miami was her dream, not mine. It was a place where I would risk losing my boat, my floating home and livelihood, and possibly even face jail time. I wasn’t going to return to America, not while I faced a tax bill for my unpaid national health care and other accrued fines. Even worse, my boat was now considered to be “luxury personal property” and was therefore subject to an annual federal tax. An expat CPA I’d met in Antigua had run my numbers and showed me that I was deep in the hole to Uncle Sam.  
  I’d been oceans away when the new tax laws were passed. I’d never voted on them, and I felt no obligation to pay them, not when I was out of the country and not using any government services. But unless I could write a big check to my greedy Uncle, my schooner would be taken away from me if I returned to the States. Rebel Yell was my sole asset of any note. The pints of blood I’d shed on foreign sand could not be offered as a substitute. Uncle Sam was unsentimental and ungrateful. He wanted dollars, not another vet’s sob story.
  No, I’d worked too hard getting Rebel Yell to take the chance of losing her now. There was still a lot of world out-side America left to explore, and a million more pretty girls to meet. I wasn’t going to risk giving my schooner to the feds just to deliver Cori to Miami. We’d had a good run, but our time together was ending anyway. I’d sensed it for a few weeks. The closer we sailed to Florida, the more distant she became.  
 What the hell. There would be other girls, but there wouldn’t be another sixty-foot schooner like Rebel Yell. Owned outright, free and clear—except in the opinion of Uncle Sam and his tax collectors. I continued scraping off barnacles, working my way down the hull. Cori would go off and sulk, and soon enough she might be leaving my life…but today’s rising tide waited for no man.
 Ten minutes later, I heard a big outboard motor in the cove.
 It sounded as if it was coming toward the beach, and I turned around to look. It wasn’t the usual five- to fifteen-horsepower eggbeater on a small dinghy typical of the sailboat crowd. Not even close. The boat was a gleaming white rigid-hulled inflatable, a twenty-footer at least. An Italian-made Novurania, top of the line and worth a small fortune.  
 I recognized it from the George Town dinghy docks, and from its one previous visit to Rebel Yell while we were at anchor. This was the tender belonging to Topaz, the solitary megayacht currently lying out in Elizabeth Harbour.  
 At planing speed, the inflatable threw out a significant wake, causing the masts of the smaller sailboats to whip back and forth as the boats rolled. This was typical behavior for the Topaz crew. Topaz also carried a pair of matching turquoise waverunners. When they were in the water, their operators raced between the anchored boats like maniacs, terrorizing swimmers and snorkelers.
  The big inflatable dropped off plane and slowed as it approached the open beach twenty yards behind our stern. The beach was deserted for hundreds of yards, except for Rebel Yell. Two Topaz crewmembers were on the launch, both of them wearing khaki shorts and matching green polo shirts. I had seen these guys ashore in George Town, on the other side of mile-wide Elizabeth Harbour. These two were not your typical skinny Italian or Brazilian paid hands; they were American or English, by the look of them. The boat driver was a muscle-bound lout, with a red, peeling nose and armloads of tattoos. Not military tats either, but loud, violent, Technicolor nightmares.
  The other one hopped off the bow as the inflatable nosed up onto the sand. He had scraggly red hair sticking out beneath his green ball cap, which had “GORP” written across the front in square gold letters. I’d vaguely heard of it. GORP stood for the Global Ocean Research Partnership, or maybe Project. It was some kind of environmental outfit, or maybe a non-governmental organization. The redhead gave a friendly wave, but not to me.  
  I wasn’t completely surprised to see Cori walking across the beach toward their boat. She must have called them on our VHF radio after she’d stormed off. Her long hair was brushed out and pulled back behind a turquoise band, and her face was carefully made up, her lips extra glossy. She was wearing her skintight capri jeans, low hip-huggers that extended to just below her knees, and a short turquoise top that showed off her flat stomach. The clingy top was the same color as the gleaming paint on the sides of Topaz. I was sure that her choice of top and hair band was deliberate. It struck me that she had changed uniform colors, and it hurt like a stab. She was jumping ship and switching teams.  
  Just like that.
 


 ****
 
 We had seen the Topaz crew at the regular Friday evening patio party at the Peace and Plenty Hotel, on the George Town side of Elizabeth Harbour overlooking the water. Topaz’s owner, an Englishman in his forties, had quietly become the life of the party by buying round after round for his ever-increasing circle of new friends. The crew’s matching green polo shirts bore embroidered silhouettes of his luxury motor yacht and its name, stitched in gold thread over the breast pockets. The shirts established their relationship to their boss, who was wearing a white oxford shirt, open at the neck, and pressed designer jeans. The shirt’s long sleeves were casually rolled halfway up his forearms, revealing a gold watch on one wrist and a heavy gold bracelet on the other.  
  You might expect a man that wealthy to be old and maybe fat, but he was neither. He had a runner’s lean body, thick black hair combed back, and penetrating green eyes. He glanced our way a few times, but this was expected when I was out with Cori. Rich or poor, men always stared at her. Cori had subtly pulled me over toward the Topaz group, permanently stationed in front of the open-air bar near the live reggae band. I had stayed between her and the Topaz crew, though, and didn’t give them the opportunity to co-opt us by buying our drinks.
  That’s when the frankly stunning Miss Vargas must have first come to their notice. Wearing a formfitting black strapless minidress and black pumps, she was impossible for anyone to miss. With those extra four inches, Cori was just over six feet tall, almost eye-to-eye with me.  
 On Saturday afternoon following the Friday night hotel patio party, Cori had gone out to Topaz with Doctor Aleman to treat an injured crewman. For the right patients, Victor made house calls, or in this case, yacht calls. It was well known around the anchorage that Rebel Yell had a genuine, certified medical doctor aboard. It was also known that the doctor was usually accompanied by a very pretty assistant. Topaz had sent the white inflatable to pick up Victor and Cori after calling us on the VHF to report an accidental laceration.
  Cori had been pre-med at the university before she’d been forced to drop out. The chance to learn practical medicine at the side of an actual orthopedic surgeon had helped to convince her skeptical parents that sailing off on a gringo’s schooner wasn’t complete madness. With their country in chronic economic collapse and her family newly poor, Cori argued that this was a way to continue her medical education on the way to Miami.  
  So Cori had spent a few hours that Saturday afternoon aboard Topaz while Victor sutured up a crewmember’s foot that had been slashed on coral. After the medical business was finished, they had stayed aboard for brunch. A beautiful girl like Cori Vargas was always welcome aboard a luxury yacht (unless the owner’s wife was aboard). She had toured the hundred-foot-plus motor yacht, and had enjoyed the air conditioning and the decadent luxury aboard all such vessels. After her visit to Topaz, I gained the impression that she considered Rebel Yell beneath her station.  
  It was all relative. The sailors aboard the typical thirty- to forty-footers considered Rebel Yell, which even had a built-in bathtub, to be a “megayacht.” People living in beach shacks thought the forty-foot sailboats anchored just offshore were fabulous, with their twelve-volt electricity and fresh running water. And somewhere lived homeless beggars who envied the cozy shacks, with their tin roofs and kerosene lanterns.  
 And now Cori was jumping ship for good.
 I jammed my trowel into the sand and dove into the deeper water again, to clean off a new coating of barnacle bits. I wouldn’t chase her or plead with her to stay; Cori was twenty-two years old and capable of making her own decisions. But I wanted to hear it from her own lips. 
  After Cori spoke to the Topaz crewman on shore, the one with the red hair and the GORP ball cap, she returned to the landward side of Rebel Yell. Her matching blue canvas zipper bags were packed, lying on the sand along with some souvenirs and knickknacks that she was taking. She shook Doctor Aleman’s hand, saying goodbye to him in private. Victor had set up a golf umbrella over a folding chair, where he could watch the boat’s deck and read one of his books. He rose and said a few words to her out of my earshot, a fatherly hand on her shoulder, while she nodded back at him. I stood at the stern of Rebel Yell, respecting their privacy and wondering what to do next. Create a scene? Stand frozen and mute like a statue? Keep scraping barnacles, as if nothing of importance was happening? Go for a stroll on the beach in the other direction?
  Instead, I walked through the shin-deep water over to the big white inflatable. The boat driver had stayed aboard, standing behind the shiny fiberglass center console. I forced a smile, looked him in the face and asked, “Hey, buddy, what’s your name?” I wanted something more personal than Topaz and GORP to hang onto. It might not have been the slickest approach, but it’s what popped into my mind. Sometimes you just have to do or say something, anything. You have to force an opening.
  He smirked and replied, “Fuck off, Yank.” Lower-class English accent. On his head was a canvas yachter’s hat, like a sailcloth boonie hat but with a wider brim. His face was red and peeling; clearly he had good reason to protect his face from the sun. Wraparound sports sunglasses hid his eyes.
  And he was a big one. With him standing higher than me on the fiberglass deck of the tender, it was hard to compare his height to my own six feet two, but he was a real brute, with a massive chest and arms swelling the short sleeves of his XXL polo shirt. The kind of muscles gained from hours a day pumping iron, or from taking steroids, or both. I stood against the boat’s rubber side tube and looked him up and down. A white bandage was visible on the inside of his left foot, extending just above his tan Docksider boat shoe. So he was the one who had been cut, the one Victor had stitched up. He was keeping his two-day-old wound dry and clean by staying on the tender.
  I’d dealt with bigger blokes than him, and tougher. I’d been around plenty of Brits over in the sandbox. I looked him straight in the eye, burning inside but keeping a poker face. “Well, Mr. Fuckoff, I’m going to remember you, and I’m going to hold you responsible for keeping Cori safe.” I pointed to one of his lurid arm tattoos. “You personally, Jolly Boy.” The Jolly Boys were probably some urban street gang back in whatever UK welfare “housing estate” slum he hailed from.  
  We stared each other down. I was sure that he’d remember me too. I’m a hard guy to forget, with my ocean-blue eyes and this inch-and-a-half-long scar above my right cheekbone, the result of a frag splinter. Though the Army docs had done their best, I was still left with a visible reminder of the explosion across my cheek, from below my eye aiming back toward my ear. But if I hadn’t been wearing my ballistic goggles on that unlucky day, I’d have been sporting an eye patch instead of just the thin white line, so I couldn’t bitch.  
  Girls didn’t seem to mind it, which had been my initial concern, and most men steer me a wide berth in potentially violent situations. A man my size with a facial scar like this one looks like a man who doesn’t give much of a damn about getting hurt, as long as he gets his own licks in. Like a man who’d square off blade to blade with a grin on his face and say, “Bring it.”  
  Which was not so far from the truth.
  Jolly Boy just stared hard back at me, and then shook his head and looked down, laughing quietly, utterly dismissing me, a swatted mosquito. I was in a rage, but I knew that an “unprovoked attack” on the Brit would, in Cori’s eyes, be the confirmation of all her worst conceptions of me. Instead I walked a few yards away from the tender to speak to her as she approached, to say goodbye. Even though I had known it was coming eventually, her abrupt departure hurt. She walked up to me, as if expecting a reproach I would not give her. I waited for her to speak first.
  “They’re going to Miami, and they said they would take me.”
  “You don’t even know them.”
  “I didn’t know you before I left my home.”
  That felt like a slap. “Oh no, no, we had some incredible weeks together before we left Venezuela. We knew each other very well before you moved onto Rebel Yell. That was completely different from now.”
  “Not so much. Topaz is just another boat—and it’s going to Miami.”
  I looked away.
  “No, Danny…I’m sorry for that. You don’t deserve that. We had a very special time together, and I won’t forget you. Not ever. But it’s time for me now. It’s time for me to make it on my own. In Miami. I’m so sorry, Danny. I don’t ever want to hurt you.”
  I took a deep breath. “Don’t be sorry. It was never about forever, was it?”
  “Nothing ever lasts forever. Nothing. But I won’t forget you, Danny. Never.”
  I swallowed hard and said, “And I won’t forget you either, Cori. But I’m still concerned about you. What do you know about these people, other than the owner is a millionaire?”
  “Oh, Richard Prechter is a wonderful man, he really is. He owns three companies, and he knows everybody important in Miami.”
  “Just because he’s rich that doesn’t make him wonderful. It’s easy to be ‘wonderful’ when you can buy all the friends you need.”  
  It briefly occurred to me that even barehanded, I could beat these two Topaz crewmen to a pulp, starting with Jolly Boy. Then I’d take my USMC Ka-bar combat fighting knife and slash their expensive Italian inflatable to shreds. I’d leave it on the beach as a reminder to all comers not to screw with the skipper of Rebel Yell or try to snake his girlfriend away from him. But it was just a passing thought. Cori had a right to make her own decisions. I couldn’t always revert to violence as my first alternative, not even when insulted. Not anymore.  
  “Don’t be jealous, Danny. Anyway, I made my mind.” She gave me a quick, sisterly kiss on my left cheek and turned again to the inflatable. It had a new 150-horsepower Yamaha motor, way more powerful than my sixteen-foot Avon inflatable’s ancient 70-horse Evinrude. The skinny red-haired crewman who had come ashore picked up Cori’s two bags, gathered her loose things, and followed her back to their launch.  
  Jolly Boy turned on a big smile, enveloping Cori in fake Limey solicitude. He said, “There you go now, love, mind your step,” as he extended a meaty hand and helped her aboard. Cori gave him a smile of recognition, no doubt remembering him well from her previous trip to Topaz. She slid her fanny and legs over the white hull-tube and primly settled down on the bench seat attached to the front of the center console, facing forward. The red-haired man leaned across the tube and placed her bags near her feet, then pushed the rubber boat off the beach and hopped aboard. When the boat was in deep enough water, its motor was lowered with an electric whine, and the boat pulled away in reverse.  
  Jolly Boy cut the wheel, turned the boat sideways to the beach, and gave me a little mock salute and a large wink before shoving the throttle into forward. The salute was with one finger—the middle one—so that only I could see it. Their inflatable raced off across the cove and out into the harbor toward Topaz, taking Cori Vargas out of my life. She didn’t look back. Cori was heading for the golden life of millionaires, megayachts and Miami television stardom. I wished her all the best, with an ache in my heart. Buena suerte, cariño mio.
  “Nothing ever lasts forever,” she’d told me. That was a song from one of the old music CDs I had discovered on my schooner. Cori used them for practicing her English, listening to songs until she knew them word for word. She had played “Nothing Ever Lasts Forever” over and over on repeat mode, singing along with Ian McCulloch, the front man for Echo and the Bunnymen. They were maybe the greatest English rock group that Americans, and certainly Venezuelans, had never heard of. I’d discovered them only because of the cache of CDs I’d found when Rebel Yell became mine.
 



I want it now, I want it now; 


don’t tell me that my ship is coming in.

 Nothing comes to those who wait; 


time’s running out the door you’re running in.

 So I want more than I can get; 


just trying to, trying to, trying to forget.

Nothing ever lasts forever, nothing ever lasts forever. 

 


  I had heard her sing those lines a hundred times. Nothing ever lasts forever had formed an invisible, unspoken boundary defining our relationship. Since Venezuela we had clung to one another while avoiding promises of forever. What did love really mean anyway, when we both knew that nothing ever lasts forever? Now Cori’s ship had come in…  
 And nothing comes to those who wait.
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 By five in the afternoon, with the return of the tide, Rebel Yell was afloat again.
The big hydraulic windlass on the foredeck pulled in the heavy chain leading to my main anchor. Before driving Rebel Yell onto the beach, we had dropped the 200-pound anchor out in deep water. By cranking in the chain, the power winch dragged Rebel Yell away from the shallows.
  Once Rebel was floating level, Tran set up the canvas awnings and the in-port table on the deck between the masts. My own tender, a much-patched gray Avon rigid-hulled inflatable, was tied to the starboard side. At night in port, it was pulled a few feet out of the water using the foremast boom for a crane, and left riding against Rebel’s hull, ready to drop into the water. At sea, the Avon was secured on deck in chocks between the mainmast and foremast. Its center console hinged forward, to lower its profile beneath the boom when sailing.  
  The tender, or dinghy, was every sailor’s second-most-important boat. It was his sedan, sports car, four-by-four and pickup truck, taking him from his floating home at anchor into town for shopping, or out spearfishing, or exploring ahead for a deepwater path between coral reefs. My sixteen-foot rigid inflatable outclassed almost every other sailboat’s tender in Elizabeth Harbour. Only Topaz’s twenty-foot Novurania with its huge motor could exceed her capabilities.
  When life aboard Rebel Yell finally returned to normal, the lowering sun was just a hand-width above George Town. Tran was below in the galley, preparing dinner. I hoped it would not include anything collected from Rebel Yell’s bottom. Southeast Asians have very different ideas from Americans about what constitutes edible seafood.  
  Doctor Victor Aleman sat in one of the wood-and-canvas folding chairs at the deck table. He was wearing his half-glasses, reading a zoology textbook in German. With the accent on the third syllable in Spanish, Alemán literally means “German” and was a common appellation for sons of the Third Reich whose fathers washed ashore in South America during the middle of the last century. Appellation or not, Victor Alemán was the name in his Argentine passport.  
  In English-speaking locations, Victor dropped the accent mark and let his surname be pronounced the English way, with only two syllables and rhyming with paleman. He had a barely noticeable accent when speaking in English, and he was all about camouflage, as I was. Victor Aleman was fluent in Spanish, Portuguese, English and German. You might have guessed that he was not an American, but that was all.  
  He had signed on in Punta Del Este, Uruguay, during my last voyage south. He was an itinerant surgeon in need of fresh horizons, and having a person with his valuable and marketable skills on board was a big net gain for Rebel Yell, Inc. Victor was in his early fifties but looked nearer sixty because of his short-cropped gray hair and Vandyke beard. Like Tran, he was much tougher than his years indicated he should be. In size, he fell between Tran and me; he was about five feet ten and wiry, with lean, hard muscles.
  From what I had gleaned from the taciturn doctor, his father had been a U-boat skipper who made his last run to South America with a compact cargo of considerable value. At least that was the story. Regardless of his actual former position in Nazi Germany, Victor’s father had become an important and influential Argentine citizen, with a large and prosperous family.  
  Victor was not one of them, however. He had been the later offspring of his middle-aged father’s young mistress, a dancer. Young Victor Aleman had been well provided for, but from a distance. He had attended private academies in Buenos Aires that had faculties of Irish and German orders of teaching priests and brothers. His grades had been high, and he had been sent to Germany for university and medical school before returning to Argentina. A small trust fund had been arranged, just enough to launch his professional life in Buenos Aires. Victor had married, but had no children of his own. Then, during the millennial economic collapse and social breakdown in Argentina, his wife had been kidnapped. Although the ransom was paid, she had been killed. Paying the ransom had wiped Victor out financially.  
  These disasters triggered Victor’s downward spiral. For a while he worked with Doctors Without Borders and other nongovernmental organizations, moving from crisis zone to crisis zone in between hard bouts with the bottle. Victor Aleman was a mean drunk, prone to instigating bitter arguments and brawling in bars with much younger men—which was how I met him. He suffered from depression and dark moods at least a few days out of every month, but at all times he was a superb emergency physician and orthopedic surgeon. For sailors who became seriously ill or suffered injuries hundreds of miles from the nearest hospital, there was nobody more in demand than a competent European-trained surgeon available right on the spot. He’d patched me up a few times, and among other miracles I could thank him for was the continued full use of my left leg.
  Even on his best days Victor was no chatterbox. It had taken me weeks to piece together his life story, a fragment at a time. When he did speak, it was to say something worth hearing. Glib and charming poseurs are as common as mosquitoes among the sailboat cruising community, and just as pestiferous. A quiet man with a genuine, useful skill is a rarity. Anyway, after a few years I felt that I understood him, and I had learned to tolerate his periods of moody silence and his terse or unintentionally rude remarks. Someday, after he’d worked out his issues with drinking and depression, he’d probably return to Argentina for good and start a new medical practice, or sign on with a hospital. But for now, and until a better opportunity came along, he was satisfied to roam the oceans aboard Rebel Yell.
 


 ****
 
 It was June, so most of the hundreds of boats that had clogged Elizabeth Harbour during the winter and spring were gone, searching elsewhere for better hurricane protection. Rebel Yell should have been going too, but with less than fifty gallons of diesel fuel left, our initial target of Brazil was not realistic. I had come to accept that the salvage job was a bust, despite my so-called partners’ frantic promises over the single sideband radio, so it was time to clear out.  
  But in which direction?


  My first choice was to flip the globe over again, from the northern to the southern hemisphere. Rebel Yell was anchored along a raggedy edge of the North Atlantic. Just haul up the anchor and head south and keep going, to that parallel American universe on the other side of the equator.
  Rebel Yell, all thirty tons of her, was slow under sail unless there was a lot of breeze. From the Bahamas to the eastern Caribbean was directly against the trade winds. Rebel Yell’s two-masted schooner rig was not made for beating to windward, even with her modern fully battened main and foresail. For making progress directly to windward, we depended on her “iron sail,” a 200-horsepower Caterpillar turbo diesel.
  Even if we made it past the eastern Caribbean, attempting to cross the windless doldrums around the equator would quickly deplete her remaining fuel and leave Rebel Yell floating helplessly, an easy target for radar-equipped pirates in go-fast boats. These were hard times everywhere, and a big sailboat represented many years’ wages for any third-worlder who could run an outboard motor. True, I had the weapons aboard to drive off most small-scale attacks, but I had no desire to see Rebel Yell reduced to a stationary target, where pirates could alert their friends and continue attacking tag-team style, like hunting dogs wearing down a bear. To depart for Brazil I wanted full fuel tanks, 500 gallons. This was enough for motoring over 2,000 miles nonstop at six knots, with a top speed of ten when she had a clean, slick bottom.
  But the hard reality was that my boat was almost out of fuel, I was almost out of money, and fuel cost money. A lot of money. That was the only reason we were still hanging around George Town on Great Exuma Island: the chance to make some money. Theoretically, Rebel Yell was a sailing vessel that could pay her way. Her sixteen-by-twelve-foot hold could carry up to 30,000 pounds of mixed cargo: fuel drums, construction materials, generators, engines—almost anything that could fit down her main hatch. She was built tough from steel like a workboat, and could support salvage or treasure-seeking expeditions. All the gear required for those operations could be contained in her hold and on deck. I had most of that gear already: scuba tanks, a compressor, lift bags…that sort of thing.  
  The cargo hold and our legitimate equipment also provided a plausible means of our support. Camouflage, if you want to call it that. It’s not that I was philosophically dead set against earning an honest living—no way—but overseas I was normally barred from legal work. Let’s just say that I’d grown accustomed to coming by my spending loot through unconventional means. There just wasn’t any money to be had around George Town in the Bahamas that summer, conventionally or otherwise.
  What I wouldn’t do was run dope. Not now, not ever. Not that I had a problem with folks enjoying a little reefer. Pot was more common and easier to find in the islands than good tobacco. I just wasn’t going to carry commercial quantities of dope. I had enough problems with Uncle Sam without that.
 George Town, located 300 straight-line miles southeast of Miami on Great Exuma Island, was the biggest Out Islands community, with almost a thousand permanent land-dwelling inhabitants. Elizabeth Harbour, between Great Exuma and Stocking Island, was a massive anchorage capable of sheltering more than 500 yachts in an open roadstead one mile wide by six long. Most of the anchored vessels were sailboats between thirty and fifty feet long, but powerboats and big sailing yachts of over a hundred feet were not uncommon. Not only was Elizabeth Harbour enormous, but also, unlike most harbors in the Bahamas, it could take vessels up to fifteen feet in draft. George Town had been the economic hub of the Out Islands since the pirate days, and for the same reason: Elizabeth Harbour.
  At its worst, it resembled a vast floating trailer park, with dozens of noisy outboard motors pushing dinghies between shore and the hundreds of anchored boats at any hour of the day or night, accompanied by the sound of generators and stereos blasting every genre of music. In June, there were still more than a hundred boats at anchor. It was not a place I would choose to remain for very long. Not unless I was nearly broke and anxiously awaiting my next profit-making opportunity.  
  The hundred boats in the anchorage also provided us anonymity, important when Uncle Sam considers you to be in his debt and you cannot travel home freely. At least not via the international airports, where everyone is herded through people corrals to be digitally fingerprinted, photographed, sniffed, crotch-groped, full-body-X-rayed, retina-scanned and DNA-swabbed. On those infrequent occasions when I return to the States, it is by more informal routes, without the need to present my passport for inspection or kiss the rotund behind of a TSA agent.
 We were anchored in eleven feet of water, leaving five extra feet beneath our keel. I was forward of the anchor windlass, checking how the chain was riding over the starboard roller. We were facing east into the prevailing late afternoon trade wind, with the sun setting behind us. I’d showered and felt fresher, but my too-long hair was whipping around my face. I was constantly replaying the loss of my girlfriend, second-guessing myself and wondering if I should have done anything differently to keep her.  
  Dinghies passed through the anchorage constantly. Some were being rowed, some were small sailing prams, but most were powered by outboard motors. A red inflatable appeared on a course directly toward Rebel Yell, a solitary man sitting on the boat’s side tube steering a small outboard by hand. In a minute, the boat pulled up alongside the bow beneath me. The man was about my age or perhaps a little younger, maybe thirty.  
 I didn’t know him, but I’d seen him around, in the anchorage and in George Town. He was single-handing a plain-vanilla fiberglass sloop, maybe a Hunter or a Catalina. He was tan and barefoot, wearing the usual faded T-shirt and paint-stained cargo shorts. His hair was an unruly sunstreaked mop, a little blonder than mine, and his eyes were brown to my blue. I nodded and looked down at him, waiting for him to state his purpose. He snapped the gear lever on the side of his ten-horsepower motor into neutral and grabbed hold of my bowsprit’s bobstay wire to remain in place. 
  “Hey, hello,” he said, looking up and smiling. He had a brushy mustache and stubble on the rest of his face, where he appeared to have shaved off the rest of his beard perhaps a week or two before. 
  “Hello yourself,” I responded. “What’s up?” Did he need to borrow a tool? My schooner sometimes gave the appearance of being a floating workshop, with its nearly square pilothouse and less-than-smooth hull plating. Or was this a business venture about to be pitched? Was he peddling a treasure map, another salvage opportunity, or a smuggling scheme? It wouldn’t be the first time. But you had to listen to them all in order to find the genuine nuggets in the fool’s gold.  
  He stood up on the plywood floorboards of his inflatable so that he was closer to my level. His dinghy was unstable in the light chop, so standing took a little balance and coordination even while clutching the bobstay wire.
  “I saw you careened over today,” he said.
  So had the crews on dozens of other boats. I nodded and grunted acknowledgment. It was hard to miss a sixty-foot schooner lying on her side in knee-deep water.
  “I saw the girl leaving on the white inflatable. She your girlfriend? Wife maybe?”
  “What’s your point?” I was growing irritated. It had not been a good day, losing Cori. Our first few months together had been like a magical honeymoon, one of the happiest periods of my life. Maybe the happiest. I’d thought we were in love, and I already missed her badly.
  He said, “I saw the boat she went out to. Topaz.”
  “Yeah. I saw it too.” I was in no mood to discuss my love life with this stranger.
  “Well, I think you’ll want to hear what I have to say. I know some things about that boat, things that you’ll want to know. I mean, if she was your girlfriend and you still care anything about her. But hey, if you don’t want to hear it, I’ll shove off.”
  I looked at him. “Okay, I’m listening.” 
  “Don’t worry, I’m not asking for anything. I just thought you should know what I know about Topaz, since your girlfriend’s on it.” He stared up at me, still hanging onto the bobstay wire. The water was fairly calm in the lee of Stocking Island; otherwise, Rebel Yell would be pitching, causing the bowsprit above his head to lunge up and down.
  I looked him over carefully. He seemed sincere and was making an effort to be friendly. In spite of his scraggly hair and whiskers, he was clear-eyed and articulate, not a burnout or a drunken bum like so many of the broke sailors trapped in Elizabeth Harbour. “Okay, come on around to the stern and tie off.”  
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 I followed him aft, walking along the starboard side deck. He handled his ten-foot inflatable with expertise, and nimbly hopped from the rubber boat onto Rebel’s full-width slatted teak swim platform. The platform allowed for easy boarding from a dinghy, since it was only a foot over the waterline. Above the swim platform, Rebel’s vertical transom was a black wall a dozen feet wide and six high. There were two oval bronze portholes near the top, kept polished to look like golden eyes. Her name was hand-painted in gold script below the portholes, with an exclamation point: Rebel Yell! Beneath her name, her hailing port was listed as Panama City. Florida or Panama, the country of origin wasn’t specified. Like many of the boats in this Bahamian harbor, Rebel Yell flew no national flag from her stern.
  My visitor tied his dinghy’s bow line to a deck cleat and climbed the steps up the transom into the cockpit. I led him forward, around Rebel’s pilothouse. The top of the pilothouse was not quite as high as our shoulders, just low enough to see over when steering from the cockpit. Noticing that I was having a stranger aboard for some kind of parley, Victor had discreetly disappeared down the forward companionway, just in front of the foremast. He occupied the bow crew quarters, in the forecastle forward of the cargo hold.
  Rebel Yell had two sixty-foot masts, one just in front of the pilothouse and the other in front of the cargo hold. Twenty feet of white-painted deck lay between the masts when the cargo hatch was shut. With Rebel’s eighteen-foot beam, this open area seemed as big as a tennis court compared to the deck space on most sailboats. The trade winds kept the table area beneath the black-and-white-striped awning a cool and breezy oasis. This was our open-air living room in port during good weather. The four-foot-by-seven-foot varnished mahogany table had been hand-carved in Honduras, with removable legs for stowage in the hold. I gestured to a wood-and-canvas director’s chair, and my guest sat down. He had brought a xeroxed copy of a small chart, folded inside a plastic bag to protect it from splash on the way over in his dinghy.  
  “You want a beer?” I asked. The odds were great that his nondescript sloop had no working refrigeration. A cold alcoholic beverage might also put him at ease and loosen his tongue. I slipped back around the pilothouse and down inside, then down the ladder to the galley. Tran was chopping onions and ginger root, and a pan was sizzling with thick steaks from the fat grouper I’d speared early that morning. I grabbed two frosty bottles of Bahamian Kalik beer, slipped them into foam insulators, and returned topside. There wasn’t much beer left aboard Rebel, less than a case.
  My guest eagerly accepted the ice-cold brew. He took a sip, smiling, and then raised the bottle in salute. “Thanks for inviting me aboard your aircraft carrier.” He had a trace of Southern accent. Georgia or the Carolinas, I guessed.
  “No problem,” I replied, suppressing a smile. Aircraft carrier. That was a good one.
  “What is she, sixty-something feet?”
  “Well, it depends on if I’m talking to a marina manager or to a potential girlfriend. If I’m talking business with a marina that charges by the foot, then I don’t count the bowsprit and I call her sixty feet even. If I’m talking to a pretty girl, I call her sixty-eight. Or I just round it up to seventy, if we’ve had a few drinks and she’s good-looking. Twenty meters, if the girl’s from Europe or South America.”
  “It’s an impressive boat. For somebody, you know, our age.” I was in my early thirties and he might have been a few years younger. It was hard to tell, with his wild hair, sunburn, and whiskers.
  “Thanks,” I replied. “It wasn’t easy. I put two years of my life into her.”  
  “You built it?”
  “Not quite. But I rebuilt her.”


  “I’ll bet it wasn’t easy. Nothing worthwhile ever is.” He sighed, and then plowed ahead. “My name’s Nick Galloway, my boat’s called At Ease.” He pointed out into the wider harbor, a little past the cove. “It’s that Hunter 33 with the red sail cover.”  
  I looked, and found his boat on the twilight water.  
  There were a few flat stones on the table, to act as paperweights. Anything paper that was not anchored down would sail away instantly. He put his xeroxed chart under a stone, then reached across the table and shook my hand. His grip was strong, his brown eyes clear and his gaze direct. A few small tattoos slid out from under his right T-shirt sleeve when he reached over, names neatly printed across his bicep in blue ink, one above the other. His dead battle buddies. Old platoon friends who didn’t come back from the sandbox alive to enjoy a cold beer on a sailboat in the islands. Angels, we’d called them. Gone, but not forgotten.
 


 ****
 
 “Nick, I’m Dan Kilmer. ‘At Ease,’ huh? So, you’re ex-military?” I pointed toward the names on the outside of his bicep. SGT Carlos Sandoval. PFC Earl Cameron. More above those two, still beneath his sleeve. Here’s to you, Carlos and Earl, and all the rest. I raised my bottle and sipped my beer in silent toast. Those in-memoriam tats had become popular, but the names inside my head were enough for me. Besides, my tanned hide was already sufficiently scarred up without adding tattoos to it.  
  “Yeah, I was Army. Army Rangers. Third Ranger Battalion, out of Fort Benning.” He stared back at me. “You?” This was the standard sizing-up between American men our age. Many of us had served, but more had not, and it placed us in a special group. Out here, out of CONUS, out of the Continental United States as our orders had once read, we were a new breed of wild geese. We’d come home, but found it wasn’t really home anymore, and we’d flown the coop. We were freedom-seeking expats of the new world disorder.
  “Marines,” I replied. “I was an 85-41. What the Army calls a Bravo-Four.” 
 “You were a sniper?”
  “Yeah. Surveillance and Target Acquisition Platoon, if you want to be PC about it.”
  “I generally don’t do PC too much,” he said. “Had about enough of that in the Army to last me for a while.”
  “Well if you don’t yell hoo-ah, I’ll spare you the oo-rah.” These were the Army’s and the Marines’ all-purpose motivational cries, as in “Hoo-ah, Sergeant Major! I’ll jump on that grenade!”
  “Sounds fair to me,” he replied. “I lost just about all my tolerance for that gung-ho Mickey Mouse bullshit.”
  There was a long pause while both of us waited to see if the other would play the “Where were you and what did you do?” game. Or even worse, the whose-rank-was-higher game. Neither of us did.  
  “So,” he finally asked, “is she your girlfriend? The one who left today.”
  I sighed. What the hell. What was I keeping a secret, my bruised pride? “Yeah, well, at least she was. She wanted to go to Miami, and I didn’t. We had a parting of the ways. You were going to tell me something about Topaz, right?”
  “Right. Did you notice it leaving today? Not long after your girlfriend went out to her. I know you were busy, working on your boat’s bottom…”
  “Yeah, I saw Topaz leaving.”
  “You just said it was going to Miami. Did you notice which way it went out? It went out the east entrance.”
  “So?”
  “Well, if they were going to Miami, they’d have used the western entrance, wouldn’t they?”
  “If they were going to Miami they would, but Topaz could be going any—”
  I stopped myself. Topaz wasn’t supposed to be going just anywhere. And if they were going to Miami, Nick was exactly correct. The big yacht would certainly have left through the western harbor approach. It was twelve miles between the two entrances to Elizabeth Harbour. A boat using the east entrance was going east, or south. Down island, to the Turks and Caicos, or beyond to the Dominican Republic or Puerto Rico. Not northwest to Miami. Now he had my full attention. I didn’t know why I had failed to make the same deduction when I saw Topaz gliding out of Elizabeth Harbour toward the southeast.
  “I think I know where Topaz is going,” my visitor said. “At least I have a pretty good idea.”
  “Oh, really? Where?” I tried to show a nonchalance I didn’t feel.
  He paused before answering. “Have you ever heard of the Castigo Cays?”
  I had to ponder that name in order to remember where they were located. If Great Exuma was one of the Out Islands, then the Castigos were part of the “Far Out Islands,” between San Salvador and the Caicos Islands. “No way, that’s impossible,” I said. “There’s no anchorage for a hundred-footer, and besides, it’s a wildlife refuge. There’s no anchoring, no going ashore, and no fishing. There’s no nothing. Just coral reefs and shipwrecks.”  
  Castigo Cay and the other small islands around it comprising the Castigos group were far out to windward on the open Atlantic. Vessels passed at a respectful distance in deep water, but never visited. Besides being a graveyard for unwary ships, the Castigos were strictly off-limits as a nature preserve and wildlife sanctuary, part of the Bahamas National Trust, the equivalent of our National Parks. Several endangered species lived on the Castigos, above and below the water.
  The Royal Bahamas Defence Force was all business when it came to game laws, fishing, and wildlife sanctuaries. Your vessel could be detained at a government dock for months while your case was processed. You could be levied heavy fines, you could lose your boat, and you could go to jail. I shook my head at this foolish notion and said, “No, no way could that big son of a bitch be going to Castigo Cay.”
  “That’s what I would have thought too. But I saw Topaz there…I saw her for sure. I’m one hundred percent positive. And I saw some other things there you ought to know about.”
  I sipped my beer and studied him. He didn’t appear to be a bullshitter. “So, what were you doing there?”
  He smiled slightly, probably because of my less skeptical response, and continued his story. “I was sailing from Rum Cay to Mayaguana, on the outside. After Mayaguana, I was going to the Turks and Caicos, and then down island.”
  “That’s a hard beat to windward.”
  “You’re telling me. I timed the weather wrong leaving Rum Cay, and I got hammered. Well, with all that pounding, At Ease took some damage. Down below, and in the rigging. I wanted to get into the lee of the Castigos to get out of the big swells and check things over. There’s a long stretch of beach on the west side. I felt my way in close with the depth sounder, and I anchored in fifteen feet over sand. It wasn’t too bad for a day anchorage, as long as the wind held east. Plenty of rocks and coral heads too, but the light was good and you could see them.  
  “Anyway, I wasn’t planning to stay. The guidebooks all just say to stay the hell away from the Castigo Cays, but there I was. I figured I’d check my damage, fix what I could…and maybe try to catch a lobster or two for dinner. I wanted to be sure nobody was around, the Bahamas Defence Force or whoever, so I got out my binoculars to study the place. It was late afternoon, the sun was behind me. The Castigos have a long, sandy island on the west side, but it’s low. Not much more than a sandbar, really. It mostly disappears at high tide. I was on the west side of it. Castigo Cay is east of the sandbar, and it’s much higher. It has a sand dune maybe fifty feet high on the windward side.”  
  “Like half the islands in the Bahamas,” I muttered. I pulled the small chart from its plastic bag and studied it in the diminishing light. Besides the named island, Castigo Cay, three other unnamed cays made up the group. The four Castigos ran roughly north to south, occupying an area nearly a mile from top to bottom, and a half mile east to west. Castigo Cay itself was about a half-mile long and shaped like an elongated comma, the fat end to the north. A low, sandy cay ran parallel to Castigo Cay off to the west, a smaller rocky island almost touched Castigo Cay to the north, and there was a mangrove island just to the south. According to the chart, there were no depths between the islands greater than four feet. For mariners, the Castigos were essentially one island, with only coral reefs, tidal rips, and sand bores between them. There was no marked anchorage at all, but wrecks were indicated on the off-lying reefs around the islands.
  Nick said, “After I dropped my hook I was checking the place with my binos, and that’s when I saw a big motor yacht coming through. It came in from the Atlantic side, bow-on toward me. It must have come between Castigo Cay and the island to the north.”
  “There’s no way,” I replied. “Topaz is over a hundred feet long, and she has to draw at least five feet of water. There’s no anchorage in the Castigos for a yacht that big.”
  “Well, I’m telling you, there is now. I saw it there with my own two eyes. The sandbar island on the west side is low, and I could see Topaz’s entire superstructure. There’s no way I could mistake that turquoise paint job. I studied that boat with my binos. I know it was Topaz for sure, right in the middle of the Castigo Cays.”
  “Maybe she was in deep water on the Atlantic side?”
  “I thought of that, but it’s not possible. That ridge on the east side of Castigo Cay is fifty feet high, easy. Nothing on Topaz is more than thirty, not even the radar or the satcom antennas.”
  I studied the small chart. It was as he said. There was a landlocked salt pond in the north end of the island. On the east side was a sand ridge running parallel to the Atlantic. Topaz would not have been visible to him if it was on the other side of Castigo Cay. It had to have been anchored between the four cays.
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 Nick continued, growing more animated. “But Dan, that’s not even the strangest part. That’s nothing compared to what I saw next. There’s a long hill running along the east side of Castigo Cay, right? About a half hour later, while I was still watching, I saw somebody skylined on top of the hill. I put my binos on him—they’re ten-power. Only it wasn’t a him, it was a her. Even from a mile away I could tell it was a female, because she pulled a red dress or a big red T-shirt over her head and started waving it around and acting crazy.  
  “All the while, she was running along this hill. It’s a long sand dune like right over there on Stocking Island. She had short hair, but I knew for sure it was a girl because I could see her bikini top, even from that distance. A black bikini top or a bra, I couldn’t tell for sure, but that was enough to know it was a girl. The afternoon sun was right on her. Then I saw somebody else on top of the hill, a man, and then two more men, and it was like they were chasing her. And then they went down the other side and out of sight, and that’s all I saw.”
  He had my undivided attention. “Uh, when was this?” It was just too crazy a story to have made up. Not unless this Nick Galloway was the best actor and liar I had ever met.
  “Two weeks ago, on Wednesday.” He sighed, and finished his beer. “Turned out I had a bad cap stay wire on my port side, so no way was I going to keep beating to windward down to Mayaguana. If that wire goes, goodbye mast. Four of the nineteen strands were broken right where they go into the swage fitting on deck. So I decided to come back here to George Town, since it was downwind sailing and smoother once I got behind Long Island. I couldn’t take a chance on that stay wire busting, not out there on the open Atlantic. So I came back, and here I am.”
  I looked across the table into his eyes, and he into mine. “So, Nick, what do you think you really saw? Could it have just been some kids playing games? Hide-and-seek or something?”
  “Hide-and-seek? No, no way. First of all, they weren’t kids. I’ll tell you exactly what I thought when I saw her, that woman waving her dress—and I haven’t changed my mind about it since. I thought she was trying to signal to somebody that she needed help. And I still do. Totally futile, way out there. Who would ever see her? It’s over twenty miles from the Castigos to Acklins Island, and that’s the closest inhabited land. If you can even call it inhabited. I mean, it’s sixty miles long and only four hundred people live on it. It’s probably more crowded in Wyoming than on Acklins Island. And nobody ever goes to the Castigo Cays. People go way around it because of the reefs. But Topaz was right in there, I’m a hundred percent sure. Right there in the middle of the Castigo Cays.”
  Nick’s story seemed implausible, but the man himself sounded very believable. I said, “Then somebody must have dug a new channel. But why, if it’s all a wildlife sanctuary? I know that the Bahamas are for sale, but a wildlife sanctuary?”  
  In the seventies, the major Bahamian industry after tourism had been facilitating pot smuggling between Colombia and Jamaica and the States. In the eighties and early nineties, the transshipment of cocaine had brought in the serious money. Now, in the new millennium, the islands themselves were on the auction block as wealthy Americans and other foreigners sought sanctuary in a tax-haven nation that promised a high level of privacy. They were too wealthy and well connected to be hassled by the American government. Too many high government officials had rich friends with property in the islands, and they enjoyed their visits to them.  
  With enough money, millionaires could buy their own islands. By paying off the right officials, there was no problem with dredging or blasting channels and basins to create instant boat harbors. It was done every day. Airstrips too. But in a wildlife sanctuary? Somebody had some serious influence to blast channels in the Castigo Cays, channels big enough to take a hundred-foot powerboat. That is, if this story was true and not just a figment of my visitor’s imagination.
  “Nick,” I asked him, “if you could see people on the hill, then for sure they could see your boat at anchor. If they were doing something wrong, why wouldn’t they come out and run you off, or at least check you out? If Topaz was there, they had their big white inflatable. Why wouldn’t they come out and hassle you?”
  “I don’t know. The sun was low behind me, maybe I was lost in the glare off the water. Or maybe if they came out to check me, it would just confirm that something wrong was happening. I mean, Topaz wasn’t supposed to be there either, right? I suppose if they’d really wanted to, they could have killed me and sunk my boat, and nobody would ever know. Probably they’re just keeping a low profile. Or maybe the crew was too busy chasing the girl? Maybe she took off as soon as the boat docked, thinking that help might be right over the next hill. How would she know that she was on an uninhabited island out in the middle of nowhere? I hauled anchor and left pretty fast after that, and I sailed here. It still bothers me, though, what I saw. It bothers me that I left, without knowing what happened to that woman.”
  What, indeed? I thought about Cori, now aboard Topaz.
  I had seen a few of the private islands developed by millionaires. Instead of the usual third-world Bahamian poverty, they resembled slices of Boca Raton or Palm Beach, transplanted into the islands. The super-rich preferred smaller islands where they could live in peace, unmolested by the presence of the poor Bahamians they would be forced to cohabit with on the larger islands. You could visit twenty small islands, and fifteen were probably uninhabited. On four of them, a few black Bahamians scratched out a meager living, but on the twentieth, it was as if you had anchored off Malibu or Martha’s Vineyard. They had paved roads, docks, airstrips, and power plants. Old surplus military landing craft brought in cement, bulldozers, diesel fuel…
  Diesel fuel. They all ran on diesel fuel, those private islands. A few had big wind generators and solar arrays, but in every case there was also a diesel generator. They built mansions and air-conditioned them like walk-in refrigerators, and all that first-world luxury ran on generators fueled by diesel. Fuel that I needed in Rebel Yell’s tanks…
  But what kind of millionaire would have the chutzpah to cut a channel for a hundred-foot motor yacht right into a wildlife sanctuary? Cutting a channel and then dredging an anchorage big enough for Topaz would sure as hell damage the ecology of that supposedly pristine environment. And if there was a channel like that into the Castigo Cays, it would be well known. It would be in all of the guidebooks. 
  And what about the girl on the hill, who, according to Nick, had been waving her red dress like a distress flag? If Castigo Cay was Topaz’s destination, then what was Cori getting herself into? Yes, she had made her decision and had left Rebel Yell of her own free will. But what if Topaz’s owner wasn’t taking her to Miami but had some other destination, some other purpose in mind for her? A purpose that would make a girl flee up a sandy hill, waving her dress over her head.  
  It hurt that Cori had rejected me and jumped ship, but regardless of my personal feelings, I still felt responsible for her. I’d looked her father in the eye, shaken his hand, and promised that I’d keep his tesoro, his treasure, safe. It was a promise that could not be brushed aside just because Cori had grown impatient to get to Miami.
  And I found myself still caring deeply about her, despite my hurt. For six months we had been friends and lovers searching for happiness outside the borders of our broken homelands. We had had other bitter fights before the day she finally left. Maybe her immaturity and hot temper were to blame for most of them, but I knew that many had been my fault. This time a final quarrel had caused her to leave, and now she might be in danger. The circumstances of her departure could not erase the responsibility I still felt to protect her from harm.
  It was time to break out the charts and the guidebooks. And maybe I could learn more about Castigo Cay at the internet cafe in George Town without overtly signaling my interest. That was always the danger with this type of search. Any inquiries into a millionaire’s private property could cause alert messages to be sent, warning his security forces of approaching danger. But Castigo Cay wasn’t a private island, it was a wildlife refuge. Or was it?
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 Nick finished his beer, stretched his arms, and made some motions as if he was ready to go. By then I was convinced that he was telling the truth about seeing Topaz at Castigo Cay. But what about seeing the girl? Might he have added that embellishment, knowing that it would send my curiosity into overdrive on the day that Cori had left Rebel Yell? But to what purpose? Could he have been bought off by Topaz’s crew or owner, in some Byzantine plan to lure me out to the Castigos?
  That was absurd. The owner of Topaz, Richard Prechter, could buy boats like Rebel Yell out of the loose change in his pockets. I was less than nothing to him, merely the already-forgotten previous boyfriend of Cori Vargas. A nobody. Just another boat bum with an empty wallet.
  I looked again at the tattoos peeking below Nick Galloway’s sleeve. An ex-soldier who had marked himself for life with the names of his dead buddies wasn’t the kind of man who would play duplicitous, backstabbing games. Then and there, I decided to trust him.  
  Tran must have been on a similar wavelength, because at that moment he appeared from behind the pilothouse with two more beers and a wooden tray holding chilled slivers of wahoo and his own spicy wasabi sauce in a wooden bowl, with toothpicks for dipping. Wahoosabi, a Rebel Yell specialty in those waters. We might have been broke in the wallet, but the Exumas were rich in world-class game fish.  
  I knew Tran could hear our conversation through the open deck hatch above his galley sink, even if he couldn’t make out the words. He handed me a beer, set the other on the table within Nick’s reach, and said, “Dinner soon, Chu-tau. He stay to eat?” Chu-tau was Vietnamese for boat captain.
  I looked across to Nick and he replied, “If the skipper’s inviting me, sure. You bet.”
  So I nodded yes to Tran, and he departed. Tran Hung was no servant, and his bringing out the beers and the sashimi was not his standard operating procedure. Normally, he would have passed a tray up through the galley hatch and placed it on deck just behind the table, within my reach. But this close to suppertime the number of guests he would be feeding would be on his mind, and he probably just wanted to get a first look at our visitor.
  Tran was more than just my cook and boat guard. He was part of the team. I’d been talking to this stranger for quite a while, so it might involve a business proposition. He knew as well as Victor about the reduced state of our cruising budget. After all, I was the one who gave him the cash for provisioning, and the wad of bills was growing steadily slimmer by the week.
  From time to time, such as that night, Tran would make an effort at maximum civility in the furtherance of our mutual endeavors. God forbid he would ever just bring me out a fresh beer while he was making dinner if I didn’t have a guest or two on board to impress. And if I called out to him for a beer as if he were my servant, I’d more likely receive curses back in three or four Asian languages, all meaning Get it yourself—I’m not your slave, you blue-eyed devil! But if I
asked him nicely, speaking to him through the deck hatch over his galley sink, he would happily hand one up to me.  
  Tran cooked because he loved to cook, and as our cook he was lord and master of the galley, pantry, and dining area. His realm extended sixteen feet from port to starboard, and from the front of the engine room bulkhead beneath the pilothouse to the cargo hold bulkhead, eight feet forward. The galley, with a top-opening fridge, gimballed propane stove and double sink, was to port. The dinette table, with seating for six, was to starboard.  
 The teak ladder up to the pilothouse was fixed to the engine room bulkhead, between the galley and the dinette. The engine room occupied the space directly below the pilothouse. Tran slept in a narrow bunk in the passageway on the starboard side, aft of the dinette table and outboard of the engine room. Anybody coming down from the pilothouse to the door of the captain’s cabin had to get past Tran Hung first. I slept better knowing that he was there.  
  It had taken Cori a while to figure out that Tran wasn’t actually a servant, despite my telling her just that. She had grown up in a household with a criada, a maid, before her family fell on hard times. For the first several weeks she had actually believed that Tran was a deaf-mute, or mentally retarded, or at least that he didn’t speak any English or Spanish. He had simply ignored her requests, usually with his back to her. Once she finally figured out that he really was a part of my little seafaring family and treated him accordingly, he warmed to her.
  Nick picked up his beer, and we clinked bottles. “That’s Tran,” I said.
  “Geez, where’d you find him?” he asked as he stabbed a big chunk of wahoo with a toothpick, dunked it in the wasabi sauce, and popped it into his mouth.  
  “That’s a long story,” I sidestepped, and then took my own bite of cold fish.
  “What’s chu-tau mean? Captain?”
  “Good guess. Boat captain. Ship captain is something else, and Army captain is something else again.”
  “What is he, Korean? Japanese?”  
  “No, he’s mostly Chinese and Vietnamese. Kind of an Asian mutt. He’s been a boat person like us all his life. No roots on the land.” At least that was the first story Tran had told me, when we’d met in Panama. I’d since learned that it was nowhere near true, but I understood his reasons for offering it, and it was a good enough story for my guest. The truth was much too complicated to lay on this stranger.
  “What’s it say on his passport?”
  “Officially, he’s from Trinidad and Tobago, and he’s a professional chef.” I let it hang right there. I didn’t mention that Tran had taught me his own hybridized Asian style of knife fighting, as well as how to throw a knife pretty damn well. And I didn’t mention either that Tran had done his own share of soldiering, back in the day. Or for who.
  Doctor Aleman reappeared, emerging from the small companionway in front of the foremast. It was our custom to eat on deck at the mahogany table when we were in port in good weather. It was nearly seven o’clock, our summer dining hour. I nodded to Victor and waved him over. I stood as he approached, and taking the cue, so did Nick. I made the introductions. 
  “Victor, this is Nick Galloway. His boat is the one over there with the red canvas.”  
  He glanced over, found the sloop, and returned his attention to our guest. “Victor Aleman,” he said. Nick extended his hand across the table, and Victor shook it briefly and without enthusiasm. He wasn’t much for meeting new people, especially unshaven young men in shabby clothes. They had little to offer him, he thought. He was usually right.
  We all sat. “Victor,” I asked, being polite, “will you have a beer with us?”
  “Thank you, no. I’ll wait for my usual drink with dinner.” He wanted the beer, but he knew we were short.  
  “Nick has been telling me an interesting story, about the yacht that Cori left us for.”
  “The Topaz. Yes.”
  “Nick, go ahead and bring Victor up to speed.” I wanted to hear our guest tell the story again, to see if any details changed. They didn’t. Victor studied the little one-sheet xeroxed chart of the Castigo Cays while Nick repeated his tale. I then told Victor about my brief but memorable encounter with Mr. Fuckoff, just before Cori left us for Topaz. Victor had seen and heard the rest of Cori’s rapid farewell, but he had not heard what transpired between Jolly Boy and me. I mentioned seeing the bandage extending above the Brit’s boat shoe, and more pieces of the puzzle fell into place.
  Victor said, “The big fellow with the tattoos, his name is Trevor, I don’t know his surname. He said he cut his foot on coral, but I knew that was a lie. It was too clean. It was cut by a knife. The way a right-handed person would cut his own left foot. But what did I care? People lie to doctors all the time, to prevent embarrassment for the foolish ways they get hurt. Anyway, the owner paid me in cash. Two thousand U.S. dollars. I sewed the Englishman up, and that was that. Six centimeters, ten sutures. I even let Cori do one suture, with Trevor’s permission. And she did it very well. After that little job, we had a very nice lunch with the owner. Cori was quite taken with the yacht. And perhaps also with the owner, Richard Prechter. I didn’t mention this before, because it didn’t matter then.”
  Not one for tact, Victor was unintentionally rubbing salt in my own wounds. It was a social blind spot that he had, and that I’d learned to live with. His pluses far outweighed his minuses.
  “Why would Trevor cut himself?” I guessed the answer, but wanted to hear Victor’s ideas.
  “To have a reason for Cori to come out to visit the Topaz, naturally. To put the bait on the hook that she swallowed today. Why else? It is well known around George Town that Cori is my medical assistant—or was. Richard Prechter saw Cori last Friday night. He told me so aboard his yacht. I’m sure he was quite taken with her. What man would not be?”
 I couldn’t fault Victor’s reasoning. And I’d known plenty of Marines who had intentionally cut themselves. I’d even done it myself. Years ago, when I was a new guy in Recon and didn’t know any better, a gung-ho mustang lieutenant had convinced our entire platoon that we needed to learn how to put in sutures. Ourselves. After a few needle jabs with lidocaine, we all made half-inch scalpel cuts on our upper thighs, and then we stitched them up with one or two sutures. This was done under our Navy corpsman’s instruction and observation. Back in my oo-rah days, when I had eagerly embraced The Suck, as we called the Corps.
  Jolly Boy Trevor had a different motive to cut himself. He would volunteer to become living Cori bait in order to impress his boss with his loyalty. It would also impress his henchmen, the other crew. They would see firsthand that Trevor wasn’t afraid to use his knife. Trevor wasn’t afraid of a bad cut, of drawing blood. Not even his own.  
 The clear lesson: don’t mess with Trevor. It probably impressed Topaz’s owner and the rest of the crew, but it didn’t impress me. I understood that mentality all too well after my time in the Corps.
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 Tran pushed up the galley’s deck hatch and passed out the dinner in large serving bowls, along with plates and the rest. Then he brought out two more beers and rum drinks for Victor and himself (rum was cheap and abundant, beer was not) and joined us to dine at the table. A brilliant pink and silver sunset painted Elizabeth Harbour while we enjoyed Tran’s magnificent meal, and Tran savored our enjoyment.  
  Nick had a great appetite and complimented Tran profusely. He finished the last scraps of fish and put away a mountain of Tran’s special dirty rice. We chitchatted about this and that as we ate: past and future hurricanes and the safest harbors; stolen elections and new constitutions; retroactive “wealth taxes” that applied to humble sailors like us; and just what in hell had happened to America over the past decade? After we’d finished eating, table candles in glass windbreaks were lit and shot glasses and tequila made an appearance. Stars and masthead anchor lights winked on. George Town’s lights became a glittering necklace shimmering across the water.  
  Nick must have felt that it would be time for him to leave soon, so he steered us back onto the subject of Topaz and the Castigo Cays. Not in a way that suggested he was seeking payment for information. Not directly, anyway. He leaned on his forearms across the table, closing the distance to me.  
 “Dan,” he said quietly, “before I go, I need to tell you something. Everything I own is tied up in my boat. I left the States without getting clearance from Homeland Security or the IRS. I didn’t pay for the exit visa, or for the security bond on the boat, or my last two years’ national medical. I put every penny I had into buying At Ease and getting her ready, and then I left Miami for a ‘day sail’ and never went back. And I still don’t want to go back—I’ll lose my boat. I might even go to jail since I can’t possibly pay what I owe.”
  I could sure relate to that. Probably half of the boats at anchor in Elizabeth Harbour were in a similar situation. We were all escaping from something. 
  “But now I’ve got some busted rigging and some other problems, and I can’t fix them. I can’t fix them, and I can’t just go back to Florida, work, and buy what I need. Things are more than a little tight for me right now. Financially, and politically. I’m in a tight corner. I’m all out of moves.”
  I just nodded, reluctant to get pulled into his personal problems. I had plenty of my own.
  “And, well,” he continued, “please don’t think I’m prying into your business, but I’ve noticed how high you’re floating on your waterline. Pardon me for being blunt, but it looks to me like you’re way low on fuel and fresh water, and you’ve got no cargo. I saw your open cargo hatch yesterday when you were careened over. I was walking up the beach and I saw it. That’s what got me interested in your boat in the first place—your cargo hatch. Well, that and your girlfriend. Hey, I couldn’t help it—I’ve been sailing solo for a year.”  
  He gave a nervous smile and plunged ahead, probably sensing that his time aboard was coming to an end. He looked to Victor and to Tran, then back to me. “Fellows, let me lay my cards on the table. I’m flat broke and eating my last cans of beans. I can’t even afford to fix my busted rigging. All I can do is make half-ass jury-rigs. So I’m stuck. And Dan, I’m not thinking that you’re the kind of man who’s going to just forget about his girlfriend, not after what I told you.” He stared across the table at me, studying my face by candlelight. “So, if you do decide to go after her, to go out to the Castigos…well, besides finding your girlfriend, we might do ourselves some other good. Financially, I mean.”
  “I’m not a thief or a pirate,” I snapped in overreaction. His suggestion that we might profit from an attack on Topaz hit a little too close to home.
  “Whoa, chief, I’m not saying you are. But something strange is going on out there. That’s no ‘wildlife sanctuary.’ Something wrong is happening out there. I know it, and I think you do, too. Something wrong, and something that involves a lot of money. So anyway, if you’re planning to sail over there and check it out, consider counting me in. I’ll take my chances on what we find. I just have a feeling, a hunch about that place.”
  I considered his unusual pitch while sipping my tequila. “If we did go out there, I couldn’t pay you. You’re right about one thing: we’re almost broke ourselves. That’s why we’re hanging out here in George Town. We’ve been waiting for a salvage job, and it’s starting to look like it’s never going to happen. Now it’s coming up to hurricane time. Pretty soon we’ll have to leave, one way or the other.” 
  “Well,” he said, “something is happening out at the Castigos, and it’s happening on a big budget. Don’t you think it’s worth checking out? I know I wouldn’t leave my ex-girlfriend on a boat like Topaz. Not after what I saw happening on Castigo Cay.”
  That one stung. “Nick, this is a lot for me to digest all at once. Tell you what…let me borrow your chart. I’ll make a copy and give this one back to you tomorrow. And tomorrow I’ll tell you what I’ve decided about the Castigos. Okay?”
  “Fair enough, skipper. Fair enough.” He rose and shook my hand again across the table. He said, “Thanks for the dinner. Tran, you’re a fantastic cook. I’ve never had grouper or wahoo like that. Best meal I’ve had in forever. And nice meeting you, Victor.”  
  I accompanied him aft past the pilothouse and cockpit to Rebel’s transom, where he climbed down to the swim platform and then into his dinghy. His motor cranked on the first pull, and I untied his bow line from the deck cleat. Before I tossed the line down into his boat, I said, “Thanks for coming out and sharing what you know. You’re right; I’m not the kind to forget a girlfriend, or any friend. Not if they’re in trouble.”
  “I’m the same way,” he agreed.
  “Hey, what size wire is it, the one with the broken strands?”
  “Quarter-inch stainless. One-by-nineteen.”
  “Let me see what I can scrounge up. I’ll see you in the morning with an answer, one way or the other.” I flipped the line down into his boat. He gave a casual semi-salute, drifted back on the current, then snapped the motor into forward and slid off across the dark water toward his own sailboat’s white masthead anchor light.
 Tran had cleared the table and disappeared below.
I continued discussing the situation with Victor. I asked him, “Why would a millionaire like Richard Prechter be interested enough in a wildlife sanctuary to dig a channel for a hundred-foot yacht?”
  “Actually, Topaz is thirty-six meters…about a hundred twenty feet. It’s an Azara, made in Italy only three years ago. I learned this from Richard Prechter when we were having our luncheon. But as to your question: it’s not so complex, if you think about it. A millionaire with political connections, a man like Prechter, he could buy a small island in the Exumas or the Jumentos easily enough, that’s true. Someplace like Little Whale Cay in the Berries, already developed. But then he’d have to deal with boats anchoring right off his beaches. Boats cruise up and down those chains as if they were stepping stones. There wouldn’t be enough privacy.”
  I thought about the infamous history of Normans Cay in the Exumas during the cocaine era. The Nassau government had been bribed to look the other way, but the island’s criminal activity could not be kept a secret from the outside world. The cartels had drug planes flying in and out on an almost daily basis, and the island’s armed guards frequently had to chase away island-hopping tourists on sailboats. Those encounters brought the island too much notoriety and media attention in the United States, and eventually the law came down on the narcos. We’d visited Normans just a month before, on our way down the Exumas. There was still a ditched cargo plane in the lagoon, sunk in ten feet of water. Cori and I had snorkeled through its corroded aluminum fuselage.
  “No, for real privacy,” said Victor, “a man like Prechter wouldn’t buy an island in a chain with strangers anchoring nearby. For real privacy he would want his own Far Out Island. And if it’s a wildlife sanctuary with no harbors or anchorages, surrounded by reefs and notorious for shipwrecks, far out to windward on the open sea where nobody will visit… well, then, what could be better than that? I think if you were a privacy fanatic, it would be perfect.”
  “But it’s still a sanctuary, a national wildlife trust.”
  Victor smiled. “Think again, Daniel. Everything is for sale in the Bahamas. Everything and everybody, right up to the prime minister. It’s always been that way; why should it be different now? All you would have to do is pay enough money to the right people. And maybe give yourself some cover, to protect the people taking the bribes. To give them plausible deniability. Maybe create some kind of environmental foundation to provide legitimacy, in case anybody looked into what you’re doing out there.”
  “Like the Global Ocean Research Partnership,” I replied.
  “Exactly,” he said. “I noticed that cap on the red-haired man as well. The Castigos are more than twenty miles from any other islands. Do you want to use dynamite to create channels the fast way? Just check the horizon for ships or planes, and you could blast channels and boat harbors all day long. Who would know? Nobody would see any channels unless they were right over them, but nobody dares come close enough to see. Even if you flew over in an airplane, you would have to know what the island looked like before the channels were created. Anyway, who cares? There are thousands of islands like that one in the Bahamas. Richard Prechter is very well connected politically. In the USA, in the Bahamas, in the UK, and at the UN. I’m quite sure that he has the prime minister in his pocket, to be blasting channels in a sanctuary.”
  “And he has Cori on his boat,” I added.
  “Yes, he does. He has taken our Cori.” Victor paused and took a sip of his rum. “So, Daniel…what are we going to do about it?”
  “We’re going to visit the Castigo Cays—just to take a look. Then we’ll decide what to do about it.”
  I didn’t tell Victor, but there were a few things I had already decided I was going to do about it. First, I was going to pound that smirk off Jolly Boy Trevor’s face when next I met him. Then I was going to break off that middle finger and feed it to him. And that was just for starters.
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



4  
 Tuesday before dawn, I awakened alone for the first time since before Venezuela and Cori, more than six months earlier. My aft-cabin double bed seemed absurdly large and empty by half, and I quickly rolled out of the rack and hit the deck in my black gym shorts. Tran was already up in the pilothouse, sitting in one of the padded pedestal chairs and smoking a hand-rolled cigarette. He kept a little tin of strong tobacco and used a device made from a split piece of bamboo to roll his own. The three forward windows hinged out and upward, and with the pilothouse door open in the back there was a little breeze moving through. The pilothouse was Rebel Yell’s only interior “designated smoking area.” There was no smoking down below, ever.  
  Tran’s gray hair was thin on top, and combed straight back. He wore a yellow T-shirt, shorts and flip-flops. Much of his visible skin was crosshatched with old scar tissue. We didn’t exchange many words, but communicated more with looks and nods.  
 “Everything is cool, Chu-tau,” his dark eyes said. “Your woman is gone, but life goes on. Cori will be fine, and so will you.” Tran spoke several Asian dialects besides his native Vietnamese, but mastery of English eluded him. It’s not that he wasn’t smart: he usually beat me at chess, and he won against Victor as often as he lost. I think that at his age he just wasn’t interested in studying another language, beyond what he needed for the galley and for sailing.
  I did my regular physical training routine on deck before sunrise, my pull-ups, sit-ups, push-ups and the rest. I skipped my usual swim to Stocking Island and my run over the dunes and along the ocean beach. There was not enough time for that today. While the fresh oxygen pumped through my brain, I planned, schemed, and finally made a command decision.  
  It was time to break out my untapped emergency fund, thirty ounces of gold Krugerrands, Eagles, and Maple Leaves. This well-hidden stash didn’t figure into my routine budgetary calculations; I would take a straight job ashore somewhere before going to this fund. This compact cache of gold was to be used only to save my life or to save Rebel Yell from immediate and ruinous disaster. The plastic tubes containing the gold coins would go with me into the life raft if my schooner was going down. I would also dip into the gold to save the life of Victor or Tran. Otherwise, it was strictly off-limits. It was my calamity fund, and the only insurance policy that I carried.
  Cori presented a different situation. What if there was a chance that she was in real danger? I recalled again how I had shaken Señor Eduardo Vargas’s hand and, man to man, promised to keep his daughter safe. I’d made the same solemn promise to her mother. So, despite my bruised ego, despite the fact that Cori had left Rebel Yell of her own free will, that promise settled it. A promise like that is a point of honor. You keep them, or you don’t call yourself a man. There is no third option I know of.
  Passing through the pilothouse, I told Tran to make our home ready for sea. I went down the ladder, through the galley into the cargo hold, and scrounged around in the rigging locker. I didn’t have a fifty-foot length of quarter-inch wire, but I did have a couple of Norseman terminals for that size wire. These terminals were thumb-size stainless steel devices that clamped onto the wire end. I collected some rigging tools and other things I thought I might use and dropped them into an empty white five-gallon plastic bucket.
  My gray inflatable was riding against Rebel’s hull just below deck level, suspended from its four-point bridle. I put in the bucket full of rigging parts, used the block and tackle to lower the boat into the water, and climbed down. The seventy-horsepower Evinrude had an electric start on the console, and it kicked over after a few coughs and stutters. It was an old two-stroke engine that smoked and sounded ragged when it was cold, but once it was running it would go like hell all day, as long as it was fed relatively clean gasoline mixed with oil.
  I disconnected the four snap hooks of the lifting bridle, freeing the inflatable from its mother ship, and shifted the motor into forward gear while standing behind the plywood center console. The original knob atop the throttle lever was long gone. The Avon’s previous owner had replaced it with a plum-sized silver skull with glinting ruby eyes. The grinning skull faced forward, a piratical totem. I drove at idle speed through the calm water, both to allow my engine to warm up and to keep from making unnecessary noise so early in the morning.  
 


 ****
 


 Nick Galloway was already sitting in the cockpit of his thirty-three-foot Hunter, and grabbed my bow line. I tied alongside his boat amidships, with fore and aft lines. He was shirtless, and I saw the rest of the military tattoos on his arm. I was happy to see a Ranger tab and Army jump wings tattooed above the names of the dead troops from his old unit. Death from Above, I thought automatically, but that Army paratroop slogan wasn’t written on his visible skin.  
  Though he didn’t have an especially muscular physique, Nick didn’t look like a weakling either. The sailing life kept most people fairly strong. We talked first about the damaged cap stay wire. As I expected, we determined that we could hacksaw his wire just above the broken strands and attach one of my Norseman terminal fittings as a replacement.
  While we worked on his wire rigging, we discussed his participation in the possible reconnaissance of Castigo Cay.
  “Nick, how long have you been out of the military?”  
  “Four years.”
  “You look like you’re still in pretty good shape.”
  “Yeah, well, I don’t want to turn into a slug like a lot of guys do when they get out.” He’d probably seen me doing my calisthenics on Rebel Yell’s deck. It was a lot easier to do them on a sixty-footer than on a thirty-three-footer with almost zero open deck space.
  We sat on his narrow side deck, on either side of the bad cap stay wire. While we passed crescent wrenches, pliers and other tools, I asked him, “You do any shooting lately? Any tactical training?”
  He shrugged. “Not really. I’ve got a .357 for a boat gun, and a .22 rifle. I shoot some, out on the ocean.”
  “Are you a good shot?”
  “Oh hell yeah, I am,” he said without hesitation. He extended his right arm out toward the monument on the top of Stocking Island, with his index finger pointed. His arm was rock steady despite the movement of his boat, and then he curled his finger back as if pulling a trigger.
  “How good a shot?”
  “How good?” He turned back and looked at me. “Well, there’s about a dozen Taliban you could ask, but they’re all dead. That was back when they let us shoot the Taliban. And I shot Expert every time I qualified, from boot camp on. You want to see my DD-214? If you want to see my medals, they’re back in the States at my mom’s house.”
  “I’m just asking…” So he’d seen the elephant. I was satisfied with that much.
  “Yeah, I understand. You don’t want to take some rear-echelon motherfucker with you. Clerks and jerks and fobbits. I wouldn’t either.”
  I slowly nodded in agreement. “You any good with a scoped rifle?”
  “You mean, was I ever a sniper? Not officially, but for a while I had a four-power Trijicon on my rifle. That’s how I nailed most of those Taliban. One was at six hundred yards, I shit you not. And I hunted deer with a scoped rifle ever since I was a kid in North Carolina. Got my first buck with a .243 Winchester when I was thirteen. Does that count?”
  I grinned and nodded yes. “Hell yeah, that counts.” I’d learned to shoot scoped rifles as a boy back in Virginia, also hunting deer. And like Nick, I had from time to time used a Trijicon sight on an M-16 to nail some bad guys. Nick would do just fine.
  He had his own questions for me. “So, Dan, do you have some guns on board? Real guns, I mean. More than what I have, just a revolver and a .22 rifle. They’re not much, but I heard they wouldn’t get me hassled too much in foreign countries.”
  “Oh yeah, I’ve got some real guns on board.”
  “Like what?”
  I paused and decided to tell him just the basics, enough for him to take my armaments seriously. “For long range I’ve got a .308 bolt gun. That’s why I asked you if you ever shot scoped rifles much. For up close I have a pump shotgun. And I have a Glock 17. Nothing too expensive: you never know when you might have to chuck your guns overboard. It’s happened to me before.”
  “No shit?”
  “No shit. It was either that or prison in Nicaragua. We were boarded and searched. I threw a two-thousand-dollar SR-25 and a couple other expensive guns over the side, about five minutes before the patrol boat came alongside. After that, I decided not to spend too much money on boat guns. No gun is worth losing your boat and spending twenty years in a third-world jail, and it’s a lot easier to throw cheap ones overboard. So now I just stick to what works that doesn’t cost a fortune. Stuff I can replace.”
  “So if we go ashore on Castigo Cay…”
  “I plan on taking what we need. Does that bother you any?”
  “Hell no. Why would it? I’ll tell you the truth, Dan. I’ve been pumped up thinking about this thing all night. Hoping the mission would be a Go. And I’ll be honest—I wouldn’t mind some trigger time. The four years before I escaped from America, after I got out of the Army, I was basically a human punching bag. Yes sir, no sir, three bags full, sir. Get in line. Stand there and shut up. Fill out the form and don’t skip any blocks. Pay your health tax or go to jail. I even spent a year in the Conservation Corps planting pine seedlings in Colorado, and it wasn’t by choice. No, to be perfectly honest, to be perfectly frank, I wouldn’t mind dealing out a little pain for a change. I mean, not if they’re doing bad things to women out there on Castigo Cay.”
  “Good. That’s about how I feel too. So, Nick, once we finish your rigging, do you want to spend a few days on Rebel Yell? Do a little armed tourism and see the sights on Castigo Cay? And maybe find something worth bringing home? Besides my girlfriend, I mean.”
  He grinned and put out his hand. “Hell yeah, Skipper, I’m up for that.”
  We shook on it, bumped fists, and it was a done deal. I asked him, “How are you set for anchors? To leave your boat unattended, I mean.” There was always the chance of an early hurricane in June, though it was a small one.
  “Good. Real good. I can stick At Ease back inside the inner basin and leave it for a week, no problem. I’ve got somebody who can keep an eye on her. So, what’s the plan?”
  “We’ll take Rebel Yell north around Long Island, and then we’ll tack over toward the Castigos and take a look.”
  “You mean looking with binoculars, or going ashore?”
  I laughed. “Neither. I’ve got my own air-ops department. An old Raven UAV.”  
  “You do? No shit! How did you manage that?”
  “I bought it from a guy in the States.”
  “A Raven?”
  “Come on, Nick, you were in the military, you know how it works. Those things crashed all the time. And they’re modular anyway; they just snap parts together to make a complete unit. So the UAV operators would scrounge up the supposedly broken or worn-out parts and rebuild new ones off the books. And sometimes they’d just lose Ravens on a flight. It wouldn’t respond, or it’d fly past its radio range or run out of battery juice, and it’d crash God knows where. Once higher got used to losing them that way, some UAV operators did it on purpose.”
  “Only they weren’t lost at all.”
  “Sure, why not? The military bought thousands of them. They were practically an expendable commodity, like beans or bullets. Rebuilt Ravens are available, if you know where to look. And there are civilian versions too, so it’s no problem having one on board a civilian boat. I bought it for a treasure-finding job. Nothing’s better when you’re searching for something in clear, shallow water than having an eye in the sky. We’ll launch it when we’re a few miles off the Castigos. We won’t even have to change course.”  
  I didn’t have to explain all this to Nick. Soldiers knew that you could not see or hear drones when they were at their working altitude, whether they were big Predators way up high or little ones like Ravens closer to the earth.
  “Nick, this operation is really going to happen. I want to know for sure that you’re ready for it. Ready for anything.” I looked straight into his eyes. “Anything.”
  “Hell yeah, I’m ready. I’ve just barely been treading water. This is the most alive I’ve felt in a couple of years. Know what I mean? It’s got my blood pumping again.”
  “I know what you mean. I’ve been sitting on my ass in Chicken Harbor for way too long.” This was the sailors’ derisive nickname for George Town and Elizabeth Harbour. It was the furthest point that many American sailors made it down island before deciding that the Big Blue Ocean beyond was just too challenging for them. “While you’re moving your boat and getting it ready, I have to go ashore and talk to a pilot, and then we’ll be getting under way.”
  “An airplane pilot?”
  “Yeah, an airplane pilot. He’s kind of a buddy, and he has a Cessna 180 he charters. I’ve flown with him before. He lives here, and I want him on standby, just in case.”
  “Does he charge for that? To be on standby?”
  “Hell yeah, he charges! He’s not that good a buddy.”
 


 ****
 


 We raised anchor and got Rebel Yell under way
soon after I returned from making my arrangements with the pilot. It cost me some of my dwindling Bahamian dollars for a taxi ride a couple of miles from George Town to the airport and back, but I had to make this trip in person because I needed to pay him up front. He didn’t have any charters, but to keep him in George Town for the rest of the week it cost me a half-ounce gold Maple Leaf, non-refundable but applicable toward any flying we might do.  
  Tuesday night we motor-sailed over the top of Long Island. The wind was just a bit south of east, too close to our bow to make good progress under sail alone, so we had to expend some diesel. Nick went into the watch rotation, and he was a good sailor. Sure feet beneath him, and quick hands on a line or a winch. He wasn’t as big as I was, but he was agile and had sharp eyes for keeping watch, and that’s what counted most of all.  
  This made me more confident about going ashore with him in the Castigos. In the military, you ordinarily trained with guys for weeks or months before you left the wire. But not always. Sometimes you were thrown together with troops you had never met or only barely knew. Sometimes they weren’t even Americans.  
 Then sure as hell you’d find yourself up to your ass in IEDs and RPGs, and you did the best you could with your pickup team. You relied on the training and experience you hoped they had to get you through the shit. Nick Galloway had been an Army Ranger tested in Afghanistan, and that was good enough for me. The Ranger tab and airborne wings tattooed on his shoulder above his dead buddies’ names were all the documentation I needed.
  I pulled the nine-to-twelve watch so that after midnight I could catch a little shut-eye on a steady and predictable leg of the trip. At midnight I was in the cockpit with Nick, doing the turnover. Everything would be situation normal, with Rebel Yell carrying on under autopilot for the next three hours. I slept all the way aft, so it took only a rap on the deck alongside the cockpit for a watch stander to get my attention.  
  It was a fine starry night, no moon. Just that upside-down black velvet bowl pricked by a billion stars. A few of the constellations were old friends, up for a seasonal visit. At sea, with no light pollution or particulate smog within hundreds of miles, the constellations weren’t just a few of their brightest stars prying their way down through the urban haze and murk. They were Rembrandts and Vermeers in their full glory. “The sky all hung with jewels,” in the words of an English master.
  Cockpit speakers were turned low, to not disturb the others who were sleeping below. An old CD from the box that I’d found on Rebel Yell was playing on repeat mode, its second or third time around. Cool, smooth jazz was my preferred night music. Sade sang, “Hang on to your love.”  
  It was warm enough to be on deck barefoot, in shorts and a T-shirt. Comfortable offshore sailing weather. Cori always melted against me in the cockpit on warm nights like that, during easy sailing. God knows you spent enough time in foul weather gear with icy salt spray coming over the foredeck. So it was a good night. Some moon would have been welcome. It was too dark to see the waves, but there was nothing out there that Rebel Yell couldn’t shoulder aside with ease. Sixty feet of steel with a long keel isn’t much for speed, but it gives you a Cadillac ride offshore.
  It was my first nighttime watch change with Nick, so after talking about the beauty of the sky and our phosphorescent wake, we went over a few issues related to his upcoming three hours on deck. We were sitting sprawled out on opposite seats in the cockpit, mostly looking past each other up at the sky. Rebel Yell’s cockpit had two parallel bench seats, each long enough to stretch out on if that’s what you wanted to do. The seats and seat backs had padded cushions that stay outside in nice weather, making the cockpit a comfortable lounging and generally hanging out place.  
  The pilothouse is in front. The big stainless steel steering wheel is between the benches, at the back of the cockpit. The compass binnacle is on top of the post where the wheel is attached, but instead of a magnetic compass, which is a problem on a steel boat, I had mounted a GPS there. It had a circular screen that was tilted back for easy viewing by the helmsman or other watch stander. You could make it look like a digital version of the old magnetic compass if you wanted, but I preferred the glowing arrow that pointed straight ahead when the boat was on course.
  The leather-covered wheel made slow quarter turns back and forth as if driven by a ghost. Actually, the ghost was the electric-hydraulic autopilot down below deck driving the rudder and, by extension, the wheel. A soft glow emanated from the GPS in front of the wheel and from the other instruments mounted on the back of the pilothouse. They provided enough illumination on dark nights so that you could accomplish small chores in the cockpit without resorting to flashlights.  
  Nick knew what to do. Check the radar and the big GPS chart screen in the pilothouse now and then. Keep an eye on our course, using the smaller GPS in front of the wheel. Be alert to shifts in wind direction. Keep an eye out for shipping traffic or approaching squalls. The routine stuff an offshore sailor like Nick already knew, but I did want to regularize a few protocols in order to avoid surprises.  
  I stood behind the wheel and took a last look around the horizon for the red or green lights of passing ships. There were none. I was just about to head below to get my rack time when Nick reached out and touched the ring of paracord encircling my right wrist. The illumination cast by the GPS shone on my hands while my fingers tapped the wheel in time to the music.  
  “What’s the deal with that?” He knew it obviously had some significance to me; otherwise, why would I wear it?
  “This thing? It’s a souvenir I picked up in the sandbox. It’s Marian’s bracelet.”  
 That’s how I thought of it, even though she’d never seen it. Marian’s bracelet. I wear it on my right hand opposite my watch, and have for a number of years. It’s made of tan paracord, also known as five-fifty cord for its breaking strength of 550 pounds. It took a few yards of paracord hand-woven in a tight pattern to create it. It was pretty cool, but still masculine and not at all ostentatious. Low profile against my skin, like the digital triathlon watch on the other wrist.  
  I didn’t wear a “hog’s tooth” as many former Marine scout-snipers did. This was a .308 bullet—just the bullet, not the entire cartridge—worn around the neck as a pendant. The paracord bracelet was enough of a military keepsake for me. To people who understood these things, it suggested that I’d been there, but without the implied braggadocio. It was old enough to be faded and a little worn at the edges.
  “Paracord is pretty damn strong. Don’t you worry about it getting snagged on deck? You might end up hanging by a halyard or getting dragged overboard.”
  “No, that can’t happen. It looks like a continuous weave, but there’s a spot where it’s connected by just some thread. It’ll break away if it ever gets yanked hard enough. I just sort of forget about it most of the time.”
  “So, who’s Mary Ann?”
  “Marian, one word. Marian Gemayel. A girl I knew in Baghdad for a little while.” I sat down again at the front of the cockpit, leaning back against the pilothouse, legs out along the bench, arms folded. One of my favorite cockpit spots. From there I could look aft and watch the glowing wake unspooling from our stern. On this tack I was on the low side of the cockpit, so it made a comfortable little nest, out of the wind.
  Nick was sitting on the other side of the wheel at the back of the cockpit, so the GPS’s light reflected off his teeth and eyes and I could see he was grinning. “So, was she as hot-looking as Cori?”  
  I laughed. “Almost nobody is as hot-looking as Cori, but yeah, she was attractive. Not as tall. Marian’s hair was a little wavier than Cori’s. Her eyes were super pretty. Great smile. But I never saw her in a swimsuit or anything like that, much less naked. I mean, we never went on dates; Baghdad was still a war zone then. You know how it was over there.”
  “I was only in Ass-crackistan.”
  “That counts too. Baghdad was better than Afghanistan, but it wasn’t exactly Miami Beach, either.”  
  “So, what happened to Marian?”
  I took a breath and said the words. “Oh, she’s dead.”
  “The war?”
  “Sort of. Yeah. The war.” The longest war ever.
  “Man, that’s messed up.”
  “Tell me about it, Nick. It was a real messed-up place.”
  “I heard that, bro. I sure heard that. So, she made the bracelet before she…?”
  “What? No. She didn’t. Marian didn’t make it. A girl in Afghanistan made it, but that was later. On my last tour.”
  “Damn, how were you managing to hook up in that shit-hole?”
  His remark made me smile. “I wasn’t ‘hooking up,’ trust me. The girl who made it lived in a women’s shelter in Khandahar. We sort of adopted the place while we were there, and kept an eye on it. The Taliban hated it. Hated the girls, for wanting to be free. They did weaving and stuff like that to support themselves. They made souvenirs from cast-off junk, or from stuff we gave them. Mostly we just wanted to help them out. I don’t even know the name of the girl who made it. Some Air Force zoomie loadmaster-type donated a big spool of coyote-brown paracord to the cause, and for a while they made them like this one.”
  “I guess you had to be there.”
  “Yep. You had to be there. A time and a place.”
  “Some of our guys made those paracord things. That’s why I asked.”
  “Some of our guys did too.”
  “So, why do you call it Marian’s bracelet if you got it in Afghanistan?”
 “Why? I guess because I don’t really have anything else to remember her by. I had some pictures of her on my camera, but it got ripped off before I could download them.”
  “That sucks,” he said.
  “Yeah. Small stuff like cameras and ipods got stolen all the time over there. ‘Gear adrift, looks like a gift.’ Sometimes the band of brothers was a band of thieves. So, no pictures of Marian.” At least, none that I wanted to remember. 

  “How did you meet her? I never met one single girl in Afghanistan. Well, you know, a girl over about ten or twelve. If we ever saw them, they were wearing those blue burqas with a face grill. You couldn’t tell if they were eighteen or eighty. When we went on patrols, it wasn’t a social opportunity. We were always in full battle rattle when we interacted with the local population—and that meant the men.”
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 “Well, this was in Baghdad, early on. It was pretty hopeful for a while, if you can believe it. Marian was a shopkeeper’s daughter. A Christian, obviously, with a name like that. Most of the time she didn’t wear a head scarf. They sold beer and wine at their shop. Always had, under Saddam at least. It was something Christians could do to make an honest dinar. Most of the customers were Muslims.”
  “I’ll bet that made her real popular with the mullahs.”
  “To say the least. But she was pretty feisty. Westernized, you might say. Not a pushover for anybody. She dealt with the public all the time. And she spoke pretty good English. She went to a private school and she had relatives in the States. Their store was in our area of operations, in South Baghdad. She liked to practice her English with us. They had a little place where a few of us could sit and have a soda and some cookies or other geedunk. We taught her a lot of jarhead slang, and she taught us how to curse in Arabic. For a while things were fairly slack there, and we could chill out a little. Maybe even ditch the body armor and wear soft covers. Sneak a cold Heineken. But you know how it was—things could change in a minute, and then the shit was flying again.”
  “So, what happened to her?”
  “A really nasty bunch of Shi’ite militia moved into her neighborhood and sort of requisitioned space for themselves. More of a street gang than a militia. Bad went to worst. Her neighborhood used to be mostly Christians. Chaldean Catholics who’d been there for two thousand years straight. Now they’re all gone. But this was at the beginning, after Baghdad fell and while the new lines were being drawn. We were still figuring the place out, and they were going at each other’s throats. Mostly it was Sunni versus Shi’ite, but the Christians got it from both sides. Marian couldn’t come out of her house at all. Her family’s store was only a block from her house. She was basically in hiding, but she still got grabbed and raped. I didn’t get the particulars, but I heard she wound up at this sister’s church basement, and I went there. I’d only seen her at her family’s store before then.”
  “Marian had a sister?”
  “No, a Catholic sister. A nun. Old, over seventy. Sister Katterina. Five-feet-nothing. She was from Germany but she could speak perfect Arabic. Perfect. And English. She went there for a tour of missionary duty during the Saddam days and ended up staying on. Then after we got there, they killed the priest and there were really no parishioners left—they were too afraid to be seen around the church—but Sister Katterina hung on. When I was there, the church was burned out and it looked abandoned, but it wasn’t. Not quite. It’s made of big stones about a thousand years old, so even the occasional RPG round didn’t really wreck it. Not completely. But there was Sister Katterina, hiding in the basement of another little building behind the main church. Like a little parish hall and offices. She was holding down the fort.”
  “Why?” asked Nick with a note of incredulity. “What’s the point, if they didn’t have church services?”
  “Sister Katterina’s basement was a hiding place for runaway girls who’d been through every sort of hell. Nick, you just wouldn’t believe it, what they do to girls over there.”
  “Hey, you don’t need to tell me. Shitcanistan is probably worse. A lot of the men get raped when they’re little boys, so they grow up thinking rape is a normal thing. Rape is sex and sex is rape. Love has nothing to do with it. That’s why they do that genital mutilation deal on the girls. Cut off their clits. They don’t want their women to have any pleasure. Hell, they probably like it better if their women suffer. Most of the men would rather do it with a boy anyway. Or a goat, I swear.”
  Improbably, this reminded me of a sandbox joke. “What do you call ten Afghan soldiers in a tent?”
  “An orgy. That’s an old one.”
  “Yeah, but it’s still true. Did you ever catch them at it?”
  “All the time,” said Nick. “Smoking hash and humping each other was just about all the Afghan soldiers were really good at. They sure didn’t want to chase the Taliban.”
  “Hey, it wasn’t just the Afghans. We even had a corpsman who was doing it with an Afghan Army colonel. They were having an affair, on and off base. Everybody knew it.”
  “What happened?”
  “Nothing,” I said. “It got swept under the rug. Gays could do just about anything then. The corpsman got transferred out. That was on my last tour.”
  “At least he was doing it by choice. Kids basically just get raped over there, and there’s not a thing they can do about it. Girls and boys. It’s disgusting how they treat each other.”
  “Yeah. And not just in Afghanistan. Iraq too. Marian was a virgin until she got raped. After that happened, she was hiding in the church basement. They had to sneak in and out under cover of darkness. Sister Katterina wore a nun’s habit with the old-fashioned head thing. She could switch it to like a full-face-veil burqa, so she could go undercover and move around with the Muslims. Just another tiny old woman in a black burqa, totally invisible. Perfect camouflage. I think she’s the bravest woman I ever met, going out to rescue those girls. They’re just petrified, they’re in shock, and she finds them where they’re hiding and shepherds them in. All based on tips she gets. A few good people around there knew she was a saint, a living saint.”
  “Sounds like Jews hiding in Nazi Germany.”
  “That’s almost exactly what it was. Sister Katterina was trying to sneak Marian out of Iraq on dummied-up papers. It helped that Marian could speak English, so she could try to pass as an Iraqi-American. They had a friend at the embassy, or something. Anyway, the plan fell apart. They were going to use a ‘borrowed’ passport from a cousin who was an American citizen, but it didn’t come through. But at least while she was staying with Sister Katterina, I got to see her a few times in the church basement.”
  “Now, that sounds like a hot date.”
  “You had to be there. Actually, it was sort of an honor. Hell, almost nobody even knew about the place. When I could sneak out and visit her it was all very proper, of course. Sister Katterina wanted her to improve her English for her escape, so I was sort of her unofficial tutor the few times I could get there. We practiced airport-type questions. Visas and going through Customs, her family back in America, all that stuff.
  “Marian was traumatized from being raped. Just holding her hands across a table was a major step. But it was still beautiful. We said we would escape together. We made up fairy tales about how my unit would sneak her out of the country in one of our flyaway containers. We’d take her to California, to Disneyland, to Hollywood. But it was all just…fairy tales.” Under cover of the night I wiped my eyes on the pulled-up collar of my T-shirt. When the memories came back they still hurt, even years later.  
  After a minute I said, “I mean, what could I do? I was just a fucking corporal, even if I did run my own STA team.”
  “What’s that?”
  “Surveillance and Target Acquisition. A sniper, a spotter and a few guys for security. Four teams in a STA platoon. I was the lowest-ranking team leader—usually it’s a sergeant’s billet. What I mean is, I had absolutely no say in what happened to people like her. There was nothing we could do for people like Marian and her family. They were just shit out of luck.” I stared beyond Virgo and its brightest star, Spica.  
 “We had a special bond, even if I only saw her maybe a dozen times over a couple of weeks at her family’s store, and then in the church basement. We just clicked. All we ever did was hold hands, but…it was very special. She was a very sweet girl, but she had a tremendous spirit. She dreamed about coming to America. Then our part of the city calmed down a little, and some of the Shi’ite militia sort of faded away. Some kind of local agreement between the shot-callers. Her family thought it was safe enough for her to come back to her own house. Big mistake.”
  “What happened?”
  “Two days after she went home she was kidnapped off the street, on the block between her house and the store. Shoved into a car by a couple of jihad-Joes with AKs. Real heroes. There were ransom demands by cell phone. Some ridiculous amount of money. Impossible for her family. But it wasn’t about the ransom, it was about her. A filthy wine-selling Christian whore, walking right on the sidewalk with decent Muslims. And she was way too friendly with the Ameriki infidels, so she was a traitor too.”  
  I clenched and unclenched my fists. “The fuckers called her parents, so they could hear her screaming while she was being raped and tortured. For two days. I didn’t know about it until later, or I would have gone totally snake-shit out of my mind.” My fists were balled so tightly my arms were shaking. I was freefalling back down into bad-memory-land again. No stopping now.
 


 ****
 


 Deep breath. “On the third day she was dumped in one of those open-sewer gutters. Dumped in the gutter, like garbage. Still alive, barely. Somehow, somebody got her to the church basement. Sister Katterina tried to get transport to a hospital, a taxi, anything, but she couldn’t. The word was out, I guess. Marian never had a chance. But it’s probably better that way. What they did to her…she could never have had any kind of life.”
  By then I was privately crying, so I was glad for the darkness to hide my tears. But once I started down that particular memory track, I had to finish. I owed it to her memory to bear true witness.  
  “Sister Katterina got word to me. Her church was near one of our patrol routes, and I had a black-market cell phone. The road patrol grunts were used to hitchhiking snipers. We’d drop off partway along their route and sneak into a hide, and they’d keep going. Sometimes the same guys picked us up on the way back, but not always. This gave us snipers a lot of leeway, especially in those early days when Baghdad was still almost a wide-open city. So I was able to get loose with just my spotter, who always had my back on everything.  
  “As soon as I could get down there, I went, but Marian was already dead. Sister Katterina had already covered her, wrapped her. She wouldn’t let me see her body. That’s where I said my last goodbye, in that church basement. She was in a white sheet. Her body was taken away by her family and given a secret Christian burial, so at least she got that.
  “A few days later, Sister Katterina sent word to me again. She wanted me to see something. She had to tell me, show me. She had a laptop computer. We sat at the little desk in her basement office. She had a bootleg electric wire to power the place. She had taken pictures of dozens of girls who had been brought to her. She wanted me to know. Dozens of girls. You just can’t imagine.”
  “No, I can imagine, Dan. They use rape as a weapon. When you can’t protect your women, when your daughters and sisters are raped and beaten and you can’t stop it and you can’t get justice, you just have to leave. Period. That’s pure jihad. It spreads the religion if you drive out your enemies, so Allah says it’s good.”
  “When Marian’s parents heard those phone calls while they were torturing her, the kidnappers were screaming, ‘Allahu-akbar!’ They weren’t ashamed of what they were doing. They were proud.”
  “Of course. Why would they be ashamed? It’s a holy act to terrorize the infidels into fleeing. Anyway, they’re just Christian whores, right? I mean, a girl over twelve showing her hair in public, she must be a whore! According to the jihad boys, girls like that have it coming. In Afghanistan it wasn’t just the local Taliban. A lot of the fighters didn’t speak any
Dari or Pashto; they had a ton of Arab volunteers who came for the jihad. Show me a jihadist, and I’ll show you a rapist more times than not. They even had a name for it: ‘a taste of paradise.’ Can you imagine? The most fucked-up people on the planet, I swear to God. Hell, most of those guys marry their own nieces. Like a twelve-year-old virgin wants to be wife number four to her fifty-year-old uncle, who has a gray beard down to here? Hello? And she can’t say no to anything, not ever. Not to getting married, and not to having sex anytime he wants it. And if she refuses, she’ll get beaten—with the mullahs’ blessing. What kind of religion is that?”
  “I know, Nick, like you said, it’s way fucked up. And some people still don’t understand why we’ve been fighting them for fourteen hundred years. The Christians and Jews were there first, and now the last of them are just about all gone. It took fourteen centuries for the Muslims to wipe them out or drive them out, and the bitter end of it happened on our watch. Right under our noses. I was there. I saw them do it.”
  “So, what does that mean?” asked Nick. “That they’re stronger than us?”
  “Hell no. It just means we’re weaker than we used to be. Not the grunts—we kicked their asses every time, we both know that. But as a society, we just don’t have the will to fight to win. Not anymore. Not like, say, on Iwo Jima.”
  “Hey, don’t forget Hiroshima. Harry Truman sure ended World War Two in a hurry.”
  “A big hurry,” I agreed. “That kind of will—the will to fight total war. Pillbox by pillbox with flamethrowers, if that’s what it takes.”
  “I didn’t see any pillboxes in Afghanistan. And Iwo Jima was a long time ago.”
  “Yeah, and Americans got weaker,” I said. “Softer. More PC. They’re still as ruthless as ever, and we’re not.”
  “The mujahideen know what they’re fighting for: seven-ty-two virgins in heaven forever. I mean, that’s a pretty cool death bonus, if you believe in it.”  
  “I guess it is, but what the hell were we fighting for?”
  “Let me get back to you on that,” said Nick. “So, what happened to Marian? You said the nun showed you pictures.”
  “Oh yeah. The pictures...” Time to sink all the way down into my darkest memory pit. “Well, Sister Katterina had hundreds and hundreds of pictures on her laptop. Dozens of women and girls. Some only eight or nine years old. Marian’s photos were just the newest batch. I didn’t want to look, but I had to. I owed it to her. I couldn’t just let her be flushed out of the world without even that. Katterina was brave enough to take them, so I had to look.”  
  I shook my head. Those evil images were back, sharp as ever. I went through the list on automatic, like a robot. “They cut off her hair, of course. Burned her all over with cigarettes. Blinded her. Cut off her nose. Her ears. They even cut off her… Oh God, it was beyond evil, what they did to her.” I was sure that Nick could tell that I was weeping by then, even in the dark. I had been a sniper and I’d seen a lot of gruesome things, but nothing like that for sheer cruelty.
  “I’m sorry, man,” he said gently. “Really sorry. What a tragic life that poor girl had.”
  “Tragic’s not the word. There’s no word for that kind of evil.” I hoped my short time with Marian counted for something on the happy side of her ledger. The time that we held hands across the table and dreamt fairy tales of California.
  “One thing I don’t understand. Why did Sister Katterina even take horrible pictures like that?”
  “Why? Because nobody would believe her. She told me she approached some foreign reporters about it, on the sly. Told them about the girls. The mullahs told the reporters she made it all up to slander the mujahideen. A seventy-year-old nun! So she took pictures to have the proof, but even then it didn’t matter. Nobody would ever show them. Nobody. Too gory. Too…disturbing. The reporters ignored her, and ignored her pictures. Her story didn’t match the story they wanted to tell. The pictures were too horrible to show, but without the pictures it’s just an unbelievable story.”
  “Catch-22.”
  “Catch-22 from every angle. Nobody wanted to think about it, the obliteration of the Christians over there. We were too busy building the new Iraq. If the Sunnis and Shi’ites wanted to wipe out the Christians neighborhood by neighborhood, well, so be it. Too bad for them. But Sister Katterina was keeping a record. Proof. Maybe someday, somewhere, historians will give a shit what happened. What still happens. But I doubt it. Nobody gives a damn.”
  We were both silent for a while, listening to the music.
  Nick said, “So, did you ever find out who did it to her? Did anything happen to those guys?”
  “Legally? No. A woman needs four male witnesses to her own rape, otherwise she gets charged with adultery and can be stoned to death. So not too many men get charged with rape—it just doesn’t pay to make the accusation. It’s basically a free crime over there. And killing a wine-selling Christian whore? Hell, they’d get a goddamn medal
of jihad for that. But don’t worry: I got some payback.”
  “Payback’s a bitch, huh?”
  “It was for those guys.” I didn’t mention the particulars to my new crewman, but to be accurate it was six times righteous. Unofficially. There were a few side benefits to being a Marine Corps scout-sniper team leader. I had a certain degree of latitude in selecting my particular areas of operation. I eradicated most of the gang who tortured and butchered her—and long may they roast in hell, since my brand of punishment was much too lenient given what they had done to her.  
  The memories of my individual acts of revenge softened the edges of Marian’s post-mortem photographs in my mind. I finagled the team assignment schedule, inventing reasons to be in her old ’hood. Did a little sly detective work based on our existing enemy insurgent intel. Copied pictures, memorized faces. All line-of-duty scout-sniper stuff. Got some info from Sister Katterina, and from Marian’s father. Made the rape gang militia my sideline hobby over the next three months. Treated six of them to Sierra Match King therapy.  
 My spotter always saw the same imaginary weapons in their hands that I saw. Or lamented the miss that didn’t actually miss. He knew what I was doing and agreed with it, and I trusted him with my life. Anyway, I got all of the ones who were still in my hunting range before we rotated out. At least those six human monsters would rape and torture no more. Those were six for me, and not for the Corps. My first ever that way, but not my last.
  I often wondered if that was why Sister Katterina had invited me back to see the pictures she’d taken of all of the female victims. Yes, she wanted me to bear witness to what happened to Marian, to all of the long-suffering girls, both Christian and Muslim. Sister Katterina turned away no terrified and brutalized girl or woman in need, the saint that she was. But I wondered if she hoped, in some secret part of her soul, that I’d do what I did. She knew I was a Marine scout-sniper. I never gave Sister Katterina an after-action report, but I’ll bet she knew. She had her own sources.
  Marian was nineteen when I’d known her, not much younger than I was at the time. Cori Vargas could have been born in Iraq and Marian in Venezuela, but it hadn’t happened that way. Or they both could have been born in San Diego or Miami. Life is just so damned unfair. But at least, because of Marian, I’d known one of God’s real angels for a brief time. And I got to meet a genuine saint, the blessed Katterina. If she wasn’t a saint, the word has no meaning.  
  Sade was singing about a smooth operator she’d known. Rebel Yell continued driving along her path, her luminescent wake churning along behind. After a minute or two of silence between us Nick said, “You know, you make a lot more sense to me now.”
  “What do you mean?”
  “This whole finding-Cori-Vargas thing. You’re rescuing Marian.”
  “What?” I was taken aback.
  “Oh, I think you know exactly what I mean.”
  “Bite me, Doctor Freud. I’m turning in. Good night. Bang on the deck if you need me.” I went through the pilothouse, took one more look at the radar and the chart-plotter GPS, dropped down the ladder, and made aft for my bunk. As I lay in my rack, I admitted to myself that there was some truth in what he said. I don’t like seeing women abused or beaten, and certainly not raped. Not when it happened in the sandbox wars, and not when it’s done by the likes of Richard Prechter and Jolly Boy Trevor. Men who treat women like that are human cockroaches, and I’ll step on every last one of them that I find.
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 At the 0300 change of watch Tran took over from Nick. I came up for the turnover, because Tran’s English is limited and hard for a new guy to understand. Overnight we passed between Conception Island and Rum Cay, and kept sailing a course of seventy degrees until we could see the lights of San Salvador. At 0600 when Victor came on deck to relieve Tran, I was up again. We tacked over and headed southeast on a course that would take us along a line just to the west of the Castigos. Other than when making major sail changes in ugly weather, Rebel Yell was easy to handle. The heavy steel hull took the widely spaced six-foot rollers in stride, and with its long keel, it held course as if on railroad tracks. Once out of harbor, we almost never steered by hand, giving that job to our autopilot.
  The wind had backed from southeast to northeast, so after tacking over to our new course we were able to shut down the diesel, making seven knots of speed under all four sails. We switched off our radar, not wishing to announce our presence to the world beyond our sight.  
  After breakfast and coffee, when we were more than thirty miles from land in any direction, we broke out our weapons for some test firing and practice. If we had a clear horizon, we could shoot anytime we felt like it. The always-available 360-degree weapons range was one of the fringe benefits of ocean sailing. Your bullets and the sounds of your gunfire could not travel as far as your eyes could see.  
  Shooting always put me into a festive mood, so I found an old Billy Idol CD, pushed it into the disc player in the pilothouse, and cranked the cockpit speakers up to ten. Nothing got me as amped up as hearing the old British rocker sing “Rebel Yell,” and I wanted that motivation to infect Nick as well.
  And, of course, I wanted to see if he was as good with weapons as he said he was. With no explanation, I handed him my AK-47 and a full magazine of thirty rounds. The rifle was black, with brown wood furniture. The other weapons were legal in the Bahamas and many countries, but not the Kalashnikov, which was kept craftily hidden and never declared to customs. Nick didn’t know the AK existed until Tran handed it to me and I handed it to him.
  We stood in the back of the cockpit, braced against the aft pulpit rails, and put in foam earplugs. The boat was heeled about fifteen degrees to starboard since we were sailing on port tack, meaning the wind was coming from the left side. The blasting rock music and the boat’s rolling and heaving motion provided noise and distraction, which were intended: when you’re shooting for real, there are always plenty of distractions. I was never in a firefight that resembled a straight-lane rifle range, with calm commands of “ready on the right, ready on the left.” Shit is happening in a gunfight, and that’s the only time your marksmanship really counts. 
  Nick smoothly loaded and cocked the AK, showing more than adequate familiarity with its operation. “Great gun,” he shouted over the rock music. “Not super accurate, but you always know it’ll go bang. What’s the sight, an M-68?”
  “Close. It’s an Aimpoint, but a newer model.” He had referred to the rifle’s red-dot sight, mounted on top just forward of the receiver. The M-68 was the version issued to the military. My black Aimpoint sight was about half as long as a toilet-paper tube. It corrected a major deficiency of the Kalashnikovs: their crappy iron sights. 
 With the Aimpoint, instead of lining up conventional open sights, or seeing a crosshair inside the tube, you just saw a bright red dot. You put the dot on what you wanted to shoot, and that’s where the bullet flew, within the limits of the cartridge you were firing. For the Russian .30 caliber, that was about four hundred yards. But within its range, the red-dot sight made the Kalashnikov much deadlier. And not only was the optical sight totally waterproof and practically indestructible, its battery would last for years even if it was left on. The U.S. military had bought over a million of them.
  He turned the rifle onto its side and examined the safety lever. “No full-auto?”  
  “Nope,” I answered. “Semi-auto only.” Not that it mattered much. Both versions were illegal in the States now.
  “You have a laser too. Cool.” He pointed to the infrared laser aiming device attached to a rail on the right side of the barrel, just forward of the wood forestock. The thing was about as big as a pack of cigarettes. These military lasers were just as illegal for civilians to own as the semi-automatic Kalashnikov rifle, and just as available if you knew where to look. Nick said, “Infrared, right?”
  “Yeah, but it has a visible green laser too. That way you can check your battle zero in the daytime.” 
  “Cool. The ones we had were twice as big, and they only had infrared.”
 “That was the old PEQ-2,” I said. “This is a 15.”
  “Then you must have a NOD, right?” He meant a night observation device. The invisible infrared aiming laser was useless without night vision to allow you to see the bright green dot at the end of its beam.
  “I have a PVS-14.” That was a monocular night observation device. With the NOD on my left eye and the IR laser on my rifle, I had a combination that was pure death out to a few hundred yards. The laser was used sparingly, only right before firing, because an enemy with night vision could also see it. But against an enemy without night vision, it was like troops with belt-fed machine guns versus spear-wielding natives in a bygone era. In the military this happy state of affairs was called overmatch.  
  Nick was grinning. “Shit hot, man. Pretty high-speed gear for a mere civilian puke.”
  I looked straight at him. “Fighting fair is for suckers.”
  He looked back at me and put up a fist. “Dead suckers.”
  “Damn straight.” I gave him his fist-bump over the rifle, rapping our knuckles together. “So, did you get to shoot AKs much in the Rangers?”
  “Not really. Just a few times at the range. We always used our M-4s and M-16s for the real deal. Or SAWs, or whatever you were assigned. When we recovered AK’s, we had to turn them in or destroy them. We did get some familiarization fire, in case we ever had to fight with battlefield pickups. But I never did. Shoot them for real, I mean.”
  “Well, Nick, I guess there’s a first time for everything.”
  He laughed and asked if he could take a few potshots at nothing, and I said to be my guest. He shouldered the ugly rifle, adjusted the brightness of the dot inside the Aimpoint, then picked a distant swell and fired a few rapid shots. The rifle blammed and the bullets made violent splash eruptions a half second later. “Nice,” he said. “Not exactly a sniper rifle, but I like how it feels.”
  We had a jumbo bag of cheap birthday balloons for target practice on the ocean. Tran blew them up one at a time and let them go. After a few yards floating in the air, the colorful balls hit the water and stuck, then slid away from us at seven knots as Rebel Yell sailed onward. Nick stood with his hip braced against the corner pulpit, sighted on the first pink balloon, and fired when it was about thirty yards behind us. He missed with his first shot, but we could see that his splash was just a few inches off and he popped it with his second, churning up a gout of water as the pink ball disappeared.
  He quickly got the hang of long-range rapid fire with the AK, using his splashes to adjust his aim, and then he was making plenty of first-shot balloon hits at well past a hundred yards. This was great combat accuracy against six-inch tar-gets on moving swells, firing an AK from a rolling sailboat. We continued shooting balloons until we had emptied a few magazines, and then we switched to my Remington twelve-gauge pump shotgun, then my Glock nine-millimeter, and finally Nick’s stainless steel .357 revolver.
  Tran and Victor also got in some practice. Although they weren’t going on the mission with us that night, they still needed trigger time. We never knew where or when bad guys might jump us, and we had to stay ready for them. I might be sleeping in my aft cabin some night when we were attacked. I wanted crew who could protect me, just as they depended on me to protect them.  
 Victor was somewhat casual about weapons practice, but Tran Hung was happy anytime he shot the AK-47. He crouched low on Rebel’s shifting stern, grinning as he fired, no doubt remembering his youth. His right leg was almost an inch shorter than his left, where long ago a bullet had removed part of his femur. This slight handicap didn’t matter much on a sailboat, since the decks were rarely level anyway, but it gave him an odd gait ashore.
  We didn’t shoot my Savage bolt-action rifle, but I did show it to Nick and let him handle and dry-fire it. The Savage cost less than half the price of the famous “name brand” hunting and tactical rifles, yet it shot groups that were just as tight, about half an inch at a hundred yards with match-grade ammunition. I didn’t have enough .308 ammo to waste any shooting at the wide ocean, and there was no training benefit in firing it from the moving platform of a sailboat. The bolt gun with its ten-power scope was for firing from the prone position on dry land, using its bipod for a steady rest—conditions not obtainable on a boat in six-foot swells.  
  Given a steady firing position, my Savage .308 was an honest thousand-yard gun on a good day. That was pretty much the outer limit of the caliber for delivering accurate fire against man-size targets. I would have preferred also to have rifles chambered in .300 WinMag, .338 Lapua, or even .50 caliber. These were some of the more powerful rifle calibers I’d shot in the past, but that was back when Uncle Sam was buying my ammo. They could reach out much farther and hit harder than my humble .308, without question. But a .308 Savage was what I had. And on an island that was only a half mile in length, I thought it would be enough to give us a monopoly on long-range precision firepower. Overmatch from overwatch was always my goal. Dominate the battle space and deal death. Fighting fair is for dead suckers.
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 In the afternoon, the GPS chart plotter in the pilothouse let us know we were nearing the Castigos, and I prepared the Raven UAV. It had a five-foot wingspan and an electric motor. The mini-drone broke down into its major components, and they fit into the Raven’s own hard plastic case. Nick was visibly pleased when he saw the wings and fuselage emerge from the case. Our technical assets seemed to give him increasing confidence. I told him that I’d thought he was psychic the night before when he’d called Rebel Yell an aircraft carrier.  
  The Raven was painted flat off-white, with its battery and camera housed inside what looked like a flattened football. The one-piece wing unit was attached to the top of the “football.” A backward-facing pusher propeller extended rearward from the electric motor, which was located just beneath the middle of the uni-wing. This rear position protected the prop and motor during hard landings on the Raven’s blunt nose. A long, skinny fuselage stalk extended from the bottom of the “football,” and at its end was a conventional-looking tail assembly, with a rudder and elevators.  
  Actual military Ravens came equipped with infrared night cameras, as well as a color day camera. The IR technology wasn’t available on the black-market Raven I had bought (at least not at a price I could pay), but I didn’t need it for my purposes. Without the weight of the IR camera, my Raven was able to climb to over 2,000 feet above ground level. It could fly as fast as sixty miles per hour, and was controllable at a range of ten miles from the ground control unit. On the negative side, my battery packs were not holding a full charge anymore, and the Raven would have no more than forty minutes of flying time.  
  We lowered the foresail, the big white Dacron sail that runs up the back of the foremast. This sail had full-length fiberglass battens running horizontally from the mast track back to the trailing edge of the sail, so when it came down it didn’t whip or flog but was easily gathered and lashed to the boom. This cleared the area between the masts for launching the drone, and slowed our speed from seven to five and a half knots. We were still well balanced, with the big mainsail over the pilothouse and cockpit, and the two overlapping jibs extending from the foremast out to the bowsprit.  
  Even with the inflatable boat stowed between the masts, there was still a five-foot-wide space on the side deck for launching the UAV. With about twenty knots of wind coming across the port bow, it was easy to launch the Raven. I just held the plane’s fuselage over my head and into the wind while Victor started the electric motor with the remote control ground unit. When the engine was humming and the propeller was a blur, I heaved the UAV out like a quarterback throwing a football.  
  Victor was better than I was at manually flying the Raven by the remote controls, and he really enjoyed it, so that was his job. He established flight control immediately, steadied it out, and began its ascent under visual direction. The R/C ground unit had a small screen showing the incoming video, a keypad, and a toggle stick for flying the bird visually. When we launched the Raven, the Castigo Cays were five miles away to our southeast, no more than an eyelash on the horizon. Once the plane had gained a few hundred feet of altitude, Victor switched over to automatic control and sent the Raven climbing to its predetermined GPS coordinates above the cays. He then handed the R/C ground unit over to me.
  On this tack Rebel Yell was heeled over to starboard, so I sat on the higher port-side deck, with my back leaning against the inflatable’s side tube like a comfy sofa and the ground unit on my lap. The Raven climbed through a thousand feet and headed toward Castigo Cay, showing just blue ocean beneath it on the screen. The course heading, altitude and other flight data were superimposed over the top of the video image in white letters and numbers. Victor sat next to me on my right and Nick was on my left, both of them also watching the small screen.  
  The Raven was at two thousand feet by the time the western sandbar island appeared on the screen. I’d memorized the details of the Castigos from Nick’s chart and soon recognized the comma-shaped main island. From the initial run-in heading, it looked like a tadpole swimming north, toward the screen’s left. The sun was behind us to the west, so the shallow water around the island appeared transparent, with no reflected glint or dazzle. From seven football fields straight up, every detail down to individual palm trees and shrubs was visible. In the water, every reef and coral head was revealed, as were several old shipwrecks. Above water, the hulk of a small ship or fishing trawler was resting just off the rocky island north of Castigo Cay. It had plowed head-on into the land, and was stuck there until eternity converted it into a rusty stain on the coral.
  But I didn’t care about the wrecks. I cared only about the motor yacht anchored in the small harbor that until recently had been a landlocked salt pond. Topaz was there—Nick hadn’t been telling tall tales. When the megayacht became visible, he nudged me and said, “What did I tell you!” The 120-foot vessel was easily identifiable. The big white inflatable was pulled up on the beach on the east side of the basin. Topaz’s lower transom was open above the full-width swim platform like a garage door. This was where modern megayachts usually stored their big tenders, so they could conveniently be launched and recovered by rolling them out and winching them back in. This was also where their jet skis and other water toys were normally kept.  
  Above the dinghy garage in the middle of the aft deck was a circular jacuzzi, a detail that had escaped my notice until seeing Topaz from directly above. It was full of water, glittering in the sun like a diamond on the tan deck. I wondered if Cori had taken a dip in it yet, and if so, with whom. I knew from several memorable experiences that almost nothing was guaranteed to put Cori in the mood for love like a warm soak in a bubbling hot tub, and my jealous anger took flight. If the Raven had had a missile to drop, I would have used that leering “O” for my aiming point.
  Forward and above the aft deck was the superstructure, with a super deck half the length of the hull. The forward end of the super deck consisted of rakishly slanted and darkly tinted pilothouse windows. I’d been on a few megayachts, and inside those tinted windows their bridges were as modern as those on the Navy’s newest destroyers. Above the super deck was a rearward slanting arch, with satellite communication domes and other antennas taking up every foot of space. Above them all, a radar was turning in endless circles.
  Hawser lines extended out from the bow and the stern to the land. No pier or dock had been built, at least not yet. Topaz was the biggest vessel that would ever be able to use the little custom-made harbor. There was just enough room in the basin for the vessel to turn around, working both engines and the bow thruster and using the lines ashore. 
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 As far as modern megayachts went, Topaz was not extraordinary. Maybe twenty years ago anything over 100 feet was considered mega, but 50 meters, or 165 feet, was coming to be considered the new bar. Some were over 300 feet long, but these “hyperyachts” were extremely limited in the number of desirable ports and anchorages they could use. Worldwide, there were over seven thousand private yachts greater than a hundred feet in length, and Richard Prechter could no doubt afford a bigger one. But anything larger than Topaz wouldn’t be able to enter the basin we were studying. At 120 feet, she was sized just right: big and fast enough to race over the open ocean from Florida in almost any weather, but small enough to enter his own private harbor, four hundred miles away on Castigo Cay.
  Using Topaz as a reference, I estimated that the original shallow salt pond had been nearly three hundred feet in diameter, like a big eyeball in the head of the tadpole-shaped island. The northern half of the pond had been dredged to eight or ten feet, judging by the color. Most of it was still very shallow. In the Bahamas, the crystal-clear water acted as a light filter, darkening with greater depth. A foot or two of water over sand appeared from above as pure white. The water then ran the blue-green spectrum from lime to turquoise to azure to sapphire to indigo as it grew deeper.  
  The unusual paint scheme of Topaz now made perfect sense. Instead of the typical blinding white hull and deck of most megayachts, her hull and superstructure were pale turquoise, her teak decks the color of light sandalwood. Back in George Town, I had thought that the paint scheme was somewhat unusual, while still pleasant to the eye. Now I could see that it was more than a matter of aesthetics. Topaz was subtly camouflaged to blend in with the shallow Bahamian waters when observed from the very high altitude of passenger jets and military aircraft. The camouflage was not effective, though, at hiding it from the Raven’s eye just two thousand feet above.
  A new channel about a hundred feet in length and fifty wide had been blasted through the northwest shoreline of Castigo Cay, to connect the landlocked salt pond to the shallow lagoon separating the four cays. North of Castigo Cay was a rocky cliff-edged island a quarter the size of the main island. Deep water led in a winding path from the new yacht basin north around the top of Castigo Cay, and then east into the open Atlantic. This deep-water passage was twisting and constricted, but usable by a vessel the size of Topaz if it had twin screws or water jets, and a bow thruster to assist in maneuvering. In places, the channel leading from the basin appeared natural, with the sides changing depth gradually, according to the water’s color. In other places, the deep blue was straight, symmetrical, and steep-sided, evidence of recent dredging or blasting.  
  Observing from the Atlantic, a mariner would see only a wild coast of cliffs, bluffs, rocks, and small sandy beaches, all pounded by surf and guarded by offshore reefs and pinnacle rocks. If they were not enough of a deterrent, the shipwrecked coastal freighter would serve as a final warning. In a thousand years, no sailor would suppose that a safe deepwater channel led from the Atlantic around the top of Castigo Cay and into a protected harbor. From the ocean, the narrow cut would appear to be only a cleft in an unbroken rocky cliff. No mariner would ever risk getting close enough to that fatal shore to see the opening and wonder if it led to a safe harbor.
  Southeast of the yacht basin was a scattering of trucks and trailers, a backhoe digger, a few shipping containers, piles and pallets of construction material, and what looked like a gray mobile home. Of particular interest to me was a pair of tanker trailers, small ones like those we had towed behind military vehicles all over Iraq and Afghanistan. One was probably diesel fuel for the equipment and the generators, and the other probably contained potable water. I recognized a circular patch of blowing scrub: camouflage netting. Evidently a construction project was ongoing at Castigo Cay, and some of it was meant to be hidden from aerial surveillance.
  The normal practice was to use military-surplus landing craft to bring in building supplies and workers. This was standard operating procedure in the Bahamas, where the owners of flat-bottomed landing craft did a brisk business catering to the construction whims of millionaires. There was no other way to deliver a first-world level of luxury to an uninhabited island hundreds of miles from Florida. Four hundred miles from the nearest Home Depot, it was slow and cumbersome, but effective in the end.
  All of this imagery was being recorded on the UAV’s ground control unit, and I could study it in detail later after loading it onto my laptop, with its larger screen. I was searching for only one thing, one person: Cori Vargas. But nobody was visible on the yacht.  
  The little Raven UAV did not have the ability to pan, tilt or zoom its camera. I could see only what was captured directly below it within a thousand-foot circle, which grew or shrank with the camera’s altitude. The picture jiggled as the Raven was buffeted by the gusty winds up at two grand. It was initially flying on a preprogrammed orbit around the cays, so I let it run its course and studied the rest of the islands.  
  The bluff on Castigo Cay ran along the east side facing the open ocean, and halfway down the island’s length. On the Atlantic side, lines of white breakers marched in to crash against the cliffs and small beaches. Offshore reefs took away some of their punch. The long hill flattened out toward the tail of the tadpole, again in accordance with the chart. To the south across a narrow and shallow inlet was a separate island half the size of Castigo Cay, but it was flat, low and covered with thick forest. On Nick’s chart mangroves had been indicated, so this also fit with what we expected.
  The Raven continued its clockwise circuit around the cays, next flying northward above the sand bar island that protected the western side of the Castigos. Ocean currents offshore on the western side of the long sandy key left a corduroy ripple pattern in the underwater sand. Pale turquoise water filled the area between the four cays, along with a sprinkling of black coral heads, brown reefs and deeper blue pools and pockets.  
  I studied the area around the vehicles and construction equipment, and noticed four people trudging toward the long hill against the Atlantic. I examined them carefully, wishing that I could zoom in the camera’s lens, but soon satisfied myself that they were all men. They were too tiny when seen from two thousand feet up to notice particular details other than shape and the color of their clothing, but I could tell they were male, not female.
  I redirected the Raven with typed commands, putting it into a new, tighter orbit over the northern end of Castigo Cay, with the yacht basin as the pivot. The group of four men appeared doubled in size by their shadows on the white sand. Soon they were standing along the top of the bluff, east of the basin. I imagined that they were discussing some upcoming construction project; what else would men be talking about on a barren island near idle construction equipment?  
 They walked partway downhill toward the Atlantic and then, one at a time, disappeared from view. The Raven was to their west when they disappeared, and when it next orbited around to the east there was no building or structure or cave visible, only a line of deep shadow across the ocean side of the bluff. That was a puzzle I could solve later, when reviewing the flight video after transferring it to my laptop.
 


 ****
 


 I looked again at the megayacht, which still appeared deserted. Then I saw movement on the aft deck, a lemon-colored dot. It hit me like an electric shock—Cori often wore a floppy yellow hat, a wide-brimmed sun hat that could be rolled up for easy packing. It couldn’t be a coincidence. She had gone aboard Topaz the day before, and now someone aboard was wearing a big yellow hat. I felt a jolt of recognition, combined with joy at seeing her alive, some fear for her safety, and more than a little jealousy.  
  Despite my worst fears, Cori wasn’t chained up in a brig or being whipped with a cat-o’-nine-tails. Far from it. She was walking about, free and easy, on a millionaire’s yacht. Well, good for her. I supposed that Richard Prechter had made a side trip to check the status of the projects he was overseeing on “his” island, prior to returning to Miami. He was probably one of the men on the other side of the bluff.
  There didn’t appear to be anything problematic happening on Castigo Cay, except for some questionable dredging and construction in a marine wildlife sanctuary. But so what? If Richard Prechter had government permission to do it, what business was it of mine? I typed a new command and directed the Raven to descend to only 1,400 feet. This was a little riskier. The drone could be seen, under certain circumstances, but I wanted a better look at the person I believed to be Cori. As the UAV descended in a slow corkscrew spiral, the view of Topaz slowly rotated, showing her from different sides. Cori was wearing her red bikini, the same one she’d worn while I scraped barnacles the day before. This time she was wearing the bikini’s high-cut bottom, without the pareo knotted around her hips. She was standing near the end of the aft deck, facing east toward the bluffs. I idly wondered if she was going to take a dip in the jacuzzi while the other crewmembers were ashore.  
 Or perhaps Cori and Prechter were alone on the yacht, and he would shortly be joining her in the hot tub while I watched them from above like a high-flying voyeur. Maybe he had sent his men ashore on some menial task so that he and Cori could have some quality private time together. I hoped not, and my jealous anger spiked again. I tried to reconcile the placid scene unfolding below me with Nick’s story of seeing a girl running along the top of the bluff waving her dress over her head. I wondered what Victor and Nick were thinking as they leaned in to stare at the screen on my lap. I was sure that Victor recognized the yellow dot that was Cori’s sun hat, but he said nothing. 
  Then two other men appeared from beneath the overhanging roof at the forward end of the aft deck. The men split apart and approached Cori from both sides. She backed away and was soon in a corner against the fantail’s railing. One man lunged for her and she slid away, but by then the other one was behind her. He seized her around her waist and lifted her up, thrashing and kicking. In the melee, her yellow hat flew away and landed in the water behind the boat.  
 The second man worked in close, avoiding her kicks, and suddenly grabbed her legs around the knees, clamping them together. Then she was lifted up and carried forward along Topaz’s aft deck until she disappeared inside, beneath the super deck. The images on the screen were miniscule and I couldn’t see her face, but after living with her for six months, her probable facial expressions were clear in my mind. In my imagination, I could even hear her screams of fear and outrage. Cori had just been assaulted, grabbed, tackled, and bodily dragged away by two men! My emotions switched from jealousy to complete fury in seconds.
  Cori must not have had permission to wander around the exterior decks by herself. Perhaps this strict policy was the result of an escape attempt by the girl that Nick had seen two weeks earlier? Perhaps Nick’s girl slipped over the side and swam the short distance to shore before making a run for it? Perhaps Cori had been locked in a room inside the yacht but had managed to escape temporarily. Or perhaps she had simply violated a warning not to go outside on deck. I had no way to know exactly why what happened had happened, but I had seen her forcibly dragged back inside the yacht by two men. Of that I had no doubt.
  The Raven had twelve minutes more battery time, but I saw no reason to continue the surveillance. I had confirmed that Cori was aboard Topaz and under physical duress. That was all I needed to know. I punched in the return-to-base command and redirected the drone to fly to our new position, now west of the Castigos. Tran and Victor hauled the recovery net up between the two masts, above the inflatable and the foresail boom.  
 Once the inbound UAV was in visual range, I handed Victor the ground unit and he took over manual flight control. He flew the drone downwind of us to our starboard side, executed a racetrack turn while dropping its altitude, and brought it straight in to us. The Raven flew thirty feet above our heads between the two masts like a field goal splitting the uprights. It became entangled in the loose netting, the propeller and the motor stopped, and we lowered it to the deck.
  I had seen Cori aboard Topaz, under physical coercion by two male crewmembers. I had seen four other men ashore. The temptation was strong to turn Rebel Yell toward the Castigos, launch my Avon, and go in with guns blazing.  
  But I didn’t. The geography of the Castigos would not permit a daylight attack without our being seen. It wouldn’t work, I thought, so I stuck to my evolving plan. We kept on course and sailed past the cays, just another sailboat on an inter-island trip.  
 In the pilothouse, my passive Collision Avoidance Radar Detector system was chirping away, so I knew that their surface search radar was turning and burning. As long as our radar blip was progressing on a straight line between San Salvador and Mayaguana Island, now sixty miles to our southeast, any Topaz crewmember keeping radar watch would not pay us any heed.  
 We sailed onward, and when we were miles over the horizon from Castigo Cay and beyond their radar range, we turned slightly to starboard. This course adjustment took us toward our assault anchorage twenty miles past the Castigos, on the northeast corner of Acklins Island. My crew, plus Nick Galloway, sat in the pilothouse and studied the video after transferring it to my laptop. With each viewing we noticed more details, and we gradually formulated a flexible mission plan with several contingency options.
  I wanted to go in after dark, with the element of surprise. Nick and I would go in tactically, heavily armed and on my terms, while Prechter and the Topaz crewmen were sleeping. It would be stupid to go blundering in half-cocked in broad daylight. We would return at night.  
 We made visual landfall of the northeast corner of Acklins Island just after five p.m. When we were about a mile out, we cranked up the diesel, headed into the wind, and doused all four sails. I’d visited Atwood Harbour before, and I had already loaded my old waypoints into Rebel Yell’s GPS chart plotter. This allowed me to find the pass in the outer reef, with waves breaking over submerged coral only twenty yards off each side of our bow.  
  I steered by hand back in the cockpit, while Tran stood on the bow reading the water depths by eye and watching for coral heads. I made small steering adjustments based on his arm signals. Once past the reef, we motored into calm water and set the hook in twelve feet of clear water over sand.  
  Atwood Harbour had room for a dozen or more boats inside the sweep of its curving beach, but Rebel Yell had it to all to herself. No Bahamians lived in this isolated corner of Acklins Island. We were alone. The anchorage had storm protection from every direction except the northwest, but “Northers” were a wintertime phenomenon. In the prevailing summer trades from the southeast, Atwood Harbour was as calm as a pond. Normally this would be a time for relaxing after a good overnight offshore sail, but not tonight. Tonight we were going operational. Tran had already prepared a fish and rice stew, and we ate in the cockpit and the pilothouse, with bowls on our laps.
  After dinner we watched the UAV video several more times on my laptop and laid our paper charts out on the pilothouse table. Victor hand-copied a larger chart of the Castigos, updating it with what we had seen from overhead.  
  As a former Army Ranger, Nick Galloway was accustomed to using surveillance video taken from drones in mission planning. Maps, charts, aerial imagery, radios and rifles: I could see that he was comfortable in this world. So far, I had no reason to regret inviting him aboard for the operation.
  The seas between the Castigos and Acklins Island had not been bad, just long swells and almost no whitecaps. The radio forecast called for the easy summer trade winds to continue for a few more days at least. I decided to take my sixteen-foot Avon directly from Atwood Harbour across the twenty open-ocean miles to the Castigos. In the prevailing conditions, the rigid-hulled inflatable could make the trip in an hour or a little more. GPS made navigation simple, and the inflatable would be invisible to the surface radar turning atop Topaz. With Rebel Yell safely at anchor instead of directly participating in the mission, a major worry was removed from my mind. The Castigos had a deservedly bad reputation for snaring vessels on her reefs. And when I engage in risky business, I prefer my floating home to be safely out of the line of fire.
  The planning complete, it was time to break out the gear. This was going to be a recon mission and then a rescue. We were not going to take body armor, but we were taking almost everything else. I wondered about the wisdom of leaving body armor out of the inventory. I didn’t want the weight and bulk of armor for what was essentially a maritime operation. Drowning would kill you as dead as a bullet. 
 Anyway, I was never much for going places where full battle rattle was the uniform of the day. There tended to be too much metal in the air to be healthy. Stealth and concealment were more my style. Hit ’em where they ain’t expecting it. In and out. Insertion and extraction. Go light and go fast.
  Most of Castigo Cay was open sand, or sand beneath scrubby bushes and palms, so we both wore sets of my old USMC desert digital camouflage uniforms, with the eagle, globe and anchor of the Marine Corps embossed on the left pocket. I laughed about the Army Ranger becoming an honorary jarhead, and Nick laughed too. Nervous laughter, but what the hell.
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 We left after sunset. The handheld GPS fit into a bracket on the Avon’s plywood console. Our weapons and other gear were stowed in whitewater rafting bags and lashed to rings on the sides and front of the Avon’s center console. We ran without any lights showing on the inflatable.  
  My single-tube PVS-14 NOD gave me night vision in my left eye. I had put a flip-up mount for it on a hockey helmet that I had painted a flat brown. The modified hockey helmet was much lighter than a military K-pot, and added flotation in water instead of dead weight. The NOD had no magnification, for the widest field of view. I turned the gain down to give me just enough light to see the ocean. This way I retained some binocular vision with my night-adapted right eye.  
  Once offshore, I found the best speed for the waves: about fifteen knots, almost twenty miles an hour. Nick and I both stood behind the center console, using our knees to absorb the pounding. We wore cheap green rain slickers to ward off some of the spray, but we expected to get soaking wet and we did, despite the short Plexiglas windscreen at the front of the console. I stood on the right side to steer and control the throttle; Nick was to my left, hanging onto the grab bar. The compass and VHF radio were on his side of the console.  
 You couldn’t sit when occasionally flying off waves and slamming back down. Twenty miles an hour doesn’t sound like much…unless you are in a sixteen-foot inflatable on the ocean crossing a moderate swell. At night, with only starlight for illumination, and night vision in only one eye. It was harder for Nick, who couldn’t see the waves and couldn’t predict the next jolt.
  We could see the electronic outline of the Castigos on the GPS’s screen. I slowed down when we were a mile south of the small mangrove island that was our initial destination. The NOD allowed me to find the channel between the mangrove island and the long sand bar to its west. I pushed the console’s toggle switch and raised the outboard motor until the prop was barely submerged, but we still churned up some sand.  
  We proceeded up the side of the overhanging mangrove jungle, feeling our way along and looking for an opening into the trees. The seventy-horse Evinrude was just idling; it was quieter than the sounds of the surf and the trade wind blowing through the mangroves. After a few minutes and more bumps and scrapes, I killed the motor and raised the prop all the way out of the water. I used a pole I kept on the boat to move us along in the shallows while I studied the jungle close by our right side.  
 We were almost at the top of the island when I found a creek opening. Beneath the mangrove branches was an unbroken wall of blackness to the unaided human eye, but it was a world of subtle shadows in my green left eye. The creek was about ten feet wide at its mouth, with branches merging overhead to almost block out the stars. These hidden creeks are one of the reasons I love mangroves. You can take an inflatable inside of mangroves and it will disappear completely from any possible observation.
  The other thing I appreciate about mangrove swamps is that practically everybody else absolutely loathes and fears them, particularly at night. They are a snake- and insect-filled hell, with tightly spaced trees over a labyrinth of roots extending in all directions in an intertwined lattice. These thousands of root arches support the trees in the tidal zone. Walking through a mangrove forest—or swamp, if you prefer—is nearly impossible. You have to place your feet on thin, slippery roots that are either in the air or in the water, depending on the height of the tide. If it is extremely difficult going for a former Marine like me, it’s virtually impossible for just about anybody else. The hidden creeks really make the only passable inroads through them.
  We tied the Avon between trees and suited up in our combat gear. I broke a single green chem-lite; otherwise, Nick would not have been able to see even the hands in front of his face. I left the chem-lite on the boat, in case my night vision device malfunctioned later. It would help us find the boat in the blackness if we had to return later tonight using only our unassisted eyes instead of my NOD.
  One final touch was applying streaks of green and tan camouflage greasepaint to our faces and hands, squeezing it from the tubes and smearing it on by feel. I hadn’t wanted to make the open ocean run from Acklins Island to Castigo Cay in camo face paint. If we needed to abort the mission, or if another vessel approached and put a spotlight on us, I wanted us to look as innocuous as possible. Nobody in camo face paint was up to any good, that was a given.
  I carried my scoped bolt-action rifle slung over my back and the AK-47 on another sling hanging in front so that it was at the ready. Nick took the folding-stock pump shotgun, also with a sling to carry its weight and keep his hands free. I had my full-size Glock in a leg holster, and Nick had his .357 in another. Both of us carried plenty of ammo. We wore combat vests with ammo magazines and pouches, and lightweight boots to protect our feet. Under the tactical vests were green military inflatable vests, in case we fell into a deep hole while wading through the shallows. If we needed to swim, we had dive fins that would fit over our boots, with extra-long straps to secure them behind our ankles. For now, the fins were attached to our vests in the back, within reach.  
  When we were ready, we slipped from the Avon into the warm, hip-deep water of the mangrove creek, with me in front taking point. If Nick was going to have a problem, this would be the time. But he didn’t; he stuck to me like a shadow, his fingertips brushing my shoulder. The chem-lite behind us provided enough illumination for my NOD as we waded through the water and muck. Looking out from the creek’s mouth, I could see the water of the lagoon glowing in my NOD, the reflected light of individual stars making a pattern of bright green points on its surface.
  After leaving the hidden creek, I stayed near the mangroves, keeping the lagoon to our left. It was slow going at first, with the muck trying to suck my boots off. At least it wasn’t pluff mud, like back in South Carolina around Parris Island. If it had been that kind of quicksand muck, we’d have had to swim over it in the yard of salt water on top. You could sink up to your hips in that oozy stuff, effectively trapping you. Fortunately, this bottom felt more like wet cement. Our boots sank in only a few inches, and we were able to churn through it.  
  At the north end of the mangrove island we paused while I studied the narrow ocean cut separating us from the southern tip of Castigo Cay. This pass was a twenty-foot-wide inlet, with a strong tide running into the lagoon between the two isles. In the bright green world of my PVS-14, the flowing salt water, full of living bioluminescence, looked like something from a sci-fi movie. Like the star points reflecting off the glowing translucent water of the calm lagoon, it was a scene that probably not one in a million humans had ever viewed or even imagined. In a strange and perhaps misplaced way, I felt fortunate to be there, just to experience the other-worldly uniqueness of it.  
  We had studied the aerial video from the Raven UAV carefully, and I surmised that the inlet was scoured sand on the bottom and no more than a few feet deep. I stared at Nick with my bright left eye. I could see him clearly, but I knew that with only starlight for illumination, I was just a dark shadow to him. As we had planned, he hooked his left fingers into the back of my vest and we started across.  
  The current was very strong, maybe three or four knots racing against our legs to the left, and difficult to walk against. If I stepped into a deep hole, we’d go over and be swept into the lagoon. This didn’t worry me much, because everything on us was waterproof and we had our inflatable vests and fins just in case. It would be an inconvenience, nothing more—unless Nick panicked. But we kept our feet under us, forded the race, climbed the sandy bank on the opposite side, and we were on Castigo Cay.
 


 ****
 
 Seen through my NOD, the breaking Atlantic waves were bright explosions. On the other side of the sandy point, the lagoon was undulating green Jell-O. I saw a creature zoom by like a glowing torpedo, surrounded by and trailing green sparkles: a shark or a porpoise entering the lagoon through the pass we had just waded. The combination of starlight, glowing water and a night vision device created a show that made me want to stop and stare in awe.  
  My plan was to patrol northward along the ocean side, just above the surf zone. Then we’d climb the dune hill that formed the spine of Castigo Cay and get into a position where we could conduct surveillance on Topaz. The yacht would occupy most of the dredged basin at the north end of the half-mile-long cay. When I judged the time was right, I’d leave Nick in a good location a few hundred yards from the yacht, proned out beneath cover with my Savage .308 rifle. At that range, using that rifle with its ten-power scope, Nick would be able to provide me with effective covering sniper fire. Three hundred yards was point-blank for that rifle. No holdover. We had a pair of walkie-talkie radios for comms between us, using ear buds.
  A lot depended on the lighting on Topaz, and around the little harbor. The sniper rifle’s optical scope had an illuminated reticle, but I couldn’t attach my PVS-14 to the rifle for true night vision. It just wasn’t set up for it, and besides I needed the NOD for my own part of the mission. To be effective on overwatch, Nick would need some light around his potential targets. There would be no moonlight at all tonight. If Topaz was completely unlit, I would have to wait until first light for the final attack, in order to benefit from Nick’s long reach and suppressive fire.
  The plan was simple. The geography was plain in my mind after studying the Raven UAV video. I would sneak down to the single construction trailer near the dredged basin, check it for occupants, and either restrain or kill anybody I found sleeping inside. I wouldn’t know which way that would go until I was there, but I couldn’t afford to leave a potential reaction force behind me. If the trailer was empty, that would be best, because I didn’t want to hurt any uninvolved parties. But I was going to find Cori and we were both going to get away. That was my bottom line.
  When I reached the edge of the little harbor, I’d put on my fins and slowly swim across to Topaz on my back, with just my nose and eyeballs above the water. I would be camouflaged with a palm frond over my face to look like drifting flotsam, in case anyone was looking, which was unlikely after midnight on such a dark night. Then I’d climb up the stern of Topaz, enter the yacht through the open boat garage built into its transom, search the vessel and kill or incapacitate anybody who stood between Cori and me. I’d use the AK-47, the Glock 17 or my Ka-bar knife, depending on what I found as I crept through the yacht. If nobody woke up or got in my way, great. But I was going to get Cori, and I wasn’t going to debate with anybody about the finer points of her custodial arrangement.
  Nick would be up on the hill with the scoped rifle, my guardian angel in case anybody needed shooting that I couldn’t reach with my AK or my Glock. If Topaz was unlit, I would wait until first light to enter the yacht and begin my search. I’d find Cori and release her, and we’d swim across the basin and rejoin Nick. I wanted him to be able to see well enough to distinguish his targets in case we had pursuers, or if anybody was firing at us from Topaz or from near the trailer. I didn’t want him shooting Cori or me because he couldn’t tell the good guys from the bad guys in the dark.
  We began to patrol up the eastern side of Castigo Cay, less than a half mile from our target. Nick was a natural at stealthy night movement. I could tell that he had not forgotten what he’d learned in Ranger training and in Afghanistan. We moved from cover to cover taking turns in little bounds. The terrain was sandy and sloping uphill to our left, partly covered in thick boxwood and myrtle. These were almost impossible to patrol through, but would be great for hiding under. Nettles and brambles ripped at our pants. We had to be careful not to fall as we sneaked along the broken boulders and small cliffs just above the surf zone. A broken leg or arm would not help us to accomplish our mission. Any sound that we made was more than covered by the steadily pounding waves.  
  After a quarter mile I found one of our key reference points gleaned from the Raven’s aerial video: a V-shaped pair of palm trees leaning landward, pointing away from a small, rocky peninsula jutting out into the ocean. The wind made their husky fronds clatter as I huddled with Nick and communicated with him using standard military hand and arm signals. Though the surf masked any sound that we might have made, we were professionals and maintained our silence anyway. He signed back his understanding and I turned upslope, weaving a path between the heavy clumps of brush, climbing the loose sand. It brought back a hundred memories of doing the same thing in California, North Carolina and various other locations in the Caribbean and the Middle East. I’d never been on Castigo Cay in my life, but it was already familiar terrain after studying it through the Raven’s eye.
  Climbing that hill in low-slow gear, crouching and slithering up through the dense vegetation, I almost felt sorry for Richard Prechter and anybody else on this island who was not named Cori Elena Ferratti-Vargas. They just had no idea of what was creeping up over the berm toward them.
  Before reaching the saddle-shaped ridgeline, I went down onto my belly, with both long guns slung across my back to keep them out of the sand. I wanted to crawl beneath the boxwood to take my first look at the yacht basin and eliminate even the smallest chance of skylining myself. I snaked under some low brush until the slope leveled out and I could see over to the western side of Castigo Cay.  
  I looked down at the newly dredged yacht basin.
  Topaz wasn’t there. I scanned the lagoon between the cays. Nothing! Topaz wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Four hundred yards away the basin was empty, and Topaz was gone. And so, I presumed, was Cori. “Oh, shit!” I muttered aloud over the surf noise, and Nick low-crawled up beside me.  
  “What’s the matter?” he whispered, knowing the situation had to be bad for me to blurt out loud so close to our target.
  “The goddamn boat’s gone, that’s what the matter is! We’re too late! Topaz is gone!” I hissed.  
  Lying prone beside me, Nick whispered, “What now?”
  Leaning on my elbows, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Several deep breaths. “Well, we’re here. We’ll wait. Who knows, maybe they left Cori on the island. Maybe she’s in that trailer down there, with some of the crew guarding her.” Or maybe, I thought, she’s just aboard Topaz, drinking champagne and screwing Richard Prechter’s brains out on the way back to Miami. Or maybe she’s already dead and she’s been thrown to the sharks. A million fragmentary thoughts blasted around inside my cranium.
  Nick spoke, and I refocused. “Are you going to go down anyway, after midnight like we planned?”
  I thought about it. “No. Let’s wait for dawn, unless we see some activity. If anybody is on the island, they’ll be outside moving around after daylight. If I go down there now and take anybody out, and Cori’s not on the island…then that’s just going to make it worse for finding her. Prechter will find out that somebody attacked his island, and he’ll be on guard. That’ll just make it harder to find her. Maybe impossible. We can’t tip our hand.”


  So we waited, proned out on our bellies below the shrubs. We ate cold rations, sipped water, and waited. At least the steady ocean breeze flowing over the top of the sand ridge kept the mosquitoes and biting gnats away. My Savage bolt-action was set up beside me in position, with a round chambered and four more beneath it in the internal magazine and the bipod’s legs extended beneath the barrel. My AK-47 was propped at a low angle against a branch of the boxwood, within easy reach but out of the sand. Both rifles were camouflaged with little pieces of brown netting and green rags to break up their distinctive outlines
while we waited.
  Nick managed to catch some Z’s, but I couldn’t. I made periodic scans of the basin and the surrounding area with my NOD, but nothing changed as the minutes and hours crawled by. In the early pre-dawn Thursday morning, I took off my hockey helmet and put the night tube away in its case. In place of the plastic helmet I put on my floppy boonie hat, matching the one Nick was wearing. Looking around our position in the natural light, I could see that we were in one of the few boxwood thickets that curled up over the sand ridge, most of which was bare to the north and south of us. These hilltop shrubs were the reason we had chosen this spot for our observation post as we’d studied the Raven video.
  About ten feet away to the left inside our little stand of boxwood, I spotted something peculiar: a straight-sided length of wood stuck into the ground. It was a yard or so long, like a piece of pallet wood or part of a packing crate. A human hand had placed it there. Sticking into the top end of the wood was a small nail. I crawled over to examine it more closely. The little plank was gray and smooth, like driftwood. Somebody had found it down by the beach, brought it up here, and stuck it into the sand in our little thicket of dry bushes. I pulled it out and crawled back to my position by the sniper rifle.
  As it grew lighter, I was able to study the board in more detail. I turned it and detected a pattern on one side of the smooth wood. Suddenly it made sense. The ‘pattern’ was a few words, words that had been scratched into the wood with the rusty nail. The nail must have been pulled out of the board, to be used as a crude pen. I strained to read the scratchings in the growing light, turning it this way and that.  
  Letter by letter I deciphered the entire message:  
  HELP! / Bev. Clifton / kidnpd Nassau


Numbers were scratched after those words; I thought they read Mar 11 or 17, of that year. Nick was lying on his back with his hands folded across his chest and his gear for a pillow, but now he was awake with his eyes open. I showed him the plank. He sat up, read it, and then shook his head slowly. It was a triple confirmation, after his seeing the girl waving her dress and our seeing Cori being dragged inside Topaz yesterday. My final nagging shreds of doubt evaporated. Bev Clifton had probably climbed to this very spot for the same reasons that we had chosen it. It provided both concealment from observation and a good view of the surrounding island in most directions.
  Nick studied the plank closely, turning it and examining the nail in particular. “Did you see these hairs? Long blond hairs. After she wrote her message, she must have stuck the nail in the end and twisted the thing around her hair to yank them out.”
  I saw the hairs and sighed. “That poor girl. She must have known she was doomed. The hair roots were for DNA, maybe. She probably figured she couldn’t get away, not once she was up here and she could see how small the island was. She knew she couldn’t get away, so all she could do was try to leave a sign, a marker.”
  Nick said, “You know, I really hate these guys now.”
  “I’ll pack the board; we’ll take it out with us. At least we can let the Cliftons know what happened to their Bev.”
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 A half hour after first light, we saw movement below. A door opened on the end of the trailer toward us, and a bushy-haired man came out wearing only striped boxer shorts. The trailer was less than three hundred yards from our position, so with the ten-power rifle scope I could see that it was the redhead from the beach on Great Exuma, the one who had carried Cori’s bags to their white inflatable. He walked a short distance from the trailer, took a piss on the sand, then walked past pallets of construction materials and switched on a diesel generator. Then he went back inside the trailer. A few minutes after that a dark-haired man came out and headed for a blue porta-potty latrine, where he stayed for a few minutes before returning to their housing unit. Unfortunately, he wasn’t Jolly Boy Trevor. He was nobody I recognized. Dark hair, long pants, a white jersey with blue sleeves.
  The sun finally broke the horizon, but it was still obscured behind a ledge of clouds. A few minutes later came the second sunrise, when the sun emerged fiery orange into the sky. With the sun low behind us, there would be no revealing shine off our lenses. But even with a kill-flash on the end of my scope, I never took the chance. Hidden beneath the boxwood, we were invisible to the men below us, even if they looked directly at our position. Before us, the entire western side of the island was still in deep shadow.
  At seven a.m., the ginger reappeared from the trailer,
dressed in walking sandals, tan shorts, a green shirt and a ball cap. I studied him through my rifle’s ten-power scope. He had a black MP-5 submachine gun on a sling hanging across his chest, and a wide web belt with a canteen on one side and a radio on the other. He walked counterclockwise around the shoreline of the yacht basin, all the way to where the new channel exited into the lagoon separating the four cays. After he chunked a few rocks into the cut, he began hiking clockwise around the top of Castigo Cay, staying close to the water.  
  The Dawn Patrol. He had probably drawn the short straw, or possibly he just enjoyed beachcombing before the heat grew oppressive. I could have dropped him anytime as I followed him with my crosshair. When he was at the very north end of the island, I lost him from sight behind the ridgeline. The entire island was only a half mile long, so a round trip might take him as little as twenty minutes if he knew the best paths. I whispered a new plan, and Nick smiled in agreement. In a few minutes we saw him again, walking down the beach toward us on the Atlantic side.
  We slid back down the slope and found an ambush location along the shore just seaward of our observation post. There was a fifty-yard hollow crescent of beach between rocky outcroppings, with a rugged ten-foot cliff to landward. In some places the gray rocks were almost impassible on foot, and in others small boulders formed convenient steps down to the sand. I guessed that to patrol the shoreline, Red would alternate between hiking along the lip of the cliff, in places where the waves smashed directly against the rocks, and climbing down onto the sand where there was dry beach.  
  The tide was out, and the surf on this little stretch heaved over and rolled back, leaving a twenty-yard strip of pink coral sand. We crept along the cliff’s edge until we reached the north end of the beach. I stationed Nick behind a rock outcropping shrouded by brush. Then I dropped down onto the sand at the base of the cliff and found a hiding spot in a vertical slot in the rock face. Whether Red stayed above on the rocks or climbed down to the beach, we’d have him either way. I placed both of my rifles and Bev Clifton’s wooden stake in a small nook in the rocks beside me. The next phase was going to be better handled unencumbered.
  I had a little time to wait, to look around and to remember. In the islands, these micro-beaches are as common as seashells. You could sail in the Bahamas for a thousand years and not see a fraction of them, and every one is as breathtakingly beautiful as any postcard, calendar photo or computer screensaver. Cori and I had walked and swum on dozens of isolated beaches like this one. She was in superb physical condition, from months of swimming, skin diving and windsurfing. Sometimes we found these little beaches while out snorkeling reefs. We would run the Avon up on the sand and have the beach to ourselves for as long as we wanted. We never saw another human footprint on these picnic forays. Cori went topless and sometimes bottomless as well on these secluded beaches, and along with collecting shells and driftwood, spear fishing and exploring ruins and caves, lovemaking al fresco would usually be on our itinerary. 
  Not on this beach, not today. I put Cori out of my mind. A few minutes later Nick made a subtle clicking sound with his tongue, and I knew that Red was on his way. I tucked myself into my little alcove beneath the overhang, waiting. No matter where Red chose to climb down onto this beach, right here or further along, I’d be behind him and I’d have him. I heard his feet crunching along on the rocks before I saw him, and I heard him singing to himself. Up above, some pebbles slipped loose and bounded past me, announcing his arrival. Sideways toward the sea and just a few feet from my hiding place I saw a sandaled foot, toe in toward the cliff, and then two bare legs as he turned to jump the last five feet down onto soft sand.  
  He landed on all fours, but before he could raise himself I sprang onto his back and drove him face-first into the sand. His green GORP hat came loose and I grabbed a shock of red hair with my left hand, my knees straddled on either side of his back, pinning him down. My big Ka-bar fighting knife was in my right hand, but I didn’t need it. He was in too much shock to resist, quivering in mortal fear.
  Nick was above me, still up on the rock lip. He called down, “Need any help?”
  “Nope, I’ve got this one,” I said. Then I told Red, “Open your eyes and look at this blade. It’s sharp enough to shave with. If you move a muscle without me telling you, I’m going to use it to cut your head off. Understand?” He nodded yes, and I slid my Ka-bar back into its sheath on my hip. Then I pulled a green triangular battle-dressing bandana from a leg pocket, stretched it around his eyes, and knotted it tightly in the back. Red was completely helpless, and at my mercy.  
  “Relax, just go limp,” I ordered him, and then I pulled his polo shirt up over his shoulders and off. That done, I zip-tied his hands together behind his back. Zip ties are one of those little things that just naturally like to live on the straps of your combat vest, taking almost no space but always ready for a prisoner. Once his hands were secured I switched my position, sitting on his back facing the other way, pulled up one of his feet and then the other and unfastened his sandals. I tossed them up to Nick.
  “Here’s the new plan,” I told him. “He went for a swim and he didn’t come back. Lay it all out so it looks like he got undressed on purpose. Find a place up there that looks like a logical spot for him to leave his stuff.” At high tide the surf would be all the way up to the rocks, and his clothes might be washed away before his friends could find them. Already the waves were rolling up to within a few yards. In a little while, our marks in the sand would be erased.
  “Got it,” Nick replied. “Good plan.”
  I handed up Red’s nine-millimeter MP-5 submachine gun, even though I was tempted to take it with me. Next went his web belt with the radio and the canteen. The radio was an ordinary palm-size marine VHF handheld. On such an isolated island it was all they needed for communication. Set on low power it would have enough range to cover the island and not much more.  
 I took the wallet out of his back pocket and flipped through his ID cards. His name was Archy Mildenhall, and his address was a post office box in North Miami. I replaced the cards in his wallet, put the wallet in his GORP hat, wrapped them both in his shirt, and tossed the bundle up to Nick. Finally, I rolled him on his side, unbuckled his pants belt, unsnapped his khaki cargo shorts, and pulled them down and off his legs, leaving him wearing only his boxers.
  The idea was misdirection. If Red just went missing without a trace, there would be the thought that perhaps he had been attacked. After all, he had a radio to call for help and a submachine gun to defend himself. But if everything was left behind in neat piles, it would look as if he had decided to take a swim and had had the terrible misfortune to be caught in a rip current, or meet a shark, or step on something venomous and paralyzing. Maybe the early morning beachcomber had seen something of interest floating just a little way out, and had decided to swim out and retrieve it. The waves rushing over the little beach would soon erase our footprints and any sign of this struggle.  
  When Nick was finished, he gave a thumbs-up and I waved him down. Once he was on the beach, I asked him to fetch my rifles from their nook. I wanted to stay close by our prisoner and minimize the footprints. When I had my weapons again, I said, “Okay, Archy, we’re going for a little stroll.” I jerked him up onto his feet by his red hair and dragged him through foamy salt water that was knee deep when the waves rolled all the way in. Nick grabbed a stiff brown palm frond from the beach and whisked away our footprints from the rocks down to the water. We stayed in the wash zone and left no other prints.
  Despite our current mission, I couldn’t help but appreciate what a spectacular view this side of Castigo Cay presented, with its cliffs and bluffs, palm trees and sand dunes, unique little beaches between rocky points, and everywhere the deep blue Atlantic and the wind-blown surf. What well-connected multi-millionaire privacy freak wouldn’t want to dynamite a yacht harbor and build a vacation hideaway here?
 


 ****
 

 We hauled Archy along in the surf zone
until we reached the inlet between Castigo Cay and the mangrove island. The tide was low and the pass was shallower than before. Archy, of course, had no idea of what was happening to him as he stumbled along through the water. My goal was to get him into the mangroves before his partner or partners missed him and came looking. We made it into our creek and found the Avon in short order. When we passed our waiting inflatable, I unslung my rifles and slipped them into the boat. I didn’t need them for what was coming next. They would just get in my way and be coated with muck. I dragged Archy farther up the creek. It was fully daylight by now, but still very dim and gloomy beneath the thick canopy of mangrove branches and leaves.  
  There were a few feet of water between the mud and the mangrove trunks, but the tidal currents made weird channels and in many places the black mud was higher than the salt water. In these elevated areas were hundreds of baseball-size holes in the mud, randomly spaced just inches apart from each other. As we approached, crabs scuttled into their burrows, then re-emerged clicking and dripping after we passed. These ugly lopsided crabs had one tiny claw and one nearly the size of a Maine lobster’s. Land crabs are voracious carrion eaters, prone to cannibalism if nothing else floats in on the tide.  
  Around a bend in the creek I found what I was looking for, a perfect corral for our prisoner. It was a mangrove tree a little apart from the others, with seven or eight roots joining into a single trunk about a foot above the salt water. The gently curved roots were the diameter of broomsticks, or perhaps a little thicker. I grabbed Archy by his thick red hair and shoved him underwater, forcing him down between two of the outward-arching roots. He came up gasping, sputtering and choking for breath, directly beneath the mangrove tree.
  In a pouch on my combat vest I kept a fifty-foot wad of green parachute cord smaller than a plum. It had a hundred uses in the field, especially in jungle settings like this. I cut off a few feet with my knife, made a slipknot noose, dropped it over my prisoner’s head, and secured it around his neck. Then I took the other end of the nylon cord and tied it around the mangrove trunk over his head and above the waterline. Roots extended out and down into the salt water in all directions around him, like cell bars. He would have to go underwater again to find a place where the roots were spread far enough apart for him to escape, but now that he was tied with the parachute cord, he couldn’t lower himself enough to get out of his living prison.  
  Once he was secured, I pulled the wet green bandana blindfold off his face and let his surroundings sink in. It might have been more frightening to him if it had been nighttime, perhaps with a few candles placed on mangrove roots for effect. But at night he would not have been able to see the hundreds of land crabs, clicking and dripping and studying him very carefully with their beady black eyeballs on little stalks.
  He was still paralyzed and incoherent with fear, so I needed to loosen him up a little.
 I grinned at him and said, “Good morning, Archy. And how’s your day been so far?”
  “W-who are you p-people?” he said with an English accent. Or maybe it was Scottish, or even Irish; I’m not too good at guessing British accents. Especially not when the talker is blubbering in sheer terror while sitting in water up to his chin, looking out through a lattice of mangrove roots, with a paracord noose tied around his neck.
  “We’re friends of Cori Vargas. So, Archy…how is Cori?”
  His eyes rolled, staring up at my camo-painted face, and then he looked past me to Nick, who still held onto his pump-action shotgun. Archy was trying to find some point of reference, something familiar and comforting to hold onto. There was nothing. For the first time, I was able to study him closely. He was older than me, maybe forty, and had close-set blue eyes paler than mine, a bent nose, acne scars, and crooked yellow teeth.
  At last he found his voice and stammered, “This can’t… you can’t…no, no, there’s no way…”
  “Come on, Archy, wake up and smell the coffee.” Actually, it stunk like rotten eggs in the mangrove swamp. “We are, and we can, because we’re United States federal agents.” Of course that was a lie, but real federal agents lied all the time too. “We can do anything we want. But that’s not important. What’s important is the level of your nose, and the level of the tide. Do you see that scum line on all the mangrove trunks? That’s where the waterline is going to be. Which means you’ll need a snorkel pretty soon…but Archy, I don’t see any snorkels. So today’s program is ‘Make the men with the green faces very happy, so they will want to keep me alive, so that I can testify in federal court in Miami.’ That’s the program today. Do you understand?”
  Archy just stared at me openmouthed, so I splashed some salt water right in that wide-eyed, gaping face. “Do. You. Understand,” I repeated.
  He nodded his head rapidly. “I-I un-und-understand.”
  “Good. Think of this as an informal preliminary deposition. Here’s what we’ll do. I’ll think of questions to ask you, and you’ll think of the best answers. The answers that will make me happy are the truthful answers. Okay? And remember, we don’t have all day. Or at least…you don’t.”
  “O-okay,” he stuttered, still looking all around him but seeing nothing but two green-faced monsters and a maze of mangrove roots in every direction.  
  And hundreds of crabs.
 


 ****
  
 I squatted down in the muck with salt water up to my shoulders, so that we could see each other face-to-face. “Good. Now, tell me all about Cori Vargas, the girl you picked up at George Town Monday. How is she? And don’t even think about lying. Not even for one second.”
  “Well, she…she’s okay, I suppose. That’s, that’s not my…my…department.”
  “Has anybody hurt her?”
  He hesitated before answering. “No, no, I wouldn’t think so.”
  I switched gears, to keep him off balance. “Why are you on the island today, instead of on Topaz with the rest of the crew?”
  “Why what? Oh, well, I’m staying here until the LCU comes. The big landing craft, with some workers and more equipment. I’m really a construction foreman.”
  “When is the LCU coming?”
  “Should be next Tuesday.  
  “How many are on the island right now?”
  “Just two of us. Me and Eddie. Eddie Medina.”
  “How do you communicate with Topaz?”
  “Satcom and single sideband.”
  Switch gears. “What about the girls?”
  “Girls? That’s not my department.”
  “You said that already. So whose department is it, then? Trevor’s?”
  “Y-you know Trevor Ridley?” Archy seemed shocked to hear Trevor’s first name, and offered his last name without even being asked.
  “Sure, we know him. So, are the girls his department?”
  “Yeah, that’s right. Trevor, and Mr. Prechter. Not me!”
  “So, Archy, where is Topaz right now?”
  “Now?”
  “Yes, right now. Is the water getting in your ears?” The tide was coming in fast, flowing through the mangrove roots. The top of Archy’s head was pressed up against the bottom of the trunk. The water level was at his chin.
  “Topaz is going back to Miami. Mr. Prechter has a mansion there, on Hibiscus Isle. He has his own private dock.”
  “Good answer. Now we’re getting somewhere. How long does it take Topaz to get to Miami?”
  “How long? Oh, twelve hours with good water, not too rough. That’s at top speed, thirty knots. They left at eight last night,” he offered without being asked.
  “How many crew are on Topaz, besides Prechter?”
  “Trevor Ridley runs the boat. He’s the captain. Then there’s the engineer, Milan Vuko…Vukojebina. He’s Serbian. Andre is the chef, he’s Belgian.”
  “Last name?”
  “I never heard it.”  
  “That’s the whole crew?”
  “Right, that’s the lot. I do whatever they ask me to when I’m on board, but I’m not really part of the crew. I’m not.”  
  A full-time crew of three was typical for a modern yacht the size of Topaz. Time to change gears again, or rather, to toss a monkey wrench into the gears of Archy’s mind. “So, what happened to Bev Clifton? The blond girl, last March.”
  His blue eyes opened big as saucers and his mouth hung open, so I splashed him again and left him sputtering.
  “Bev Clifton!” I repeated. “What happened to her?”
  “Y-you know about B-Beverly Clifton? How in bloody hell do you know about her?”
  “We know everything, Archy. We just want to know what you know. To see if you’re telling us the truth. To see if you’re worth arresting, to bring to federal court in Miami to testify against your boss. Next question: What does Richard Prechter do with the girls? Tell me the truth, or we’ll leave you here for the crabs. What about the girls, Archy?”
  “Mr. Prechter is crazy; he’s mad, mad! Crazy!”
  “So, what does he do with the girls? Tell me everything!”
  “He messes with their heads, he does! It’s his hobby—well, one of them, anyway. Mr. Prechter has lots of hobbies.”
  “I’m not interested in his other hobbies, Archy, only the girls. What does he do with the girls?”
  “He seduces them if he can—and then he hurts ’em and humiliates ’em. It’s all a bloody game to him. He calls them his ‘lovely lab rats.’ He cuts off their hair, and sometimes he brands them with a hot iron. Sometimes he lets them go on the island and he chases them, if he thinks they’ll make good runners. He’s a bleedin’ marathoner, he is. He lets them escape—at least, that’s what they think. Then he chases them down, and the longer it takes to catch ’em, the better he likes it. Richard Prechter is a great one for sport, oh yes he is!”
  “Sport? That’s what you call it?”
  “No, not me, that’s what he calls it. I call it bloody mad!”
  “But you didn’t leave, did you, Archy? And you didn’t report it. So he pays you well, doesn’t he?”
  “Too right he does, but it’s more than that. We can’t leave because he has something on all of us. It’s blackmail!” Archy was trying to push himself up, to jam his nose and mouth between the highest root junctions as the water swirled in around him.
  “What does Prechter do with the girls, when he’s finished chasing them?”
  “He likes to ‘tame’ them, his word—that’s his favorite hobby. He likes the girls with lots of spirit, lots of fight. After he catches them, he likes to tame them and gentle them down. Take all the fight out of ’em.”
  “And after he ‘tames’ them, what does he do with them?”
  “That’s the thing. After he tames ’em, he has no more use for ’em.” Archy had to struggle to lift his lips and nose above the rising water. It was horrible to watch him fight for breath, but not as horrible as the story he was telling.
  “So, Archy, what does he do with them after he tames them?” The water subsided slightly.
  “He gives them to us, once they’re tamed! He lets us have a go with them, any way we like. Mr. Prechter, he likes to see that they’ll do anything with anybody, like a trained donkey. Do anything with anybody, on his say-so! And that’s how he blackmailed us—they took bloody movies!”
  I wanted to choke him with my hands, but he was already choking as the salt water rolled back over his face. Archy was a participant, not an innocent party. “What happens to the girls after that? What happens?”
  He had to wait for a long surge of water to drop. “After? After, I don’t know for sure. I think Trevor takes them out in the tender and gives them the deep blue goodbye.”
  “Alive or dead?”
  “I dunno. I never went along when he took them out.”
  I was already beyond disgusted, moving into a rage, but I pressed on. “So, where do you think Cori Vargas is right now? If they’re going into Miami, what about customs and immigration? How will Prechter deal with it?”
  “Oh, that’s no problem, believe me. First, nobody mucks about with Richard Bloody Prechter. He has your Yank politicians in his pocket. And second, he has a clever little place under his main stateroom floor where he keeps his girls. All soundproofed, so customs and immigration would never know about them anyway, even if they came aboard to inspect—which they never do.”
  “And just how would you know that, if the girls aren’t your department?”
  “Because I built it my own bleedin’ self, that’s how I know! By myself, with no help, and all in secret. I had to build it, on Mr. Prechter’s orders. I was black—”
  “Blackmailed. I know.” I sighed. I felt as if I knew too much already, but I wanted to wring him out completely.
  His face was now pushed all the way up against the bottom of the mangrove trunk, his lips and nose searching for the highest gap between the roots. A hundred acres of mangroves dampened the ocean waves but didn’t completely eliminate the surge. The water was going up and down several inches, but the crests were getting progressively higher. “I told you every bleedin’ thing, Cap’n! Every bleedin’ thing!” The sea rolled in again, and he had to hold his breath until it subsided. “Please, for the love of God, cut this rope and pull me out!”
  “Just one more thing. Where will Richard Prechter take Topaz next? Will he stay in Miami, or come back here?”
  “I don’t know, Cap’n! Maybe he’ll come back here with the girl, if she’s a good strong runner with lots of fight in her. Maybe not. But—I did hear something. He went to Miami because he’s givin’ a speech tomorrow. At a convention in Miami Beach. After that, I don’t know. Maybe back here, maybe somewhere else.
He don’t inform me!” Some water went down his windpipe, and after he coughed and choked he said, “For the love of God, please—”  
  Another big surge washed over his face, and he held his breath again. The salt water above the mud was clear, and I could see his pinched face while he waited for the air to return.  
  As soon as the surge passed, he gasped and called out, “I can’t breathe, Cap’n, and I can’t testify in court if I can’t breathe! You’re going to take me out now, like you said?”
  I thought about it for a few seconds. Archy wasn’t just a mere construction foreman. He had raped Richard Prechter’s beaten-down discards after he’d helped to lure them aboard Topaz, the way he had done with Cori, carrying her bags with a knowing leer on his face. He’d even built a secret compartment to hide these girls. And he was trusted to carry a submachine gun while guarding Castigo Cay.  
  My sympathy meter read zero.
  “Sure I will, Arch. Sure I will.” But I was too furious to cut him loose. He’d picked a bad morning for beachcombing.
  I stood up in the muck, turned my back on him, and waded down the channel to our boat, with Nick right behind me. After we climbed over the side tubes he said, “Dan, you know you’re a coldhearted son of a bitch. But I’d have done the same thing. It made me sick, listening to him.” Behind us we could hear Archy screaming, then gurgling and hacking, then screaming again, each scream progressively weaker. By the time we had untied the Avon and begun to drag it back out of the creek, he wasn’t screaming anymore.  
  Hundreds of crabs would strip him to a skeleton within a few hours. With their powerful cutting claws, they would even attack his ligaments, leaving just bones to be scattered by the tide. There would be only a short piece of dangling green paracord to mark his passing from the world above the water to the world below.
 I poled the Avon along the lagoon side of the mangrove island until we were in water deep enough to lower the engine, and then I fired her up. We left on a southerly heading, to mask ourselves behind the mangroves from the sight of anybody on Castigo Cay. We stripped off our combat gear and took turns with a little tube of makeup remover. We used the green bandana that had been Archy’s blindfold to wipe the camo paint off our faces.
  When we were a few miles from the Castigos and they were diminishing behind us on the horizon, I used the Avon’s console-mounted VHF radio to call Rebel Yell, using a brevity code on channel 71. In the Bahamas, VHF radios were universally used as a free wireless phone service both at sea and ashore. I just said, “Henry, you dere, mon? De snapper be bitin’ good here, mon, de snapper be bitin’ real good here.”  
 Each choice of fish species conveyed a different message. It was a long range for VHF, but Rebel Yell’s whip antenna was mounted at the masthead, sixty feet up her mainmast. I hoped the radio static would take the edges off my bogus Bahamian accent. I heard Rebel Yell’s confirmation reply, three evenly spaced breaks of squelch, and I pushed the throttle forward. In just a minute or two, Victor would call Harry Allan on the single sideband.  
  The seas were angling behind us on our return trip, and I was able to maintain better than twenty-five bone-jarring knots, half of the time airborne. I was in a big hurry to catch an airplane. Very soon, my chartered Cessna would take off from George Town for the 120-mile flight to the northeast corner of Acklins Island, where it would land on a dirt road. Then I would have a low and slow 350-mile flight over the breadth of the Bahamas to Bimini, just fifty miles across the Gulf Stream from Miami.  
  I didn’t even have a boat lined up to get me into Florida, and it all had to happen today and tonight, in order for me to get to Miami before the end of Richard Prechter’s speech tomorrow, when Topaz—and Cori—might be lost from my radar forever. I nudged the little silver skull atop the throttle ahead some more, and grabbed the wheel with both hands.  
  Salt spray flew back on each impact of the inflatable’s fiberglass hull against the warm blue water. Nick Galloway was hanging onto the grab bar on his side of the console with his left hand, and he slapped me on the back and nodded his head at me. He was grinning like a maniac, with his wet hair plastered back and salt water streaming off his long mustache. I’m sure that I grinned like a maniac right back at him.
  By now, Archy was drowned and dead, and becoming a feast for crabs. Cori, I didn’t know about, but I hoped that she was still okay and would remain so until I could reach her. Richard Prechter and Trevor Ridley, they were going to pay, and pay dearly, even worse than Archy had paid. They were dead men walking, even in Miami.  
  And I was alive, man, I was alive!
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 Nick tied us off to Rebel Yell’s swim platform and we climbed aboard. I gathered enough clothes on my bunk for a week in Florida, then folded and stuck them into my deployment bag. I dug out my loafers and gave them a quick brushing to remove the beginnings of mold. The tropical humidity was hell on leather shoes left in the bottoms of boat lockers. My dark brown Docksiders were in better shape, since I wore them more frequently. Packed them too, but I laced on my best running shoes for the trip. Spotted my trail sandals in the shoe locker and threw them in my kit bag too. I packed enough shirts and shorts to cover a variety of options.
  A navy sport jacket and khaki slacks went into a slim hanging bag. I’d need them if I was going to infiltrate Richard Prechter’s conference in Miami Beach. From time to time I had to pass as a member of the professional class and not a wharf rat or manual laborer. In some countries a coat and tie were a virtual requirement for visiting a government office. As a boat captain I was required to visit those offices when clearing in and out of ports. Skippers appearing in T-shirts, shorts and flip-flops often waited hours for officials who never seemed to be available.  
  With my attire seen to, I next gathered a rudimentary urban camouflage kit for moving unnoticed through American civilization. This included an assortment of hats, glasses, badges, and old IDs, along with a green daypack and a soft leather valise. They would allow me to enter a bathroom or other private place as one person and exit as another. I even had a man’s wig that I’d bought on a whim in Colombia.  
  I packed my Glock 17 and two extra magazines. I’d picked this one up for cash in Buenos Aires. Fifty rounds of nine-millimeter weren’t a lot, but I’d be traveling light and keeping a low profile. These fifty were from my best stash of jacketed hollow points, carefully hoarded. Since I’d left the States, they’d passed a national gun registration law. My Glock wasn’t registered, but so what? I wasn’t registered either. No biometric work card in my wallet, no sir. No scannable chips at all, because I wasn’t taking any credit cards or even a valid driver’s license. The only cards I was taking were out of date, faked, or stolen. Any embedded RFID chips had been microwaved and magnetized into permanent silence.
  For a quiet close-range weapon, I threw in one of my Marine Corps mementos, my Ka-bar knife. I kept its seven-inch blade sharp enough to shave the hairs off my arm. It lived in a black nylon sheath when I didn’t need it in my hand.
  Besides my handheld Garmin GPS, another concession to modern technology was my Orbcom transceiver. This was a brick-size device with a telescoping whip antenna that could send and receive text messages anywhere on the planet. I’d purchased the Orbcom in Uruguay with a two-year plan, prepaid in cash. You could still do that in some countries. Rebel Yell’s single sideband radio was connected to a laptop, so I could contact my crew by email. I removed the Orbcom’s battery and packed it separately from the unit. You couldn’t be too careful with electronics that could transmit your location. Government spooks had ways of turning them on without your even knowing it.  
  Of course I packed my NOD, which lived inside its brown hockey helmet when it wasn’t on my head. The helmet was zipped into a nylon bowling ball case that just fit it.  
  My eight-by-twenty binoculars emitted nothing, and were completely innocuous. They sacrificed low light capability and a wide field of view for being the size of a paperback and not a college textbook. Ten-by-fifty binos were the everyday working glass on Rebel Yell, but were too big and heavy for this mission.  
  Nick Galloway had never unpacked his duffel bag when he’d arrived aboard Rebel Yell in George Town, so he was ready to go before I was. We left for the beach in the Avon, with Victor behind the wheel. Tran was already ashore, prepping the landing strip. My first stop for refueling would be back in George Town, where Nick’s boat was located and where I would drop him off. For traveling, we both wore our usual low-key tropical attire of shorts and T-shirts, ball caps and shades. Badly lost tourists, if anybody happened to see us on the deserted northeast corner of Acklins Island.
  A sandy road terminated near Atwood Harbour. The harbor was used by island supply boats when other docks and landing sites were closed by weather. This rudimentary track had been bulldozed to allow vehicles access to the harbor during those times. More than five hundred yards ran in a straight and level line hacked through low brush. When I had been discussing our options with the pilot back in George Town, he had suggested Atwood Harbour because of the proximity of the road and the absence of people living nearby. Landing against a steady twenty-knot trade wind, his Cessna 180 would need only two hundred yards for stopping. He just asked that we check the road before he arrived, fill in any erosion gullies, and clear any obstacles such as new trees or signposts. The Cessna was a high-wing plane, so this was not going to be a difficult task.  
  Tran had done the landing strip prep already. He was a good soldier and didn’t sit around waiting for orders. As soon as Victor had called the pilot he had gone ashore in my kayak with a shovel, a folding saw and a machete. The road was airplane-ready by the time we arrived on the beach in the Avon.
  While we waited for the Cessna, I did some navigational math in my head. It would take Rebel Yell three or four days to motor-sail to Miami, covering almost five hundred sea miles to go around all of the islands and reefs. Today we would be flying a straight-line route to within fifty miles of Miami in just three hours.  
  When we finally saw the shiny speck that was the airplane, it was coming from the northwest at no more than a hundred feet above the ocean. The Cessna climbed and made one pass over us to look at the landing strip, then circled around and landed toward the east, facing into the wind. We grabbed our bags and jogged to the plane halfway along the straight section of road. The Cessna 180 was a tail-dragger, with two plump tires up front that enabled it to land on the sandy road without sinking in.
  The cabin was about as roomy as the interior of a midsize sedan. Nick climbed in through the passenger door ahead of me and got in the back. Our bags went into the luggage area behind the rear seat. I climbed into the right seat, strapped in and put on the spare headset. The pilot’s name was Harry Allan, and he was one of my best Bahama connections. He
looked to be maybe sixty, with a Vandyke beard similar to Victor’s, but his was all white and very closely cropped. A Caucasian who’d lived his entire life in the islands, his face was reddened and lined
with deep creases.
  Harry was a “belonger,” a strange sort of quasi-Bahamian. This meant he was a British subject who was already a legal resident of the Bahamas in 1967 when the country gained its independence from the United Kingdom. Belongers were allowed to live and work in the Bahamas, but not to vote. They were literally a dying breed, which had been the original intent of their special status. Harry had an odd and shifting accent, a mixture of English, American Southern and Bahamian. While we were discussing the charter back in George Town, he had told me he’d landed on this road before, for emergency medical evacuations. Among the other hats he wore, Harry was a BASRA pilot. That was the all-volunteer Bahamas Air-Sea Rescue Association.
  There was still enough straight road ahead of us to take off into the wind without taxiing back around. As soon as I closed and latched my door, he pushed in the throttle knob and we raced down the unofficial airstrip, bumping and churning across the sand and shells. We lifted off with twenty yards to spare and flew over Atwood Harbour and past Rebel Yell at mast level before climbing out and banking northwest. Harry was grinning. It was obvious that he would do this bush flying for free. He would pay to do this. Which in fact he did as a BASRA volunteer.
  That was all fine, but what mattered to me was that Harry Allan had a very sporty attitude toward official paperwork, flight plans, and crossing international boundaries. I knew this because a few years earlier I’d needed to be in Providenciales in the Turks and Caicos by a certain date to do some banking of an urgent nature. I had to be there in person, but I did not want to officially clear customs into the Turks and thus make a searchable record of my trip to that offshore banking center. Even back then, it was getting to be a real trick for Americans to move funds in and out of foreign banks. The IRS monitored every transaction by Americans that it could, anywhere in the world. Wire transfers were out of the question.  
  On that trip, Harry and I flew from Nassau to a little-known airstrip on North Caicos. Our unnoticed arrival was followed by a three-mile ride in an ancient Chevy and then a ten-mile ride in a water taxi across to Provo and the small private bank. Numbers were exchanged and the contents of a safe deposit box were unlocked and emptied into an ordinary tourist’s daypack. None of the funds involved had originated as income in the USA, but that was no impediment to the globe-spanning tentacles of the IRS. I wondered even then if the little room in the tiny bank was under some kind of video surveillance, and if an IRS office was at the other end of the line. After that first unlogged flight across an international border, Harry became my preferred charter pilot. But he drew the line at flying into the United States without official permission; hence my flight to Bimini to find a boat.
 


 ****
 
 The first leg of the flight from Acklins Island
was taking us back to George Town to refuel. A few miles out, we climbed to two thousand feet and Harry engaged the autopilot. There was unlimited blue sky with just a scattering of popcorn cumulus marching steadily westward on the trades. I admired and even envied these island pilots. Aviators enjoyed horizon-to-horizon panoramas that most land-dwellers could no more imagine than a turtle could imagine the view of an eagle. My Raven UAV was a useful tool for obtaining an indirect bird’s-eye view, but in no way did it compare to sitting in the front seat of a high-wing Cessna.
  Harry’s voice on the intercom broke my reverie. “I’m wondering why you picked Bimini. Any special reason?”
  I adjusted my headset and mike so that we could converse comfortably. “You won’t fly me to Florida without clearing U.S. Customs, and Bimini’s the closest place to Miami that you can land this thing in.”
  “Then you must already have a boat lined up.”
  “I have a contact there, nothing solid. But I’m usually pretty lucky about these things. Do you know anybody there who can get me on a fast boat in a hurry?”
  “In Bimini? Some people. But that I trust? Not only no, but hell no. North Bimini is full of DEA agents and snitches. South Bimini—where the airfield is—well, that’s even worse. It’s the Wild West. The drug gangs run it. Between heat from the DEA and the gangs, Bimini is about the last place I’d go to look for a boat ride to Florida.”
  “Well, where would you go, then?”
  “Me? Only one place. West End, on Grand Bahama. That’s where I have my best connections, anyway. It’s not a bunch of cutthroats like on Bimini. At least, it’s not all cutthroats.”
  “West End is way north, across from Palm Beach.”
  “So what? Do you want to get to Florida or not?”  
  Harry looked across at me. He was smiling, but I couldn’t read the eyes behind his gold-rimmed aviators’ sunglasses. There were rumors about the old BASRA pilots who had been flying around the Caribbean during the seventies and eighties. Some of them lived pretty well. Some of those pilots had gone on to buy their own private islands, or build and operate their own hotels and marinas.  
  Not Harry Allan. He didn’t exactly live large, not from what I had seen. He had an old beater Toyota truck on Great Exuma, and kept his Cessna in one bay of a ten-plane hangar. Inside his bay Harry had a sofa long enough to sleep on, a fridge, a microwave and a desk. I’d never seen his house, only his hangar bay. Lots of pilots seemed almost to live in their hangars the way that sailors hung around marinas. It’s where they congregated with their aviator brethren when they were not in the air. I didn’t know where Harry lived when he wasn’t around the airport. He’d never invited me to see his home. He might have lived in a shack or a mansion.
  “So, you’re saying I should forget Bimini?”
  “Yeah, that’s what I’m saying. But I can put you onto a good boat, perfect for what you need. Now, I’m assuming that you can drive a fast boat in ocean waves, right? I mean, it’s not something you can learn by trial and error. So don’t bullshit yourself about your capabilities. It’s a skill, like skiing or anything else.”
  “Yes, I can drive a fast boat in ocean waves.” I felt like a pro after my trip from Castigo Cay on the Avon inflatable. My reflexes were tuned. Surfboard, windsurfer, sailboat, or speedboat, I knew waves. I was tired, but I knew I was dialed in for driving fast boats on the ocean.
  Harry lowered his voice, even though we were speaking on the intercom. “How much gold did you bring? Not for me—I won’t charge more for the flight than what I told you yesterday. I made a call, and I’ve got a boat lined up. I’m not getting a kickback, it’s nothing like that. But if you decide you like the boat, you’ll have to buy it outright. There are no rentals and no charters for what you’re planning. You have to buy the boat, free and clear.”
  “That’s the way it works?”  
  “That’s the way it works, when it works. So—how much gold do you have? I have to make a call when we get there, so I have to know. On you, I mean. Not in your vault in Provo. I’m sure you have a ton of gold there.”
  “At least a ton, right next to yours. But on me?” This was another moment of truth. I had to level with him. Well, almost. I undercounted my hoard. “Twenty ounces. Less, after I pay you what I still owe for the flight.”  
  “Forget it. My expenses are covered out of what you gave me yesterday.”
  “Thanks, Harry.”
  “I said forget it.”
  “No, I won’t. I really appreciate it.”
  “Hell, I’d rather fly than sit around any day. You only have twenty ounces? I’m not sure if that’ll be enough. But I’ll talk to my friend. Maybe he can set you up for that much. I called him from George Town. Don’t worry, nothing specific. I just wanted to know if he still had a boat he’s trying to sell. I knew you’d be in the market.”
  “I am, for sure.” I wondered if I was being corralled into a bad deal, or maybe something even worse. But I was dog tired and I had few options. Going into South Bimini solo and exhausted would be even more dangerous than trusting Harry.
  “Don’t worry about it. I’m enjoying the hell out of this. At my age I don’t get much excitement. Back in my younger days…well, that’s another story. A lot of stories. Maybe we’ll talk about them someday.” He looked across at me, grinning. “They’d curl your hair, young man.”
  “I’ll bet they would.” I could only imagine what a barnstormer Harry had been in his prime.
  “So, Dan, are you going to tell me why you’re traveling to Miami under the radar? If it’s none of my damn business, my feelings won’t be hurt.”
  “Well…actually…” I didn’t care for Harry’s friendly interrogation, but he’d cut me a break on the cost of the charter, and he was arranging a boat for me. He was an expert at these things, and he might be able to help me in ways I hadn’t even thought of yet.
  He ignored my reticence. “Yesterday you told me it was something about your girlfriend hitching a ride to Miami on a megayacht.”
  “Right.”
  “Seems like a lot of trouble to go to for an ex-girlfriend.”
  “There’s more to it than that.” Against my better judgment, I opened up. Harry just had that likeability factor. Or maybe it was fatigue. Without naming names, I filled him in on the situation. I told him about the other missing girls, and “Mr. Evil’s” peculiar hobby. I left out the details of what had recently happened on Castigo Cay, particularly the part about Archy being left in the mangroves.
  “And you have a good idea of where this megayacht will be?”
  “It should be tied up on Hibiscus Isle, between Miami and Miami Beach.”
  “I know the place. There’s the two isles, Palm and Hibiscus, right off the MacArthur Causeway. That’s all movie stars and millionaires. Big, big money. They pay a lot for privacy. Only one bridge on and off the islands, with their own security outfit. Not rent-a-cops. Mostly retired SWAT types. It’s tight—very tight.”
  “How do you know all that?”
  “Oh, I’ve rubbed up against money now and then. Mostly flying the rich and famous over to the islands. Sometimes it gets buddy-buddy and they take you behind the curtain to where the big money hangs out. That’s how I know.”
  “So I won’t be able to tap-dance my way onto Hibiscus Isle with a winning smile and a witty line?”
  “Not unless you’re already on somebody’s guest list. And even if you are, they’ll call the house to verify it and check your ID with a magnifying glass. But I’m guessing that Mr. Evil isn’t going to be inviting you for lunch anytime soon.”
  “Not too damn likely.”
  “Then you’ll have to do it from the water.”
  “That’s what I’m thinking too.”
  “So, what’s your plan?”
 


 ****
 


 “Plan?” I laughed, almost giddy with exhaustion. “Harry, I don’t have a plan yet. First I have to find a boat and get to Florida. Then try to sneak aboard Topaz, I guess.” As soon as I said the name, I regretted it. I kept talking, hoping it had not registered. “It’s over a hundred feet long, big enough for a twenty-foot tender underneath in the boat garage. It even has a hot tub.”
  “What, no helicopter pad?”
  “No helicopter pad. It’s not that big. Why, do you fly helicopters too?”
  “Hell yeah, I fly helicopters. So, have you got a tracker?”
  “A tracker? You mean like an Apache scout or something?” I was just joking. I knew what he meant.
  “A locater beacon. A pinger. To follow Topaz from long range, just in case you can’t sneak aboard it in Miami.”
  Shit. He’d locked onto the name. Nothing I could do about that now. “Hell no, I don’t. An electronic tracker is about number fifty on my list of things I can’t afford.”
  “Only fifty? That’s a short list. You have the main thing: the boat. And a hell of a boat at that. Very impressive. What is she, seventy feet?”
  “Sixty on deck. Sixty-eight overall.”
  “I didn’t get a very good look on the fly-by. Is she a gaff rig schooner?”
  “No, gaffs are too much work. Both masts are Marconi rigged, with fully battened main sails.”
  “Makes sense,” he commented. “A lot easier to handle than a gaffer.”
  “You know your sailing.”
  “I should, after more than sixty years in these islands. Even owned a few boats, power and sail. I’m guessing your schooner has a steel hull, right?”
  “Yeah, steel.”
  “Thought so. That’s good in the islands. Sooner or later you go bashing into coral, and steel can take it.”
  “Been there and so forth.”
  “Hell of a boat for such a young man.”
  “Yeah. Thanks.” Harry understood. Rebel Yell was my castle, my floating fortress, my freedom. 
  “You know, most of the charters I fly anymore are old farts like me. We all have the same problem: more money than time left to enjoy it. Any kid your age that can wangle a sixty-foot schooner, that’s a kid with his eye on the ball. You sort of remind me of me, a long time ago. When my flying was more adventurous. Not just this charter stuff.”
  “Did you ever fly into Normans Cay?”
  After a pause he said, “Let’s save that discussion for another time. Okay?” With a tip of his head, he indicated Nick in the backseat. With my headset on, I really couldn’t tell how much of our conversation Nick was following. 
  We flew over Clarence Town on Long Island midway through the flight. Long Island was a real string bean, sixty miles in length by just a couple of miles wide. With a twenty-knot tailwind pushing us, the Cessna made the trip back to Great Exuma in less than an hour.  
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 After landing at George Town’s asphalt strip, Harry went off to arrange the refueling. I stepped down and stretched in the shadow under the high wing. It was almost ten a.m. and already very hot on the tarmac. The Tropic of Cancer ran smack across Great Exuma Island, officially placing us in the tropics. After I deplaned, Nick Galloway climbed out of the backseat and hopped down. I turned to shake his hand and said, “Hey, you forgot your bag.”
  “What are you talking about?” Both of his hands flew up to his shoulders, palms facing me, and he took a step back. He didn’t understand my offered right hand, and I stood there awkwardly before dropping it to my side.
  “This is George Town. This is your bus stop, Nick. What did you think? This is where your boat is. Thanks for your help last night. I’m sorry the mission was an abort.”
  “What? You think I’m getting off the airplane here?” His fisted hands went to his hips and his eyes narrowed.
  “Well, yeah, the mission was a dud. It was a dry hole. So we’re done, right?”
  “You’re kicking me off the team? What, you don’t consider me enough of an operator?”
  “We’re a team now? When did that happen?”
  “Hey, man, I signed on to help you find Cori and see if we could make some kind of financial recovery along the way. We didn’t do either, so the job’s not finished. I start a mission, I finish it. No part-time, no going halfway. You’re going to Florida, so obviously the mission’s not over. Harry’s not going to charge you more for another warm body on the plane, is he?”
  “You’re serious?”
  “As a heart attack,” he replied without hesitation.
  “I thought you said you couldn’t go back to Florida.”
  “You said you couldn’t either, but you are. And when was the last time you were in South Florida, anyway? Five years? I was there just a year ago. I know what’s going on back there. So, what do you think, Chu-tau? Are you dead set on running this mission solo, or do you want a wingman to watch your six?”
  I thought about it for a minute, staring at him. He stared right back. I was impressed that he’d remembered the Vietnamese word for captain. He was letting me know he understood that he would be in a subordinate role if I agreed to take him with me.
  Over the past day and a half I’d gotten to know Nick Galloway pretty well. Not from long conversations about our lives, none of that chick-flick crap. He had indeed proven to be a skilled operator, at least in the areas where he had been tested. He had those Ranger patrolling skills. They can’t be faked. And the names tattooed on his upper arm still rang true to me. No backstabber would inscribe the names of his fallen comrades onto his flesh. 
  But patrolling on an isolated island didn’t have much in common with sneaking around the urban landscape of modern America. On the other hand, he’d been living in the States more recently than I had and might have some useful knowledge that I lacked. I looked away from him at the sky and considered for another minute before responding. Maybe he had some of what I had: the hunter’s drive. Once on the blood trail, it was hard to turn that instinct off.
  “All right, if you want to come along, come along. You have your .357, right?”
  “And two speed loaders, and about twenty loose rounds.”
  “Don’t expect me to throw your bail if you get picked up for doing something stupid. You get arrested for being a dumb ass, I don’t know you.”
  “Same goes likewise, skipper. I’m too broke to throw anybody’s bail, even my own. Dan, I’m so broke you’ll have to spring for my meals.”
  “I can handle that, if you don’t mind eating cheap. But I’m taking the backseat on the next hop. I’m ready to keel over. While you were getting your beauty rest on top of that sand dune last night, I was too jacked up to sleep. Next leg I’ve got to catch some rack time or I’ll be useless.”
  “No problem, I’ll sit up front and keep Harry company. How much have you told him about the mission?”  
  Nick hadn’t had an intercom headset on during the flight from Acklins Island and couldn’t have heard much of what we were discussing over the engine and wind noise. Or maybe he had. It was hard to know, since my ears had been covered by headphones the entire flight. “I told him most of it, but without the names.” 
  “So if he asks me any questions…”
  “Talk to him, but be vague. I trust Harry. No—I have to trust him, to a certain point. I have no other option. Oh, and by the way, we’re going to West End on Grand Bahama, not Bimini. He says he knows somebody with a boat.”
  “You sure it’s not a setup? It could be a trap.”
  “Yeah, I guess it could. But I have no other options at this point. Still want to go?”
  He nodded, resolute, and put out his own right hand. “I still want to go, skipper.”
  We shook on it, and it was done.
 The private fuel truck pulled up to our plane, and Harry climbed down from its passenger seat. The Bahamian driver set up a ladder, reeled off the hose and topped off the wing tanks. Ten minutes later we were airborne again. The next hop would take us over New Providence Island and through Nassau’s controlled airspace, so a flight plan had been filed. Our bags were already behind the backseat in the luggage compartment, so I could stretch out just a little. After we took off, I lay on my back with my knees up, and fell asleep before we reached cruising altitude.  
  I shifted positions a few times, once when the sun was shining straight in my face from a high angle. The strangeness of the trip was overpowering, and my mind flashed to Black Hawks, Chinooks, Ospreys and C-130s. I always enjoyed flying aboard small planes and helicopters. I even wanted to take flight lessons someday, but to what end? I could hardly afford to keep Rebel Yell in paint and diesel fuel, so what was the use of thinking about flying my own airplanes? When I needed to fly, I’d have to find a willing pilot like Harry Allan to get me from point A to point B. Still, the inability to fly bothered me. I could drive boats, cars and motorcycles, but when it came to flying, I was strictly a non-qual. Straight and level stick time mid-flight in bluebird weather didn’t count.
  I couldn’t afford a plane, but my Uncle sure could. Uncle Sam owned thousands of planes, and he’d flown me to some of the world’s real garden spots. But when I had ridden in his air fleet, he’d owned me just as much as he’d owned the aircraft I flew in. Yes I enjoyed flying on government planes and helos, but not enough to stay in the military and remain government property for twenty years. Not for the sake of a pension that might or might not ever be paid. Or if it was paid, might be paid in IOUs or ration cards or whatever paper confetti they decided to dole out to the veterans in the future.
  But it wasn’t only the pension. I just wasn’t the lifer type. I had answered my country’s call of duty, and I’d done my thing in the deserts and the mountains. Besides the paycheck, cool clothes and free airplane rides, I had also learned a trade. Certain esoteric skills related to applying mass times velocity over random distances to within very tight tolerances of time and space. Skills without much demand in the civilian sector. When my time was up plus a little more, I said adios to my jarhead friends in San Diego, grabbed my DD-214 and my other separation papers and walked away without looking back. I drove up I-5 past Camp Pendleton on cruise control, and kept going all the way out of Mexicalifornistan.
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 In my mid-twenties I was a college freshman at the University of Oregon in Eugene. It was hard for me to relate to my teen-aged classmates and granola-munching professors. A five- or six-year difference in age doesn’t sound like much, but my previous five years had been spent under very different circumstances from those of my peers.  
  Of course, college wasn’t all bad. The girls outnumbered the guys almost two to one, and I was partying more than studying my way through my first semester of college. After my Spartan tours in Iraq and Afghanistan, my semester in Eugene was like landing in hookup heaven. When not drinking or chasing girls—or being chased by girls—I managed to squeeze in just enough study time to keep my GPA above the waterline. Maybe if I’d finished the semester, I would have successfully adapted to academia and gone on to Great Things as a Professional with a College Degree.
  But in early December I got wrapped around the axle with a Professor of American History. Ennis Robbins was a pudgy, prematurely balding rat-faced maggot who stood about five-six in his Birkenstocks. In his classroom and passing in hallways, he always seemed intensely aware of my proximity, shooting me coy looks that I ignored.  
 This wasn’t unusual in itself. Gay guys often sent me test glances, which I always ignored. Robbins, though, didn’t receive the correct signal on his gaydar. On a Friday afternoon in December he invited me to his office to go over a final draft of an eight-thousand-word term paper I had written on the lessons of the Vietnam War. Across from the cluttered desk in his cramped office was a swivel chair. Robbins was already behind his desk when I entered. He indicated that I should sit down, and I did.
  He came around his desk with a printed hard copy of my term paper, handed it to me, and stood behind me in order to point out the corrections and suggestions he’d made. He leaned in closely enough for me to feel his breath on my neck while his hand rested on the arm of the chair. He said, “Dan, this paper is going to need extensive reworking to be acceptable.”
  “I can’t see why. Every paragraph—hell, almost every sentence—is footnoted. I can back it all up from primary sources, every bit of it.”
  He reached around me to flip to a middle page of my term paper. In a few moments he was touching his hip to my side and his arm to my shoulder. “Well, Dan, some of your sources are not exactly held in high regard by most reputable, mainstream historians. But I think we can use this as a teachable moment.” His body relaxed and he leaned into me, his true intentions suddenly becoming all too clear when he gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze.  
  I kicked out with both feet against his heavy desk, shooting the chair backwards on its rollers and propelling him rearward.
He tripped over a crate of books, did half of a somersault and went down hard, with his head smacking a low bookshelf before hitting the carpet. I leapt up from the chair to bolt from the room. Harsh words were exchanged, including my calling him a goddamn faggot, among other insults. Robbins was still rolling on the floor and wailing when I slammed his office door behind me.  
  He intercepted me the following Monday in a hall on my way to class. According to Professor Robbins, my “intentional misinterpretation of the perfectly innocent situation” was sure proof of my dangerous homophobia. My behavior was a result of Christian right-wing bigotry and was typical of ex-military knuckle-draggers. I just ignored him and shouldered my way past. Our student-teacher relationship went straight downhill after that hallway meeting. My tests, papers and projects were returned to me covered in so much red marker that they looked like freshly used combat dressings. He graded all of my tests and papers with Ds and Fs. Semi-literate but politically correct sycophants in the same history class received As and Bs.
  When he called on me in class after our two encounters, he referred to me in the third person as “the soldier” in a tone dripping with derision. (I never bothered to correct him on the distinction between Army Soldiers and Marines.) He never let up. After one final insult, staring directly at me while describing American soldiers in Iraq as baby killers, rapists, genocidal murderers, and ignorant tools of imperialism, a classroom full of teenage college freshman witnessed me dragging him across his upended podium and slamming him to the deck by the lapels of his elbow-patched corduroy jacket.  
  One look into my eyes must have convinced the professor not to press assault charges, at least not then. I’m sure my face conveyed the intended message that if I wasn’t given a life sentence in maximum security, I’d hunt him down and cut out his heart with a rusty knife. Even though I wasn’t immediately charged with assault, rumors about the “violent incidents” between us spread among the students and faculty.  
  Another professor (who was an Army veteran) took me aside and whispered to me that multiple felony charges would be forthcoming. Federal hate crimes, even. A full dossier was being prepared in secret. However, Professor Robbins might drop the charges if I dropped out of school and moved far away. Leaving Oregon for a distant state seemed to be a prudent idea. Thus ended my brief exposure to Higher Education, and my chance to become a Professional with a Bachelors Degree. (Later, I learned that I was not the first male student to have an “incident” with the professor in his private office, and he had his own reasons for wanting to bury the case.)
  My father had already been deeply disappointed that I’d joined the Marines instead of going straight to college after high school. We Kilmers went to college, period. My two older sisters had gone to college, and I was expected to follow in their footsteps. But instead I enlisted in the military when I turned eighteen.  
 Worse still, I didn’t enlist in the Navy or even the Air Force, where, in my father’s view, I might actually have learned a marketable skill. Instead, I enlisted in the Marines, where mainly I learned how to blow holes in people at ranges from point-blank to beyond a thousand yards.  
 After I separated from the Marines, my father’s hope in my future was renewed when I was accepted at the University of Oregon. This new hope ended when I was forced to leave college during my first semester in order to avoid arrest and prosecution.
  The state of Oregon didn’t mean anything to me. It was just the geographical location my father had returned to after putting twenty-five years in the Navy before retiring as a captain. Growing up I was just a Navy brat, moving every two or three years during my childhood. I’d lived in Hawaii, Sicily, California, Japan, Virginia and Spain. Maybe that rootless upbringing was the wellspring of my nomadic habits. But in the end I had legal Oregon residency, so that’s where I received the discounted in-state tuition rate and that’s where I spent my unfinished semester of college.
  Helping my Uncle Jeff
to complete his multi-year “boat project” had been my father’s idea. Jeffrey Kilmer was my father’s older brother by four years. According to my dad, Jeff had done well enough earlier in his life as a corporate exec, but he had gone off the rails somewhere around age fifty when his second wife dumped him, or he dumped her. According to my dad, Jeff had turned into a mid-life hippie. Confirming this suspicion, Jeff had sold his perfectly good house and bought a derelict schooner that wasn’t even in the water, but was rusting away in a Florida boatyard. To my father, this was proof of certifiable insanity. After my college fiasco, I got the impression from my Type-A dad that he considered both his brother and his son to be losers, and clear across the country from him was a good place for both of us to be. Maybe we two losers deserved each other, in my father’s judgment. Be that as it may, Uncle Jeff needed help, and I needed an immediate and distant change of legal jurisdiction.   
 Leaving the Northwest for South Florida
felt like a form of exile, but it was an exile that I welcomed. I drove my pickup from Eugene to Fort Lauderdale in three days. My truck had a camper shell and a foam mattress pad. I took naps in the back at rest stops, then filled up on gas, coffee and fast food and just kept rolling until I pulled into the Laudania Boatyard.
  I could see in my first hours with Jeff that the schooner rehab was kicking his ass. He had almost given up, overwhelmed by the sheer size and scope of the project as he had learned the true condition of his boat. It was an expensive education with no graduation date in sight.  
 Jeff had thought he’d found an incredible bargain in the steel schooner, but it had turned out to be a money pit. It wasn’t even “a hole in the water where you pour money,” because he had never seen the vessel afloat. Later I learned that two previous owners had bought the same “bargain” in the Laudania Boatyard. The unnamed vessel had not moved an inch since being hauled out years earlier. Its long keel was resting on square timber blocks, its sixty-foot hull kept balanced upright by steel jack-stands on each side.
  I was used to hard work, heat and discomfort from my time in the Corps. A poncho liner blanket on a slab of foam inside the boat was all I needed for sleeping arrangements. My arrival breathed new life into Jeff’s dream. I learned to weld on the job and tackled each project head on. Thirty feet of rusted belly plates, from the engine room to the cargo hold, had to be cut out and laboriously replaced, after gutting and removing the wood interior. While the quarter-inch-thick steel plates were absent, we installed a new 200-horsepower Caterpillar turbo diesel right through the temporarily open hull bottom. The new engine and the creative way to install it had been my ideas.  
  None of this was cheap except our labor. Fortunately for us, Uncle Jeff was not lacking in the checkbook balance, having sold his house to finance the boat rehab. He was lacking only in the youth, stamina, and enthusiasm department, until I came along and filled that gap. In return for my free labor, I received the promise of a lifetime berth on board whenever I wanted, no questions asked. Full-time or part-time, come and go as I pleased. It seemed like a fair deal. I had no other prospects, only the nagging fear of a subpoena being slapped into my hand by any approaching stranger.
 


 ****
 
 Two years after I’d joined the project and just a few weeks before the launching date, Uncle Jeff fell from the high scaffolding planks erected around the hull. I guess operating the belt sander while wearing a respirator and Tyvex coveralls had been too much for his nearly sixty-year-old heart. Or maybe he just had a dizzy spell and lost his balance. Either way, slamming headfirst into the concrete twelve feet below ended his cruise before it began.
  Early on, Jeff had related to me a rule of thumb he’d heard for determining the right size of a boat. It should be a foot in length for each year of a man’s life, to keep up with his expanding requirements. A thirty-footer was enough boat for a thirty-year-old man, and so on. He was determined to finish the rehabilitation of the sixty-foot schooner and get her launched before he turned sixty. That was his goal, and he missed it by only a few months. Jeff Kilmer died never having seen his schooner in the water. 
  One of the previous owners had sandblasted all of the original paint off the hull, and the old name or names had disappeared under new zinc primer. There was some dispute in the yard about what the original name had been. The previous name had lasted only a few months, and anyway, it had never even been painted on the boat. All that was firmly established in the boatyard lore was that the schooner was about thirty years old, it was Dutch-built, and it had circumnavigated the globe in its younger days. Some other clues, such as the music CD collection left aboard, pointed to it having been owned by an Englishman at some point.
  Superstitious sailors considered changing boat names to be bad luck, but to me the boat had no name. When he died, Jeff was still deciding among his short list. I didn’t feel obligated to pick from the names he had selected as possibles. The schooner was reborn largely through my effort, with a new engine, new masts and sails, and most of the interior rebuilt. So I chose the name. It was from one of the old music CDs I had found aboard the boat. I’d installed a kick-ass music system with interior and cockpit speakers, and I’d learned to appreciate The Rolling Stones, Billy Idol and other British rockers at high decibels while sawing, sanding, welding and grinding.  
  After the completely refurbished schooner was sprayed with its glossy black hull paint, I paid an old hippie woman who was legendary for her yacht calligraphy to paint the new name. While kneeling on the teak swim platform, she drew Rebel Yell! free hand in gold-colored oil paint with an artist’s brush. The R is a foot below one oval porthole, and the exclamation point is below the other. (Tran Hung keeps the bronze portholes polished to a golden sheen, believing eyes on a boat to be lucky.)  
  So, a few years before I turned thirty, I became the owner and master of a sixty-foot schooner. The title transfer was according to Jeff’s last will and testament. His own son, my cousin, tried to contest this disposition, but Jeff’s will was explicit and airtight. It didn’t feel like the boat was a gift, not after putting two years of cuts, burns and sweat into the effort. If I had not finished the job and gotten the boat into the water, then all of our work would have been wasted.
  But it was more than just completing the mission and seeing the landlocked steel monster back in the water where she belonged. The dream of sailing the oceans aboard a cargo schooner didn’t die with Uncle Jeff. While living up the Dania Cutoff Canal in the Laudania Boatyard, I had met dozens of sailors who had been cruising on everything from thirty-footers on up. They lived on monohulls and multihulls built of wood, fiberglass, steel, aluminum and ferro-cement.  
 Plenty of boats were in the water at the Laudania yard and the adjoining marinas, and I’d spent many evenings aboard them as a guest, soaking in the stories of ocean crossings and adventures in exotic ports. I also crewed on numerous daysailing trips out of Fort Lauderdale and Miami, enough to tell a sheet from a halyard and a winch from a wench.
  Harry Allan was partly right. I did have a lot on the ball to wangle a sixty-foot schooner before I was thirty. But another part of it was just the luck of the draw, after Uncle Jeff drew the short straw and tripped headfirst off the scaffold. It could just as easily have been me. 
  That reminder of human frailty and the role that fortune and misfortune play in our lives prevented me from becoming too prideful. Better men than me had died over in the sandbox, often purely by chance. Were you in the lead vehicle, or at the tail end of the convoy? Sometimes it came down to which side of a vehicle you were sitting on when something went ka-boom. Why did the invisible shard of flying metal hit the Marine to your right instead of you?  
  Or why did you have a heart attack and fall from a scaffold in a boatyard? Who knows why anything like that happens? Just be glad it didn’t happen to you, and keep on keeping on for as long and as far as you can go. I was proud of our schooner, yes. A lot of the work on Rebel Yell, and most of the hardest work, had been done by Yours Truly. Uncle Jeff had paid for it with money earned over a lifetime, and then he cashed out just short of the goal line and suddenly Rebel Yell was mine. But it wasn’t as if I’d won a lottery after finding a dropped ticket on the sidewalk.
  Making Rebel Yell seaworthy had been hard, but I’d found that keeping her going was even harder. I had been trying to make the cargo schooner pay for herself, while having some laughs along the way and living as a free man in an unfree world.  
 But today I was not aboard my floating fortress. Instead, I was in the back of a single-engine Cessna carrying my thirty ounces of gold, my calamity fund. And not even to make some wise real estate investment or buy a new generator or some other critically needed piece of gear, but to chase a runaway girlfriend to Miami. I had to be crazy. Nick Galloway had to be even crazier to be going with me. We both owned sailboats that were now far behind us in the Bahamas, and we were both heading straight to Florida and the iron-maiden embrace of our unbeloved government. All to chase after a girl who had dumped me. I was definitely nuts.
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 I missed seeing the Exumas Cays, New Providence Island and the Berries
while attempting to sleep in the back of the plane. I was awake and sitting up in time to see Grand Bahama come over the horizon. The island is sixty-five miles long from east to west. The last twenty miles of our flight path followed the coastline from Freeport to West End. Freeport is the second-biggest city in the Bahamas, after Nassau, but with none of Nassau’s charm or style.  
  From the air the last few miles of Grand Bahama looked like a narrow finger pointing toward Florida, sixty miles away and unseen over the horizon. The fingertip is the village of West End, the location of a marina and an international airport that are both official ports of entry for the Bahamas. With the tailwind, we made the three-hundred-mile flight from George Town in rapid time and landed before three p.m.  
  Once the plane was tied down and our luggage removed, we followed Harry through several chain-link vehicle and pedestrian gates to a parking lot and waiting area in front of the air terminal. We were on a domestic flight, so we avoided the hassle of going through the customs area inside. Back down at sea level on the asphalt, cement and sand it was over ninety degrees. Harry made a cell phone call and ten minutes later a dusty brown Nissan pickup pulled onto the lot. He told us, “That’s the man with the boat. His name is Yance Mabry, and we go back thirty years. You guys wait here a minute.” Harry walked over to the truck and out of our earshot.
  A man in his fifties stepped out of the pickup and spoke with Harry.
He looked Cuban, but he might have been of that unusual blend you sometimes see in the Bahamas, a mix of African and English with some Arawak or Carib Indian blood in there from way back. He had caramel-colored skin with a scattering of freckles and a sharp hawk-like nose. He was the only one of the four of us wearing long pants, oil-stained khakis, and a matching oil-stained gray T-shirt. He was a few inches shorter than I was and thick around the middle, but his arms and chest gave evidence of substantial strength regardless of his age.


  Harry and his friend held a whispered conversation, both of them glancing our way a few times. Finally, Harry signaled us over with a nod and a wave. We must have passed muster, because the driver invited us to throw our gear in the back of his truck and hop in. Harry sat up front in the passenger seat. We drove seven or eight miles eastward down the paved two-lane toward Freeport before turning off to the left onto a series of narrow roads. Nick sat on the left wheel well, and I sat with my back to the cab, facing rearward.  
  He asked, “Have you ever been here before?”
  “To West End? A few years ago.”
  “I mean to this guy’s house.”
  “I never met this guy before,” I said. “But Harry vouches for him.”
  “So, how well do you know Harry?”
  “Pretty well. We’ve done some things before. There’s a mutual trust.”
  “You’d better hope so. We’d better hope so. They could be driving us right into a sting operation. The feds are real big on reward money for tips.”
  “Tips about what? We haven’t done anything. We’ll be okay. Harry won’t sell us out. And he said he’s known this guy for thirty years. That counts for something.”
  “Yeah,” Nick said. “I’ve only known you for three days, and look at us now.”
  I nodded, and we both stared across the road and past the turquoise shallows to the deep blue water of the Northwest Providence Channel, which stretches away to the south of Grand Bahama Island. Sixty miles west, America loomed beyond the horizon like an unseen goliath.
  “So, what are the States like now?” I asked him.
  “I’ve been gone almost a year, but I guarantee they’re even more screwed up than when I left. And they were plenty screwed up then. The economy was already in the toilet then, and from what everybody says it’s even worse now. Everything the government does just makes it worse. And you can’t walk down the street without breaking about ten new laws. The only good thing you can say for the government is that they’re so screwed up, most of the time they can’t stop anybody from doing any damn thing they want to do.”
  “Sounds like Argentina.”
  “I heard the women are hot down there.”
  “Well, that part is true, at least.” You could find beautiful women anywhere, but there seemed to be more of them in certain parts of South America. “You think you’ll ever get that far on your boat?”
  “I’m just going to do the Caribbean first, and see how it goes.”
  “Your boat’s a thirty-three footer. You could do it easy. After you get your rigging all squared away.”
  The vegetation was different from what I was used to in the southern Bahamas, with enough casuarinas and sapodilla pines to almost qualify as woods, along with the usual tropical palms, cactus and dry scrub. The pickup’s side windows remained open, but I couldn’t make out any of their conversation. After another mile, the last cracked pavement gave way to a primitive track consisting of sand and broken shells.  
  After crunching along to the end of this unusual road, the truck pulled around behind an isolated house built on cement pilings. It was two stories tall if you counted the concrete slab at ground level as the first floor. The house hadn’t been painted recently, but it was by no means shabby, with a not-too-old corrugated metal roof. Behind the house was a view of dazzling turquoise water punctuated with tiny palm-covered islets extending to the horizon.  
 The elevated house was less than fifty yards from the water’s edge. There was about an acre of open land between the trees, with a hundred feet of sandy beach along the Little Bahamas Bank to the north. A white center-console fishing boat with a blue canvas Bimini top was anchored just off the beach. It was about an eighteen-footer, with a single big outboard motor.
  On the right side of the sandy backyard was a barn-size low corrugated metal roof built over segments of old telephone poles. Under the shed were a pair of empty boat trailers, big six-wheelers, and a Ford F-350 “dually” pickup truck with four tires on the rear axle. A pair of 225-horsepower Yamaha outboard motors were up on stands, with their covers off and blocks torn down. Automobile engines and marine outdrives in varying states of disassembly were lying on work benches.
  Next to the big shed were several fifty-five-gallon drums standing on wood pallets. Shell gasoline, if the yellow and red logos were to be believed. An empty black rubber fuel bladder lay next to the drums. Scattered in the dusty weeds and palmetto scrub under the trees were four racing boat hulls from thirty to forty feet long. One black hull had a pair of green panther eyes painted on the side. Those eyes were the logo of Pantera Boats.  
 Another had the Cigarette Racing Team logo, with a big number “1” inside a laurel leaf crest. The boats were faded and dirty, abandoned to the sun, rain, leaves and pine needles. They were missing their outdrives, and probably their engines and electronics as well. Nothing left to sell but the hulls, and no market for them.
  We parked behind the house and got out of the pickup. Half of the ground floor was screened in, making a bug-proof room containing a ping-pong table, a washer and dryer, a sofa and a television. The other side was unscreened, an open-air garage and workshop. Yance Mabry pulled a gray plastic tarp off a boat on a trailer. The narrow vessel looked like a scaled-down Cigarette racing boat, with a black outdrive and a stainless steel four-bladed cleaver prop. The hull sides, the long forward deck, and the top of the engine compartment were painted royal blue. A white stripe ran down the center of the boat from the bow to the stern. The hull’s deep-V bottom below the waterline was white gelcoat fiberglass that would be slick and fast, the opposite of Rebel Yell’s barnacled hull. The boat was sitting on an aluminum trailer with six balloon tires to launch it over the sandy beach. 
  Nick and I leaned against the hull while looking into the cockpit. Mabry didn’t introduce himself but went directly into a low-key sales pitch. “If you want to go to Florida, this here is your ticket. It’s a Pantera 24. The hull’s from 1998, but the engine is like new. There’s less than thirty hours on it. The hull was designed and built for racing offshore, and there’s none better.”  
  He popped up the engine cover. It hinged in the back by the transom and lifted in front on gas shocks. “The engine’s a Chevy 502 factory crate motor, right out of the performance catalog. Puts out 550 horsepower, measured on a dyno. She’s got a switchable exhaust system. You can make it exhaust underwater at low speed, for coming into port without waking up the whole world. If that matters to you.”  
  The big-block Chevy was enormous, with gleaming stainless steel headers on both sides of the engine. I’d gotten a few chances to drive some offshore boats. A typical Cigarette 35 would have a pair of 350-cubic-inch small blocks. Forty-footers might have a pair of 454s. The little Pantera 24, only about seven feet across at the transom, contained one humongous 502-cubic-inch motor. The weight-to-thrust ratio must have been off the chart.  
  Yance Mabry asked me, “You’re the one driving, right?” He had startling pale green eyes.
  “I am.”
  “You know how to use trim tabs?”
  “I do,” I said with more certainty than I felt. My Avon didn’t have or need them.
  “Well, you’d better—or it’s going to be a short trip. You stuff the bow and you won’t have to worry about Florida.” His accent was part Bahamas and part American Southern. I guessed that he had an unusual and interesting background, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to ask for details.
  “How fast is she? In flat water, I mean.”
  “In flat water she’ll make at least eighty-five on the GPS. That’s American miles per hour. It’s a great engine, but it’s not race-tuned. Race engines have to be rebuilt too often. This engine will go at least another seventy hours before she needs serious work. Hey, look fellows, let’s go up and get in the air conditioning, have a beer, and talk bidness. You know what the boat is.” 
  We followed him up the open timber steps, across a porch balcony and into his kitchen. Mabry grabbed four bottles of beer from the fridge and passed them out. The living room was large and comfortable, with a single plate-glass window facing north to the open water. Outside, a metal shutter that served as an awning today could be lowered down for hurricane protection. The view was another perfect Bahamas postcard, with Mabry’s Whaler at anchor between palms and casuarinas.  
 The living room walls were covered with framed pictures of our host and some other men and women. Yance Mabry and I guessed his sons, wife and many friends were grinning over big sailfish in the cockpits of sport-fishing boats. In other pictures they were wearing colorful offshore racing suits while holding up trophies. Some high-angle shots of boats leaping waves were obviously taken from helicopters during races.
  Mabry followed us into the living room and gestured for us to sit around his glass-topped coffee table. There was a gray leather sofa facing the ocean view, and several matching upholstered chairs. We sat and passed around a bottle opener. We enjoyed a few sips while staring at the sparkling Little Bahama Bank framed between the palm trees swaying outside. After a quiet minute, our host got back to “bidness.”
  “That boat is everything I said and more. It’s my son’s pride and joy, but I’ve sold everything else and I need the gold to pay the lawyers. He loves that boat, but he can’t use it in the Atlanta pen. I have to get him out of Atlanta—that place is a goddamn hellhole. He has five more years to do, and he could die in there easy. I’m working on a transfer to FCI Orlando. That’s minimum-security federal correction and it’s supposed to be safer, but everything costs money. You have to grease some lawyers’ palms to make the wheels turn. So you take the boat, it’s all yours, and that’s that. You can sell it easy for more than twenty ounces in Florida.”
 


 ****
 
 So Harry had told him how much gold I’d brought. I was glad I hadn’t told him I had thirty ounces. I put my beer down and said, “Well, I agree it’s a nice boat, but I can’t go twenty. I can’t use it all up just to get into the States. I’d have nothing left to operate on.” This wasn’t true, but I believe in always negotiating.
  Our host shot a pained look at Harry, who shrugged, leaned back and sipped his beer.
  Mabry said, “That boat is worth way more than twenty ounces. Double that, triple that! Hell, I’ve got more than that just in the engine. That isn’t some old chopper-gun lake boat with a 350 Mercruiser. That’s a Pantera with a 502, with a Corsa exhaust and Latham steering! The prop is a Bravo 1, and it’s matched perfectly. We tried three other wheels before we got it just right. Why, that boat’s got tricks I ain’t even told you about yet, and it’s a turnkey operation. That boat is perfect. That boat is dialed in. Trust me—that boat was made for what you want it for.”
  I nodded agreeably and said, “Hey, I’m sure it is, but twenty ounces is still too much. I can’t go to Florida broke. And I think it’s the wrong boat for what I need. I’d rather have an open fisherman. A center-console boat like the one you have anchored out back, only bigger. I want to blend in with the fishing crowd when I’m near Florida. I think a Pantera just stands out too much, even painted basic blue like yours. It still looks like a little Cigarette boat. It has that go-fast profile the law likes to stop and board.”
  “What, you’re some kind of boat expert?”
  I didn’t want to get into a whose-is-bigger contest. “I’ve made the trip a few times. And I don’t like the idea of only one engine for crossing the Gulf Stream. If that motor blows up, then what? Do I call SeaTow or the Coast Guard? Either way, I’m screwed. No offense, but I don’t want to meet your son in Atlanta Federal.”
  Mabry narrowed his eyes. Experience was speaking to youth while trying not to come off as lecturing. He didn’t have my gold yet. “Well, let me tell you something, son, you don’t have to worry about that engine. Not any more than Harry worries about having one engine in his Cessna. You just flew across the Bahamas on one engine, didn’t you?”
  “Well, that’s true, but…”
  “Look, son, I am an expert. I ran with the best. See that picture behind the big silver trophy? Well, that’s me and Don Aronow, who founded Donzi and Cigarette and a bunch of other high-performance boat companies. See that one? That’s me and Pepe Nuñez, the guy behind Pantera Boats in Miami. My sons made the trip across the Stream more times than I can remember in this boat. It’s got a Florida registration number, copied from another Pantera. It’s so low freeboard that it’s almost invisible unless it’s flat calm. And once you’re inshore, it’ll outrun just about any damn thing you can name. I hate to let it go at all, but the lawyers are killing me and I need the money, so I’m willing to do a deal with you for twenty ounces.” He took a long pull of his beer, studying me across the table. I remained silent, had my own sip, and stared back.
  He spoke first. “Look, if you really want to buy a center console with a pair of outboards, fine, you just go on down to Lucaya. Look around and see what you find ready to go, right now, this afternoon.” He sighed, exasperated.  
 “Son, I know every boat this end of Grand Bahama. Anybody you talk to about buying an offshore boat for gold will call the Customs hotline one minute after you walk out of their sight. They’ll be looking for a reward. I won’t. And this boat is ready, right now, here, today. Now… do we have a deal?”
  “Twenty ounces is still too high. At least it is for me.”
  Mabry rolled his eyes and blew out a sigh. “Twenty ounces is not high for that boat! This boat is worth over twice that. You’re stealing it at that price. You’re taking advantage of my situation, of my love for my son. This boat is so much better than stock—” 
  Harry broke the impasse, saying, “Dan, you and Nick go on down and check out the boat some more. Crawl around in-side it. Kick the tires. Let Yance and me have a little parley. We’ll come down in a few minutes. Okay?”
  We went downstairs and did indeed crawl around the boat. Five minutes later, they returned to the under-house boat garage. Harry brought a small gym bag, set it on a work-bench, unzipped it and removed a white plastic object about seven inches long, three wide and one thick. It was unmarked, just a smooth white mini-brick.
  Harry said, “Here’s a tracker like I was talking about. Yance will throw it in with the boat for the whole twenty ounces. If you can get it onboard the, ah, vessel you’re interested in, you’ll know where it is for the next six months. It’s already set to send a GPS signal up to a satellite once an hour.”
  “How do I check it?”
  “It’s posted on an internet site. Latitude and longitude. Can you check your email at sea?”
  “I’ve got an Orbcom.” 
  “An Orbcom will work,” agreed Harry. “There’s a website where you check your account. Just set it up to send the tracker’s location to your email address. The location will be sent once an hour.”
  “What about its security?”
  “No problem. There’s a million of these things out there beeping away. They’re on trucks, they’re on cargo containers, they’re on ships. Hell, husbands even put them in their wives’ cars. They’re everywhere.”
  “Where do I have to stick it? Does it have to see the sky? What if I have to hide it inside a boat?”
  “Inside fiberglass, no problem,” said Mabry. “But not metal. Is your target vessel steel or aluminum?”
  “No. It’s composite.”
  “Good. Just don’t bury it too deep. The less between it and the sky, the better.”
  It was tempting. The tracker was a hell of a sweetener.
  Mabry asked, “So, do we have a deal or not? I’ll even fill the tank. One of those drums out there is full. That’s fifty-five gallons of clean Shell ninety-two octane.”
  “Is it fresh?”
  “Last month.”
  “I want a fuel bladder too.”
  “You won’t need a bladder to get to Florida.”
  “I know. But I might need it later. How much does that one I saw out there hold?”
  “Forty gallons, but I don’t have much more gasoline. Just that one drum. The others are empty.”
  “I’ll take the bladder empty. But with the transfer lines and everything else it needs.” The bladder was useless without a way to get the fuel into the main tank feeding the engine.
  “You got it,” Mabry said and reached out his right hand. “So, do we have a deal?”
 


 ****
   
 “We have a deal.” He had the calloused hand and powerful grip of a lifelong mechanic.
  While still clutching my hand, with his eyes locked on mine, he said, “Can I see the gold?”
  “Sure.” He released his grip and I reached in my pocket. Riding from the airport in the back of the pickup, I had transferred ten ounces to each of my front pants cargo pockets. Ten Krugerrands fit into a white plastic tube with an end cap. The short containers were almost small enough to hide in my closed fists. I handed a tube to Mabry. He popped off the cap and spilled a few of the heavy coins into his hand. I expected him to smile, but he didn’t.
  Instead, he quietly said, “You know, there was a time when I wore more gold than this around my neck. There was a time when there were four or five boats here all the time, fully rigged. Not little ones like this Pantera. Big ones like the bare hulls out back. We used to do the Miami to Bimini race, Miami to Key West, all of them.”  
 Mabry sighed. His light green eyes reflected the sea behind him, and I thought I saw them tearing up but he looked away to the horizon. “Well, those days are long gone. Just like my wife, and my sons…and now my last race boat. Gone. My first son drowned and the other one is in prison for a tenner. And now I need the gold to pay for lawyers a hell of a lot more than my son needs this Pantera. He sure can’t use it where he’s at now. Don’t worry; this boat won’t let you down. Not if you know what you’re doing. When do you plan on leaving?”
  “As soon as we can. As soon as you gas it up and get it launched. We just need a cooler with something to drink and maybe some sandwiches, and we’re out of here.”
  “All right. That’ll work.” He turned back to me and held out his open left hand, and I gave him the second ten ounces. Both containers disappeared into his pants pockets.  
  “Once I’m across the Stream, what’s the best inlet to run?” I had my own ideas, but I wanted to hear his opinion.
  “Straight across. Lake Worth. That’s the Palm Beach inlet.”  
  Harry, standing to the side with Nick while the deal was struck, nodded agreement.
  “I have a friend with a dock further south,” I said. “I was thinking about Boca Raton, or Hillsboro.”
  “No,” said Mabry. “Too small. Too much of a crapshoot when you’re going in. Most of the time they’re clear, but a few times a week Customs puts a forty-foot Interceptor on the little inlets. When they do, they check almost every damn boat coming in. Only a few boats come in each hour, and they have the time. So if you use those smaller inlets, you’re just rolling the dice that Customs isn’t sitting there, waiting. You don’t do it that way unless you have watchers on the shore, and I’m guessing you don’t. The Coast Guard and Customs can’t do it that way at Lake Worth. They have so many boats coming in that they can only pick a few to check. They even have cruise ships going in and out, and then everybody just gets out of the way. Follow a cruise ship, that’s always a good bet.”
  “I thought the economy was in the crapper. They still have cruise ships running?”
  “Sure,” he said. “It’s a cheap vacation, and the cruise ships are safe compared to most places. People pay for a cruise just to not worry about getting robbed.”
  “So you think the Lake Worth Inlet is the safest?”
  “That’s right. Just blend in with the afternoon crowd and you’ll have no problem. And there’s a few more things you need to know. The tank takes sixty gallons. Use ninety octane or better if you can get it. Eighty-nine octane is okay if you can’t get better, but that’s it. Keep her at fifty miles an hour, that’s her best cruising speed. There’s no reason to go faster unless you’re trying to outrun somebody, but if Customs has an Interceptor on your ass, then they already have planes and helicopters up on top. Count on it. When you see their boat, it’s already game over.”  
  “Okay.”
  “Use just a little trim tab at fifty.” He leaned into the Pantera’s white cockpit to show me. “It’s all marked on the tab indicators; my son had all the best settings worked out. See, it’s all written on the tape alongside that slider. The best outdrive and trim angles for each rpm. Of course, it depends on sea conditions too, but those numbers will get you in the ballpark. After that, it’s all up to you.” He raised an eyebrow, his doubt in my ability to run the boat clear. But he had my twenty ounces of gold. What I did with the boat would now be up to me.
  “How far can I go on the fifty-five gallons in that drum?”
  “I’ll fill it to sixty—I have a little extra here and there. She’ll get better than two miles to a gallon at fifty, which gives you a solid hundred-twenty-mile range till she sucks dry. Plenty for Florida.”
  “What about with the throttle wide open?” I asked.
  “Throttle wide open?” He laughed. “You don’t want to know! Once those throttle plates go vertical, she’ll suck the gas down like a pig. You’ll be into gallons per mile, instead of miles per gallon. Save that for your last resort.”
  We stood by the cockpit while he pointed out and explained all of the gauges, knobs, buttons, and rocker switches on the instrument panel. The single throttle was on the right side, next to the wheel. The wheel was covered with grippy black rubber. The chrome throttle lever was topped with a blue billiard ball, the number two on top.  
  Two deeply padded white bolsters with drop-down seats dominated the cockpit. The U-shaped bolsters allowed the driver and navigator to stand with their entire backs and sides enveloped and cushioned, with their weight supported on bent knees to absorb the landing shocks like snow skiers negotiating moguls.  
 The bolster seats must have come out of a thirty-five-footer. A man could fit between the seats and get back to the engine compartment only by turning sideways to squeeze between them. The bolsters extended so far aft that the rear bench seat against the engine compartment was a joke. There was no place for anybody sitting in the back to put their legs, except jutting forward between the two bolsters. A big white Igloo cooler occupied the left side of the seat, fitting snugly between the bolster and the seat back. Cords tied to the handles on each side were secured to rings on the deck. The cooler wasn’t going anywhere, an important consideration on an offshore boat. The attention to detail impressed me.
  At the front end of the cockpit, a pair of narrow vertical doors hinged apart to permit small children or flexible midgets easy access to the cuddy cabin below the forward deck. Except for the oversized padded bolster seats, the Pantera was obviously not built for comfort but purely for speed on the ocean.
  Mabry said, “Don’t go faster than the sea conditions allow. Weather should be fine this afternoon; just some thunderstorms, normal settled June weather. A low is coming, but today and tomorrow will be fine. In swells under three or four feet, you can keep it at fifty easy. That doesn’t mean you won’t catch some random wave that’ll send your bow straight up, so you have to be careful every second. And if you trim it wrong and stuff the bow, you’ll go from fifty to zero in zero seconds, and that’ll ruin your day too. Never be casual is what I’m saying. Remember, the offshore racers have rescue divers on helicopters ready to jump in and save their crazy asses. You don’t. Okay?”
  “Okay.” I was used to working up high without a net. I just hoped my reflexes and learning curve were up to the task.
  “Then I’ll get my big truck and hook her up. Oh—I’ll throw in a pair of hot batteries too. I want to make it right. You’re stealing this boat from me, but nobody will ever say that Yance Mabry put a boat out to sea that wasn’t ready.”
  “I appreciate it.”
  He looked at me evenly. “Son, I’m still a professional, even if my profession is dead and buried in the past. I can’t do boats any other way but the best way. You boys get up there and make some sandwiches while I launch her. Take anything in the fridge you want. Once you’re ready to leave, I’ll go out with you to show you how to run her on flat water and make sure she’s running just right. Then I’ll take my Whaler, and you can follow me out to the ocean. Nobody who didn’t live here all their life can find the deepwater ocean from this place. Not unless they’re behind somebody who knows the way.”
 


 ****
 
 We followed Yance Mabry’s center console
at low speed
through an intricate series of turns in shallow water that ranged from lime to turquoise. The sun was still high to the west and the water ahead was mostly reflected glare and dazzle even through my polarized wrap-arounds. We passed exposed coral heads that were close enough to spit on. At low speed, the Pantera’s 502 popped, rumbled and shook the boat. I pushed the rocker switch to force the hot exhaust gases out underwater and the sound diminished by half. It was still a loud growl, but much more bearable. I switched the exhaust back to the straight pipes through the transom and the full roar returned.  
  Our bags and gear were stuffed into the low and narrow cuddy inside the bow. At my request Nick crawled forward and dug foam earplugs out of my kit bag. The front dozen feet of the Pantera was only a crawl space. All the way forward was a V-shaped mattress with just enough overhead space to permit sitting. According to the race boat crowd, girls would get so turned on while taking rides on these rockets that they wouldn’t want to wait for a nicer bed ashore. After going for a thrill ride on a thirty-foot roaring vibrator, anything soft and horizontal with minimal privacy would suffice. I had never personally tested the theory, but it seemed plausible.
  The deepest part of the cuddy, between the narrow companionway doors and the V-berth, had four stainless steel pad eyes bolted to the hull. They matched the four stainless steel rings on the corners of the rubber fuel bladder. The empty bladder was rolled up and stuffed into a nylon tote bag, and stowed out of sight far forward in the empty void below the V-berth. Nothing said “smuggler” like an auxiliary fuel bladder installed on an offshore racing boat. Or so I’d been told.
  When we hit the deep blue water just past Indian Cay Rock, it was four-thirty in the afternoon. Yance Mabry waved, gave us a thumbs-up, and peeled away. Isolated thunderheads were rolling across the ocean in front of us, but near West End the ocean was still flat behind the lee of Grand Bahama Island, so I gave it more gas in steady increments to see what she would do.
  I steered with my left hand and worked the throttle and trim tabs with my right. My sneaker-clad toes were all the way forward against the cockpit bulkhead, my back was pressed against the U-shaped bolster with the seat hinged down out of the way. At 2,500 rpm we were showing thirty-five miles an hour on both my handheld GPS and the analog gauge on the Pantera’s instrument panel. My GPS was held in place on the panel by a jury-rigged shock cord.
  The engine made a throaty rumble, but the bow was too high. I lowered both trim tabs to bring her nose down. At 4,000 rpm we passed sixty miles an hour with the engine roaring still louder, and I brought the tabs most of the way back up. The sensible, disciplined thing to do was to leave it right there, or back off to fifty for the optimal fast cruising speed that Yance Mabry had suggested.  
  Driving a well-tuned sportboat like that Pantera, however, made me feel anything but sensible. I get into a zone where I have to know where the needle is maxed and the engine can’t give you another knot. I rationalized that I needed to know what I could expect from her at the top end if it came down to the old fight or flight, the do or die.  
  At 5,500 rpm the engine was flat-out screaming like a banshee, and the analogue speedo needle read seventy-five. In the lee of West End the ocean was still almost flat, so I nudged the throttle forward until it hit its stop. The big 502 was running wide open. At a hair over six grand the speedo needle was pegged just past eighty, the highest number on the dial. The GPS touched ninety but stayed solid in the high eighties when I dared to glance down. The boat ran as if it were on rails, with no chine walking or other indications of instability. But that was on nearly flat water.  
  The Pantera’s racing pedigree showed. No doubt the hull could be driven much faster. It was just a question of choosing a race-tuned engine with a short life, or one that could use normal gasoline and make a number of long trips between rebuilds. I’d gone faster on the water, over a hundred, but that had been on a thirty-nine-foot Fountain and I hadn’t been driving. This little Pantera felt a lot faster. After less than a minute at max rpm, I slowly backed off while studying the ocean ahead and glancing down at the gauges. At seventy-five she got a little squirrelly in a groove she didn’t like, so I eased the throttle back again.
  At sixty we found some almost imperceptible swell and the Pantera skipped airborne. I was afraid we were going to submarine, but she flew straight and landed on her transom. I held onto the padded wheel; Nick gripped the stainless steel grab bar bolted to the “dash” in front of his position. The spray shot out cleanly on both sides—hardly a drop came over the boat. When she left the surface I pulled back on the throttle so the engine wouldn’t over-rev, and when the prop bit into the water I shoved the throttle back forward. It took a while to get the hang of timing the waves with the throttle.
  By then we’d left the protection of the bank and found the offshore swells, so I backed her down to a bit under sixty. For the first time I had a chance to glance astern, and West End was gone. We had the entire ocean to ourselves. I studied the set of the swells and found an angle where we could keep her at fifty with one trim tab halfway down. If the waves had been bigger we might have had to throttle back substantially, but they were no more than two- and three-footers, widely separated and regular, with no perceptible cross-swell. Otherwise there was just wind chop, which the Pantera ignored. We were heading straight for Florida, and for all we knew Customs and the Coast Guard were already waiting for us. Still, it was a major rush. Smoke and water vapor shot like rocket exhaust out of those two big straight pipes behind us.
  When I dropped it down to the recommended fast cruising speed of fifty, the Pantera felt under perfect control. She was running at an easy loping gallop. Easy for the boat, easy for me. Nick yelled from a foot away to get my attention.
  “Hey! You do this a lot?”
  “Do what?” I yelled back, my eyes still on the waves ahead. You had to study them, every one, and drive accordingly, continuously using both the wheel and throttle.
  “Buy racing boats to sneak into the States. I thought you were broke.”
  “I was. I still am. I just spent my retirement.”
  He nodded. We both knew that any more yelling between us and we’d quickly grow hoarse.  
  The twenty-four-foot Pantera put out over two and a half times more horsepower than Rebel Yell, even though the steel schooner weighed twenty times more. But Rebel Yell’s 200-horse caterpillar diesel was only her auxiliary form of propulsion. My floating fortress could cross entire oceans under sails driven by the free wind. The Pantera had a range of only 120 miles at this speed, and then only in very moderate seas. On the other hand, the Pantera was ten times faster, and could sneak under low bridges and far up creeks and canals where Rebel Yell could never dream of hiding. The Pantera could disappear under boat sheds, into automobile garages or barns, or she could be stashed up in a dry-storage boat warehouse.  
  Thirty miles from the coast of Florida we were in the middle of the Gulf Stream, although its slow northward drift was irrelevant to us at our speed. The Stream’s danger was in the waves it could produce. If the wind blew hard from the north against the massive ocean river, the Stream could turn into a nightmare of “square waves” with vertical faces. But not that day. That day you could have driven a houseboat between Florida and the Bahamas. At one point we passed a cruise ship less than a mile away. I would have enjoyed roaring right past it, but I didn’t want a hundred pictures taken of us on this boat. We were both wearing sunglasses for the wind and spray, but we couldn’t wear ball caps to hide our faces or protect ourselves from the sun’s rays. At these speeds, ball caps would be torn off by the windblast.
  Halfway across the sixty-mile-wide strait a summer squall blew down on us. The gray anvil top soared fifty thousand feet in the air, and both black sides were sharply defined. The leading edge was a gray-black onrushing avalanche spitting out lightning and cold air blasts. Rather than turning to outrun it, I throttled back and let the squall overtake us until we were buried inside its fury, with down-rushing microburst winds tearing at the surface of the ocean and sending it flying away in sheets. I knew from experience that the squall’s energy would be spent too quickly to build up dangerous waves. For once, I had no sails up to reef and furl in a mad rush.  
  While watching the squall approach, I judged its overall march to be toward the southeast, so I turned with it to stay inside its cloak of icy pelting rain for as long as possible. Nick tipped his head back and opened his mouth wide. We were already wet from flying salt spray, so the cold fresh water shower was no bother to us. If anything, it washed the stinging salt from our eyes and cleaned our sunglass lenses. The Pantera was hidden for a good ten minutes. Visibility inside the storm was less than fifty yards.  When we emerged from the squall’s trailing edge into the afternoon sun, I throttled back up to forty and changed course to 220 degrees, our new GPS bearing for the Fort Lauderdale inlet.  
  Despite what Yance Mabry had advised, I wasn’t going to use the Palm Beach inlet at Lake Worth. I didn’t want to go where I was expected, in case Yance Mabry or Harry Allan was going to drop a dime and inform on us. It seemed unlikely that they would, but I didn’t fully trust either man, especially Mabry. How could I? And one of my last options, if we did have to run from a Customs boat, was to drive the Pantera right up on the beach and haul ass over ground. If we had to escape and evade on foot, I knew Broward County and the Fort Lauderdale area much better than I knew Palm Beach.
  The passing squall line had scattered some fishing boats and other pleasure craft. Within our new horizon I counted a half-dozen small craft dashing for ports from West Palm to Miami. It was possible that Customs or even the Navy were running an airborne radar platform over the Straits of Florida. If they were, the squall had temporarily blinded them in this sector and reshuffled their deck of radar contacts. I wondered if the government ran fewer airborne radar pickets during these hard economic times; those planes were not cheap to keep in the air. Or, with America less free than before, maybe it was a higher priority than ever to secure the water frontiers against inward or outward voyages without official approval. I seemed to remember reading that Communist East Germany and the Soviet Union had spent lavishly on border guards despite their failing economies.
  Ten miles out from Boca Raton we spotted the first condo towers, just little black points on the horizon. Minutes later, we were past the deep blue Gulf Stream and our depth sounder was giving readings again, showing less than three hundred feet below us. I turned to the south and ran parallel to the shore, just a mile offshore in sixty feet of water. Close enough to watch the Hobie Cats and windsurfers nearer to the beach. By then we were seeing plenty
of other pleasure craft, from sailboats to big sportfishermen.  
  Sailboats seemed like unmoving buoys chained to the bottom as we flew past. No wonder, I thought, that sport boats roared so close by us when we were out sailing. From their perspective, sailboats weren’t moving at all. What we didn’t see was any sign of law enforcement. Not wishing to draw undue attention, I dropped our speed down to thirty, ordinary ski-boat stuff. The swells were almost parallel to the beach and we ran between them, occasionally catching just a little air when crossing from one trough to another over the crest.  
  I began to pick up my old South Florida landmarks. The black-and-white lighthouse at the Hillsboro Inlet. The towers of the Galt Ocean Mile condominiums lined up like dominoes along the beach. When I multiplied balconies times people, I saw them as vertical concrete anthills. More people lived in each tower than I’d seen in the last six months. Modern society was still humming and grinding along in South Florida. Millions of ears were still pressed to cell phones, millions of eyes studied screens large and small, millions of drivers stared at the cars in front of them. A biplane towed a banner up the beach; the message faced landward and I couldn’t make it out. Past the surfers and beyond the beach lay America in all its glory, conceit and fear. My home.
  Finally, there were the four red-and-white-striped stacks of the power plant at Port Everglades, the inlet for Fort Lauderdale. Before turning in between the jetties, I throttled back to twenty. I switched the exhaust to exit underwater, and our blasting roar became a muffled burble. I’m sure it was still loud, but after hearing it coming out of the straight pipes for the previous two hours, it seemed almost quiet. We took out our earplugs. Our shorts and T-shirts were already practically dry from the effects of sun and wind.
  We put on our ball caps and pulled the bills low. Just north of the jetties on the Fort Lauderdale beach was a thirty-story luxury condo tower called the Point of the Americas. It was rumored that Customs and the DEA ran surveillance from the top floor. On the other side of the inlet and further inshore was a Coast Guard base. It was a sure bet that they had cameras running around the clock. Among the thousands of boats entering Port Everglades every week, I hoped we didn’t stand out enough to warrant an inspection from any of the half-dozen state and federal law enforcement agencies monitoring the inlet in their secret fusion centers.
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 Just before six p.m. we turned right and headed between the parallel boulder jetties. Boat wakes buffeted us from every direction. The next half mile was the transition zone from offshore to inland waters. A forty-foot Interceptor from Customs and Border Protection roared past us outbound, four black Mercury outboards stacked across its transom. An even thousand horsepower. The Interceptor had a radar-equipped T-top above the three agents wearing goggles, monkey suits and survival vests. The feds obviously had places to go and people to meet, and didn’t appear to notice us, insignificant small fry that we were.
  A cruise liner like a wedding cake built on a Star Wars scale was coming out more sedately, and we passed down her port side. She occupied the entire deepwater channel, swelling the water aside and forcing the small craft over to the shallows, which were still plenty deep for us. Beyond her, we were just one of the dozens of boats running in and out the inlet at Fort Lauderdale. The water was a turbid mocha color from the effluvium of both civilization and the Everglades pouring into the Atlantic.  
  A fifty-foot power cat with a red-and-yellow-flame paint job passed us doing at least sixty as it headed in. Women in bikinis waved at us and Nick waved back. The American economy was reportedly a shambles, but some boaters were still finding the gas to fill the tanks and go blasting around the ocean for the pure hell of it. I wondered who they were and how they found the money.
  The little Pantera held sixty gallons. Many of the boats around us had fuel tanks that were ten times as large. With bigger and far more impressive Fountains, Cigarettes, Bertrams and Hatterases joining us for the late-afternoon stampede back into Port Everglades I was hoping that we appeared too puny to worry about. A twenty-four-foot speedboat would just be out on the ocean to have a little fun running up and down the beach for an hour or two.  
  At least that’s what I hoped the watchers from Customs, the DEA and the Coast Guard would assume. By that point we were already outlaws. We were not showing the legally required yellow quarantine flag indicating that we had just traveled into the United States from a foreign country. The normal procedure would have been for us to tie up at one of a few designated public docks and call the toll-free number for Customs. If we were going to “report in,” they might send agents to inspect our boat and papers. Or they might give us “telephone clearance,” if our computerized paperwork was already in the system. Obviously, ours was not. Nick and I were both American citizens, but we had no papers at all for the boat. I didn’t even have a current valid driver’s license.
  But if we didn’t call them and report our entry, how would the Customs department ever know that we had just arrived from the Bahamas, and not from Boca Raton or Miami? Was some airborne radar plane keeping watch over all the thousands of small boats skittering like water bugs in the ten thousand square miles between Florida and the Bahamas? Possible, but not likely.
  Now that we were back on flat water, I was finally able to pull the seat bottom up and latch it in place, and Nick did likewise. Since leaving West End we’d been standing against the padded bolsters, supporting our weight on flexed knees. It was a relief to be out of the waves and able to drop my ass onto the padded seat cushion.
  I steered along the right side of the Port Everglades turning basin, an open piece of water big enough for tugs to maneuver the cruise ships in and out of their piers. A pair of enormous liners were tied up in the cruise terminals across the port from the inlet. We passed an orange Coast Guard rigid inflatable alongside a drifting twenty-foot center-console. The half-dozen sunburned occupants of the boat were attempting to scrounge up enough life jackets and other required safety gear to satisfy the Coastguardsmen. Overloaded boats always grabbed their attention. Bad luck for the party boat was a lucky break for us, and we slipped past the Coasties without their even looking our way.  
  I made the turn north on the Intracoastal Waterway and slid under the massive concrete and steel 17th Street Bridge, between the Marriott Hotel on the left and the Pier 66 Hyatt-Regency on the right. Seventeenth Street over the ICW was a drawbridge, but it needed to open only for the biggest sailing yachts. Any vessel higher than seventy feet above the water could be barred from outward passage with just a phone call to the bridge keeper. The Pantera slipped under the bridge with sixty-some feet to spare.  
  We were penetrating the beehive of Fort Lauderdale, accompanied by a half-dozen other boats within hailing distance. It was an extreme culture shock to be back after a few years away. My psyche was still attuned to open ocean and tropical islands, where a couple of bungalows and a small beach hotel constituted the apex of civilization. But the size of Fort Lauderdale at least made us anonymous. We were just one more ant returning to the anthill.
  Fort Lauderdale’s modern geography was a testament to American attitudes prior to the creation of the EPA. The mile-wide area behind the beach from Port Everglades twelve miles north to Pompano Beach had once been a tidal mangrove swamp. After World War Two, developers saw the potential and brought in steam dredges and bulldozers. They transformed the miles of creeks and swamp into fingers of dry land interlaced with navigable canals. The unusable mangroves became hundreds of miles of valuable waterfront property, where you could park your Cadillac in front of your house and your Cris-Craft behind. Lauderdale was called “The Venice of America,” and justifiably so. By the turn of the millennium every quarter-acre plot of waterfront down every canal went for hundreds of thousands of dollars. Along the Intracoastal Waterway and other prime locations, real estate went for ten times as much. 
  The Pantera didn’t like running at under 1,100 rpm. Even with the engine exhaust being diverted beneath the waterline, the big 502 popped and snarled. The last thing we needed was to be stopped by the Marine Patrol for violating the no-wake zones, because any stop would mean a request for our nonexistent papers. We glided up the Intracoastal Waterway past the giant Bahia Mar Marina, where at least a dozen gleaming megayachts were moored. Their names, owners and book values might have changed during the depression, but the megayachts occupied the same prime slips in the heart of Lauderdale. Whatever was happening elsewhere in the rest of Florida and America, there clearly was no depression here.  
  After the Las Olas Boulevard drawbridge, I took the left fork off the ICW to travel northwest, up the Middle River. Lining both sides of the river were attractive custom homes with docks, but they were a degree or two less stunning
than the mansions back on the ICW. We nosed under the Sunrise Boulevard Bridge, two hundred feet wide and nowhere more than eight feet from the water to its bottom. It wasn’t a drawbridge, it couldn’t open for water traffic. Every day, thousands of drivers saw the top of the bridge, but only a few boaters saw the underside between closely spaced cement pilings. We ducked beneath the overhead beams, vibrating with six lanes of traffic rumbling a yard above our heads.
  Behind us the ICW had merited drawbridges, because it was part of an inland waterway system theoretically kept open for commercial vessels and pleasure craft, from the Chesapeake Bay to Key West. The Middle River merited no such consideration as it snaked its way from coastal megayachts and mansions far inland to slums and crack houses. A mile west of the ICW, the automobile reigned supreme and boat access was a distant afterthought. The commuting worker bees in their cars needed to get from their homes to their jobs without delay. Sunrise Boulevard was a major east-west artery carrying them in both directions. The neighborhoods beyond each low fixed bridge became uglier and cheaper by degrees.  
  There were no sailboats or sportfishers inland of the Sunrise bridge. The exact height requirement for each fixed bridge fluctuated with the tides, but anything higher than seven or eight feet above the water was filtered out at Sunrise. We passed only one boat coming the other way on the next northward leg of the Middle River. It was a generic Boston Whaler clone with an older man at the wheel. We gave casual waves as we passed. Just two boats on a stretch of water in South Florida, two out of maybe a million. There was no hint that one of the boats had just come from a foreign country.
  We were a few minutes by water from where I hoped to stash the boat on the canal behind a friend’s house. But if we showed up with no warning, I’d have to tie up the Pantera and then cross their backyard to knock on the door. They might not be home, or they might even have moved away in the year or more since our last contact. New home owners might freak out, and this being South Florida, they could be armed and more than willing to shoot. Or nosy neighbors might report “intruders” to the police. Burglars and home invaders did not typically arrive in an expensive speedboat, so the risk was slight, but it was there. Far more bizarre crimes occurred a dozen times a day in Broward County. Above all, we were trying to maintain a low profile and avoid official attention.
  The alternative to showing up unannounced was to risk a call from a pay phone. After one more hairpin turn we arrived at a Winn-Dixie supermarket that had the Middle River behind its receiving and unloading dock area. The supermarket was next to the north-south running U.S. Highway 1 bridge. It was another low fixed bridge, not even a speed bump on busy Federal Highway. The last time I’d been here, there had been a pay phone on the front of the store. I told Nick to get the fenders ready; I’d decided to risk the call.  
  There was no dock behind the Winn-Dixie, just a crumbling concrete seawall four or five feet above the water. Nick put the white fenders out, one on the stern and one just forward of the low wind screen, and got a pair of dock lines ready. We found a spot where there had once been a wooden dock, where some rotten timbers were still bolted to the seawall. He tied us up, and I hit the engine kill switch. Our rumbling engine noise was replaced by the humming of traffic over the Federal Highway bridge.  
  I stood tall in the padded bolster, stretched my neck, arms and torso, and pulled off my damp T-shirt. Then I crawled below into the cuddy cabin, opened my kit bag and removed a gray-and-red Hawaiian shirt. It’s not that I was a fan of Hawaiian shirts especially, but they’re normally worn untucked and their bold prints help to conceal gun bulges. Along with a ball cap and sunglasses, they were my primary South Florida urban camouflage.
  My Glock 17 was in a zipper case made to carry shower gear. “Norelco” was prominently embossed on it in gold. It wasn’t much of a disguise, but it was better than carrying the pistol in a recognizable gun case. Inside, the pistol was in a black plastic Blade-tech concealment holster. I slid the holster and pistol inside my belt on the right side, snapped it in place with two loops around my nylon rigger’s belt, and covered the exposed grip with my shirt.
  You have to keep Glocks in holsters if you leave a round in the chamber. If anybody or anything pulls the trigger—on purpose or accidentally—a Glock will go bang every time. There is no safety except the rather paradoxically located one on the trigger itself. Glocks are very efficient and reliable, but they are also unforgiving of common human mistakes. What I mainly liked about them was that they were available anywhere in the world that you could buy a Coke or find an ATM. Guns are just tools, and it’s a big plus when a tool is available everywhere. Just put money in the machine, push the button and a Glock falls out. Well, almost. You have to know where to look and who to ask. And you have to have gold, or any other local currency that’s commonly accepted in that locale.  
  Next I found my pocket-size address book in its own ziplock baggie. I checked to make sure it had the needed listing: Mike and Sharon Delaney. I dropped an old plastic film can packed full of quarters into my pants pocket. It held seven dollars’ worth of the coins like a smaller version of the plastic tube containing my last ten gold Krugerrands, now buried deep inside my kit bag, in the toe of a loafer. Of course, using the quarters to make a call depended on there still being a functioning pay phone in front of the Winn-Dixie.
  Now ready to go ashore, I told Nick, “Stay on the boat; I’ll be back in five or ten minutes.”
  “What if you’re not?”
  “Use your judgment. If you leave the boat, don’t expect it to be here for long. Get your .357 ready. But I don’t want to hear it unless it’s a matter of life or death.”
 


 ****
 
 I climbed up to the top of the seawall using the old timber for a foot-hold, and I was back on American soil. Home sweet home. There was a narrow strip of dusty trampled weeds behind a high concrete wall bordering the back of the supermarket. The wall was composed of a line of preformed panels, ten feet high and four wide. A dozen vagrants sat on upturned buckets or abandoned lawn chairs with their backs to the wall and stared at me, the unexpected interloper from the speedboat. None of them said a word, smoking cigarettes and joints and picking through boxes of supermarket scrap for their dinners. If I wasn’t an undercover narc, then I was some kind of drug dealer or other member of the upper reaches of the professional criminal class. In either case, it was to their advantage not to interact with the tall stranger who’d climbed up from an expensive speedboat.  
  I avoided eye contact and walked along the trodden path to where a panel of the concrete wall had been dislodged and pushed into the river. I entered the truck loading area behind the Winn-Dixie and saw more shabbily dressed and badly groomed humans, black, white and Hispanic. They were dumpster diving and picking through discarded crates and boxes of spoiled or outdated produce, either scavenging their next meal or finding something fresh enough to trade or sell.  
  Groups of loitering men in their own tribal sub-groups studied me with feral, appraising eyes and decided I was not prey, at least not during the remaining daylight. It wasn’t as bad as Recife in Brazil or Colon in Panama, but it was bad enough. I hurried around the back of the supermarket and down the alley along its side. The front of the market faced a strip shopping center at a right angle. Half of the other storefronts in the shopping center were boarded up or for lease. An electronics shop declared a going-out-of-business sale. A government services center in the shopping center had a long line of people extending down the sidewalk from it. After six in the evening.  
  At the entrance of the Winn-Dixie, a private security guard in a black uniform carried a Benelli semi-auto shotgun across his chest on a tactical sling. He was a door greeter with firepower, there to make the non-criminals feel better about food shopping in a dicey part of town. A second guard was stationed just inside the foyer on the other side of the glass doors, ready to push a button to open the normally automatic doors. I smiled a pleasant, affluent Anglo smile and he nodded to me, a potential paying Winn-Dixie customer, ready to buzz me in. But I walked past him. 
  Across the parking lot, the sign on a McDonald’s touted the return of the twenty-dollar double cheeseburger to its value menu. Another security guard with a shotgun was posted in front of its entrance, patrolling curbside. The shotgun-toting guards were new since my last trip to the States. Come and get your Happy Meals.
  The Winn-Dixie shopping carts could travel no farther than the front of the store, penned in by a corral of yellow-painted steel posts at curbside. I watched a departing shopper to see how it was now done. The new protocol seemed to involve retrieving your automobile and loading the groceries at the curb, your food-laden cart left under the watchful eyes of the armed guards. The line of yellow steel posts also seemed to mark a no-vagrants/no-panhandlers zone, enforced by the armed greeters. A modern version of the old dead line: cross it and you’re dead, if you come to steal or injure.
  A few years before, there had been a pay phone bolted to the front of the Winn-Dixie. I hoped the phone had not been crowbarred off the brick wall, and that it was still in working order. It was still there on the far side of the market’s double glass doors, but within the protective boundary of yellow posts. I supposed that too many of the locals needed to use the public phone for any of them to vandalize it. The security guards with their shotguns might also have had something to do with its survival. That and the ubiquitous video surveillance cameras I assumed were still in front of every supermarket, as they had been on my last visit to the States. I pulled the bill of my cap lower and looked downward while avoiding the urge to search for their all-seeing eyes. Nothing gives a better view of a face than that quick look up for the cameras. “Hi, Mom, it’s me, the idiot you raised.”
  Making the phone call was a calculated risk. It cost me twenty quarters for a three-minute local call. The machine also accepted dollar coins, but I didn’t have any of them. I punched the numbers and waited. A female computer voice said, “This phone is not in service.” The machine returned all twenty quarters, a minor miracle. I punched in a second number, for their landline at the same address. After four rings, a somewhat familiar female voice said hello. I turned my back to the brick wall, so that I could better observe my fellow citizens while talking.
  “Sharon?”
  “Who’s this?”
  “Dan, from Cozumel.”
  “Dan? Oh—my—God! Where are you?”
  “I’m close. Real close.”
  “Let me get Mike! Hold on just a sec, okay?”
  After a short pause I heard a male voice. “Dan? That really you?”
  “It really is. Good to hear your voice, man.”
  “And yours! Where the hell are you?”
  “Just around the corner.”
  “No kidding! Are you coming by? You driving? You have a car? I’ll meet you at the gate and let you in.”  
  “Um…no car this time.” I didn’t want to give specifics on the phone. I tried to sound blasé. “Say, Mike, you don’t know where I can find dock space for a couple of nights, do you?” Even in bad times, Broward County was home to a million boats large and small, and they all had to fit somewhere.
  “Well, we’re renting our dock out these days, but the guy won’t be here for weeks. Sure, come around and tie up outboard of him. It’s a white Four-Winns, a thirty-footer. You can’t miss it. How big of a boat are you on?”
  “Smaller than that.” 
  “Oh, well, no problemo, amigo. We’ll see you in a few minutes. Sharon is so excited—we can’t wait to catch up.”
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 I had met the Delaneys in Cozumel, Mexico, during my first Caribbean voyage. Rebel Yell was at anchor, and they were on a time-share vacation. I first saw them in a bar a few blocks from the relative safety of their resort. Mike had stayed out past midnight, long after his wife had left with another American couple. Later I’d seen him with another group of gringo tourists at the bar. I was sitting at a table with a gang of Canadian kids on holiday.  
  When they departed I remained behind, watching. Mike was practicing his Spanish with a barmaid and trading jokes in both languages while slugging down tequila shots. The last Americans finally left but Mike stayed on, flirting with the señorita. Then I noticed some local interest in the solitary drunken gringo. When Mike staggered from the cantina, he was followed close behind by three men. I left by a different exit a few seconds after them.
  The skinniest of the men crossed the street into the darkness and scurried to get ahead of Mike, who was wobbling a bit. Once the speed walker was half a block in front, he crossed the street again and lamely pretended to look for a light for his cigarette. The trap was sprung. Mike paused, unsure, as the other two men swept up behind him. I saw a knife held at the low position as I made my own approach. When it’s one against three and you get the first try at the man with the weapon, you don’t take chances, give warning or show mercy. You sucker punch the sucker-puncher first. You go straight for maximum damage. At the last moment the man asking for the light saw me coming, but too late to warn his friends.
  I occasionally wonder if that Mexican has ever been able to hold another knife or anything else in his right hand. His elbow, wrist and shoulder were chicken-boned in directions they were never meant to go. That’s the beauty of what is usually called jujitsu, although it goes by many names. The same techniques that can be applied gently to discourage an obnoxious drunk or achieve a tap-out in a mixed-martial-arts contest can be used to permanently destroy joints with just a little more force. At the knife wielder’s scream of shock and agony, his compadres took off at a dead run and I was able to steer Mike back to his time-share resort.
  My new American friend was understandably grateful for my intervention. Sharon was equally grateful that I’d returned her husband to their suite in one piece—and without the involvement of the Mexican “justice system.” I left out the part of the story about Mike’s lengthy flirtation with the señorita serving his drinks, and I know he was grateful for that omission. We’d kept in touch off and on since then. Mike and Sharon always appreciated a postcard or an email from exotic ports. I guess it was a way for the two schoolteachers to vicariously experience some adventure. They were never going back to Mexico, that was for sure. They repaid my one-time favor by doing some mail forwarding and package holding for me. I especially appreciated their canal and dock. It had come in handy before.
 


 ****
 
 Mike and Sharon Delaney lived in Wilton Manors, a tiny city of two square miles tucked against Fort Lauderdale’s north-west shoulder. On the inland side of the Federal Highway bridge, across from the Winn-Dixie, the Middle River splits in two. Wilton Manors occupies the land within the fork.  
  About six feet above the waterline was the maximum height that could sneak under the Federal Highway bridge even at low tide. No problem for the Pantera. We just crouched down in the bolsters and slid through the ten-foot-wide space between concrete bridge pilings.
  The South Fork of the Middle River forms the lower boundary of Wilton Manors. Extending north from the South Fork are six canals, each about a half mile long. Mike and Sharon lived halfway up the canal between Northeast 18th and 19th Avenues. Their home might have been eight winding water miles from the ocean, but they still owned fifty linear feet of South Florida waterfront. It was toward the lower end of what constituted waterfront property in Broward County, but it was waterfront. If you owned waterfront but you didn’t even have a boat, during good economic times you could almost pay your mortgage out of your dock rental.  
  There were twenty houses on Mike’s side of the canal. Each property was fifty feet wide by a hundred deep, with tiny backyards occupied mostly by screened-in “Florida rooms,” cement patio decks and tiny swimming pools. A bare ten feet of open space separated neighboring houses. Mike and Sharon Delaney had bought their place decades before when they’d moved from New Jersey to Florida. That was when Wilton Manors was considered comparatively cheap waterfront property. Now there was no such thing.
  The canal from seawall to seawall was maybe eighty feet across. With docks and boats on both sides, the fairway was reduced to about forty feet. The Delaneys’ dock was halfway up the canal on the right. I passed it and turned around. I always parked—car, boat, anything—with an eye for a rapid exit. The boat tied to their dock was the Doctor Zinn. It was squat and bulgy, trying to pack forty feet of comfort into thirty feet. I guesstimated that it could squeeze under the fixed bridges only on a very low tide, so it was here for cheap long-term storage. Meaning the doctor with the corny sense of humor rarely visited.  
  Nick hopped over to the cruiser and tied us to its unoccupied canal-side cleats. After climbing across its cockpit, we stepped onto the narrow wooden dock and were met by Mike and Sharon.
  The last time I’d seen them was here at their house a few years before. Both were over fifty, getting up in age for Broward County public school employees. Mike taught history; Sharon was some sort of administrator. He had been short, chubby and balding when I’d met him. He was still short, still had the same amount of hair, though a little grayer, but he was no longer overweight.
  Sharon appeared unchanged to me, but she had been slim to begin with. She’d been coloring her shoulder-length hair ash blond for as long as I’d known her, so there was no change there. Mike was wearing khaki shorts and a green T-shirt, Sharon was wearing white shorts and a matching top, almost like a tennis outfit.  
  Sharon gave me a brisk hug and then held me at arm’s length. “You look good, Dan. Tan and fit, like always. All that sun and fresh air!”
  “You guys look good too. You lose some weight, Mike?”
  “Oh, maybe a few pounds.” After decades in Florida, they both retained vestiges of their Northeastern accents.
  Sharon said, “It’s easy to lose weight these days. These are hard times. Hungry times, even.”
  “That’s what I heard. I saw people scavenging dumpsters and crates behind the Winn-Dixie. I thought I was in South America.”
  “That’s where you called from, the Winn-Dixie?” she asked. “It’s dangerous there.”
  I lifted my shirt and let them see a sliver of my Glock.
  Mike said, “Those are illegal now, if they’re not registered and licensed.”
  “Isn’t everything?”
  “Touché.” 
  I briefly introduced Nick Galloway to them, and we went through their screened Florida room and on into the kitchen. I was wondering if some law enforcement aircraft or drone had been following us from high above, if our presence was putting the Delaneys in jeopardy. Fort Lauderdale was a big haystack, but a twenty-four-foot speedboat was not an insignificant needle. Then there was the matter of the call to their landline from the pay phone.
  Sharon seemed embarrassed. “I wish I’d known you were coming—we’re sort of overdue for a grocery run. Mike was forced to retire at the end of last school year. I’m the sole breadwinner now, and I’m on reduced salary. Half of his pension is paid in ‘recovery bonds,’ which isn’t real money. Supposedly we can cash them in after nine more years. With inflation and no COLAs…well, it’s getting harder all the time. If you’re hungry I’ll whip something up, but don’t expect too much. How do hot dogs and baked beans sound?” She steered us through the kitchen and into their living room.
  “They sound fine. Just let me sit down before I keel over. We’ve been on that boat for a few hours, and before that I was folded up in the back of a Cessna. Let me tell you, driving that boat is not exactly relaxing. You’re standing the whole time, using your knees like a skier. And I’ve only had a few hours of sleep in the last couple of days. I’m running on empty, and so is Nick.” My new wingman yawned deeply and nodded his agreement.
  We dropped into their L-shaped sectional couch, and Mike put cold blue cans of Busch beer into our hands. An overhead fan circled above us. Sharon noticed my upward glance and apologized for the room’s temperature. She said the thermostat was set at the minimum 85 degrees mandated by law. Their house was plugged into the “smart grid” and they couldn’t control the temperature. Even worse, Mike informed us, once your house exceeded its weekly ration of kilowatts your power was automatically cut off, so you had to pay very careful attention. Even with these measures in place, there were still rolling blackouts across South Florida and they lost power for at least a few hours every week. I was just glad that the ceiling fan above me was turning.  
  Some news channel was on the television with the sound muted. There had been an earthquake somewhere. Mike used the remote to click it off. I drained half the can of icy beer. Their couch was as soft as a cloud, and the downward breeze from the fan felt like heaven. It was a struggle to form coherent thoughts. Between yawns I said, “I’m not sure when I’m going to just collapse and I need to get some business out of the way first, but let me tell you guys what’s going on, why we’re here. Nick, if I lose the thread, go ahead and fill in the blanks.”
  And I told our story, skipping around some but hitting the key points. Cori Vargas and Topaz. Richard Prechter and the conference in Miami Beach. I ended by saying that I needed a boat dock and a base of operations for maybe a couple of days, and I needed a ride to Miami the next day. And I also needed to change some gold coins for dollars at whatever the going rate was.  
  I used to know a jeweler on Las Olas Boulevard who was also be a coin dealer, back when the precious metals trade was legal. No doubt he would be closed for the evening by now, if he was even still in business. I had purchased ten of my gold Krugerrands from him a few years earlier. Now I was returning to Fort Lauderdale with the same round number. My hard rations, my hole card. The last to be bought, the last to be sold. So it goes. I pulled out the plastic tube, uncapped it, and let five of the heavy coins slip out into my hand.  
  “I can change them for dollars,” Mike said. “I can’t promise the best rate if I have to get the cash in a hurry, but I can do it.”
  So I handed him the five coins. I couldn’t spend one-ounce Krugerrands to purchase what I’d require.  
  Cash wasn’t all I needed. “Can you get gas for our boat? It needs about forty gallons in the main tank and forty more for the fuel bladder, if you can find it. And I need to get on your computer, so I can figure out how I’m going to sneak into the convention in Miami Beach tomorrow.” That was the only place I knew for certain I’d find Richard Prechter. The only other target was Topaz itself, and I knew that security on Hibiscus Isle would be extremely tight. I would stand a better chance of getting a line on Prechter at the convention. I wanted to see him and hear him. I wanted to study him, and look for an opening.
  My brain was going woozy and I was glad that Nick still sounded relatively alert. Being a passenger on the Pantera was not as tiring as driving it. A passenger could let his mind wander and almost relax at times, putting his balance on autopilot. But driving required perfect attention and concentration every second, mental energy in addition to physical energy. The combined effects were absolutely draining. We were both tired, but I was in worse shape.  
  It was amazing what we had accomplished just to be sitting in this house in Florida, considering that just that morning we had been on Castigo Cay, four hundred miles away. We had entered the United States without presenting our papers and bowing meekly before the TSA guards at an officially recognized international seaport or airport. We had not stood on the designated footprints and turned this way and that inside their full-body scanners and chemical sniffers. We had not been wanded, frisked, groped, patted down or felt up by uniformed federal employees with room-temperature IQs. We had not taken off our shoes for X-ray inspection. Our retinas, thumbprints and passport RFID chips were unscanned. We were not in the system. We did not appear on the official radar. I finished the beer and set the can on the table, then tipped my head back on the sofa and stared into the spinning fan, welcoming its breeze.
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 When I awoke it was fully dark. I pushed the illumination button on my watch. Almost ten-thirty p.m. Nobody was in the living room, but I saw a light in the kitchen and I headed that way. Sharon must have heard me stirring. She said, “You conked out, so we let you sleep. I put a plate aside for you. You want it cold, or should I zap it?”
  “Cold is fine. I could eat my shoes.” I was still pretty out of it. Mike and Sharon had provided dock space and opened their house to us on no notice, after not hearing word one from me for over a year. They probably guessed that I was in the country on some kind of not-exactly-legal basis, but they didn’t pry. Helping me could have opened them up to some charges for sure. In my own mind I had not committed a crime in returning to my native land, but I was an American citizen who’d reentered the country without official permission. How big a crime was that now? A misdemeanor? A felony?
  I sat at their kitchen dinette and ate without tasting, a process little different from filling a car’s tank.  
  Sharon said, “While you were sleeping we made a decision you might not agree with, but hear me out and I think you’ll agree with it.”
  Oh, God. Now what? I chewed the franks and beans and washed them down with reconstituted fruit punch. “What decision?”
  “Well, we know you need to get to Miami tomorrow, and we can’t do it, but we know somebody who can. Somebody we’ve known for most of her life.”
  “Who is she?”
  “Well, you’re going to meet her. She’s here.”
  “She’s here?”
  “In the office, with Mike and your friend Nick.”  
  “I guess I’d better meet her, then.” I really didn’t know what else to say. I momentarily wondered about
trusting Sharon. She worked for the government, even if it was only the local government. What kind of rewards were the IRS paying snitches for turning in small-time tax avoiders like me? I forced the worry out of my mind. I trusted the Delaneys, and that was that. If you let it, paranoia would drive you down into complete paralysis. My old friends and my new wingman had taken the initiative and made an executive decision while I slept. Part of me wanted to scream and holler, but what good would that do?
  After I finished eating, Sharon took my plate and then pointed me down the hall. I found three people in the office, with their backs to the door. In the middle swivel seat was a skinny girl in her late teens or early twenties. She had medium-brown hair pulled back into a ponytail, and was dressed in jeans and a tight black T-shirt. The three of them were staring at a computer monitor and the second screen of a laptop beside it. The electronics were on a long desk piled with books and papers.  
  Mike noticed me first and said, “Ah, he’s risen from the dead. Have you eaten? Is your brain functioning? We’re all moving pretty fast here.”
  I nodded yes to all questions, still blinking and yawning.
  Behind me, Sharon said, “Coffee’s made, who wants some?”
  We all did. 
  Mike stood up to give me his chair and introduce the girl. “Dan, this is Kelly Urbanzik. She lives down the street, all the way at the river end. We’ve known her since she was a little kid, and now she’s in college.”
  She spun around in her chair to look me over as I dropped into the seat beside her. “I’m off for the summer,” she said, looking me straight in the eye and briefly shaking my hand. My age of thirty-plus years put me at the distant end of her social horizon. “Hi, Dan. Mike told me all about you. Quite the adventurer—or so he says. He said you beat up a gang of kidnappers and saved his butt in Mexico. They had knives, and you did a kung fu routine on them.”  
  Her T-shirt said NORMAL PEOPLE SCARE ME across the front. She was not overly well endowed, but her figure was certainly female. Her face was not pierced, studded or lobe-gauged, and no tattoos were visible on her exposed skin—a plus in my book. Just silver rings on her fingers and matching silver earrings. Her face was narrow, with sharply defined cheekbones and a pointed chin. Attractive in an elfin sort of way.
  Mike said, “I called Kelly because she goes to Florida International University and knows her way around Miami Beach better than I do, at least recently. Plus, she knows a lot more about computers. What I really mean is she knows how to do tricky things on the internet without getting caught.”
  Kelly rolled her eyes. “Mike, practically anybody knows more about computers than you guys. I love you both to death, but you two are so last century.” She looked at me and said, “We’ve been busy while you were catching Zs. Nick gave me the background and we’ve gone from there. Where do you want to start? You want to hear what we know about Richard Prechter?”
  My brain still felt as if it had wet cement in the gears, and I had to adjust to this hyperactive bird of a girl. She had a high-pitched but not unpleasant voice. I was still coming up to speed. It bothered me that Mike had brought her into our circle without consulting me, but what was done was done. I had no other offers of dock space and a place to crash. “Sure, let’s start with Prechter.”
  “You’re going to love this. I’ve been cutting and pasting a master document while we’ve surfed around. You want to read it, or would you rather just hear the highlights?”
  Mike was standing behind me and he said, “Guys, I’ll be in and out. I’m working on changing your gold for dollars. I don’t think it’ll be a problem.”
  I turned around and asked him, “What’s inflation these days?”
  “Officially? Twenty percent a year—but the government numbers are a joke. Nobody trusts the banks either, so everybody keeps a lot of cash on hand. When you find something good for sale, you have to be ready to jump on it quick. That’s why it’ll be easy to change the gold—most people keep a lot of cash at home.”
  “What about gasoline for the boat?”
  “The gas is going to be a problem. Eighty gallons will be hard to find. You’re only allowed to buy ten gallons a week, and cash sales are illegal. They keep track by your credit cards. You can buy it for cash from the jug boys, but that’s not going to work for finding eighty gallons. Especially not if you’re in a hurry.”
  “Jug boys?” I asked.
  Kelly said, “They sell gas on the street in jerry cans.”
  “Black market,” said Nick. “It was starting while I was still here. After the government started rationing gasoline. But you never know what kind of shitty gas you’ll get. Definitely not high-octane.”
  “Wait a minute,” I said. “Something doesn’t make sense. We saw lots of boats when we were coming in. If fuel is rationed, how are they getting it? Ten gallons wouldn’t last ten minutes on some of the boats we saw.”
  “Ten gallons a week is just for nobodies like us,” said Sharon. “There are ways around the ration system if you have the right connections. Like commercial use. People get charter licenses, or they say they’re doing charity work for government-approved nonprofits, things like that. You can get waivers if you know somebody.”
  Mike nodded agreement. “That’s the way it is anymore. You have to know somebody. Well, I’ve got to go make some phone calls and visit a few neighbors. I’ll see you in a while.” He left the room.
 


 ****
 
 Sharon handed out mugs of black coffee. I sipped mine; it was already loaded with sugar. Cream was neither mentioned nor offered. I figured they didn’t have any, so I didn’t ask. Obviously, times were tight in the Delaney household if hot dogs were the best they could offer me for dinner.
  Kelly said, “Okay, here’s the thumbnail on Richard Prechter. He’s English by birth, but he’s an American citizen now. Or maybe he’s a dual citizen—his legal status is sort of undefined. His mother was American. He was born in England, raised in America, then he got a Rhodes Scholarship to study back in England. Made the U.S. Olympic team for rowing. Graduated from Oxford, then he came back and picked up an MBA from Wharton.” She glanced at me doubtfully. “That’s a business degree.”  
  Her condescension burned me. “Kelly, I’m not quite as dumb as I look.” I sometimes felt self-conscious about my lack of even a bachelor’s degree. Was this skinny college girl sizing me up as ignorant, or merely uneducated? Was my tan too deep, were my hands too callused for me to be anything but a construction worker or a beach bum? A former Marine enlisted man who was good with his fists in a street fight in Mexico, but maybe not all that bright? Well, to be fair, nobody would ever mistake me for the average Ivy League grad.  
  “Sorry, Dan. You don’t look dumb to me at all.”
  “Forget it. Go on.”
  “He also has a PhD in oceanography from the University of Miami. So Richard Prechter is a very bright boy. And besides the brain, there’s plenty of brawn. He climbed the highest peaks on all seven continents before he was thirty. Ten years ago he did the Hawaiian Ironman triathlon, and he still runs marathons in under three hours.”
  To show that I already knew a few things about Prechter, I mentioned, “And he owns three companies.”
  “At least three,” Kelly replied. “If you can call them real companies.”
  “What do you mean?” Nick asked her.
  “Well, they don’t make any products that anybody actually buys. At least, not yet.”
  “Then what do they do?” I asked.
  “It looks to me like they specialize in getting federal grant money. Mostly, they come up with ideas for renewable energy. You know, ‘green jobs.’ Then they get the government to pay for them. Money goes from the federal government to foundations in the form of grants. A lot of these foundations are private…sort of. I’m not a lawyer or an accountant, obviously, so I can’t really tell you how it works. The money gets all switched around and mixed up until you can’t figure out what money went where, or where it came from.”
  “So, where does GORP fit into all of this?”
  “Oh, the Global Ocean Research Partnership. I think GORP is a big part of their financial matrix. Prechter’s companies are partnered with GORP, but I still don’t really understand how it works. In most of the documents I’ve been able to find, GORP is called a ‘public-private partnership,’ if you can figure that one out. I can’t tell how much is public, and how much is private.”
  Sharon was standing behind me, sipping her coffee. She said, “They used to call it fascism. Public-private partnership sounds a lot nicer. It’s fascism with a smiley face instead of a swastika. On a green flag, instead of a red and black one. And it’s a very handy way for politicians to funnel millions of dollars to their friends.”
  Kelly continued, “GORP is one of the big vacuum cleaners for that federal grant money. GORP doles the money out, including R & D money that goes to Richard Prechter’s companies. Then on the flip side, GORP companies make campaign contributions to congressmen to keep the money flowing. It’s basically a feedback loop for legalized corruption. There’s billions in it, if you have the right connections. And the media love GORP because their corporations buy lots of commercials promoting ‘clean, green energy,’ so you won’t ever see a news report exposing it.”
  “Did you find anything tying GORP to Castigo Cay?”
  “No, but they have some other projects in the Bahamas. Tidal energy is getting big. Aquaculture, salt water desalination, and, of course, wind farms. Prechter’s companies run the projects, but I’ve only scratched the surface. I’ve only checked open-source documents. It’s complicated as hell, and I’m sure it’s meant to be. But some of it’s fairly easy to figure out. Like buying a brand-new hundred-twenty-foot-long motor yacht for over a hundred million dollars and listing it as a research vessel. You gotta love that one. That’s really in-your-face. If you could trace the money back through all the grants and foundations and GORP partners, you can bet that Italian megayacht was bought with tax money.”
  “So Prechter owns Topaz,” said Nick. “That’s a sweet little scam.”
  “No,” she corrected. “Technically, TPS owns Topaz. That’s Tidal Power Solutions. But Richard Prechter is CEO of TPS, so yeah, I guess he does.”
  “You know,” he said, “Topaz is perfect for a VIP party boat. Prechter probably takes politicians out and gets them drunk and gets them laid. Whatever they’re into. Girls… boys…drugs…whatever. All that luxury, and total privacy. ‘What happens on Topaz stays on Topaz.’ No media coverage. It’s a perfect way to keep the politicians happy and keep the grant money rolling in.” 
  I asked Kelly, “Aren’t you afraid that all this research you’re doing on Prechter is going to trigger some alarms somewhere?”
  She looked at me as if I were slow on the uptake. “Look, Dan, if you want a lesson in safe surfing, I’ll be happy to get you up to speed some other time. I understand that you’ve been out of the country and have missed a lot.”
  “That’s an understatement,” I conceded. It was impossible to stay current with technology that changed from year to year and country to country. There was an eternal push and pull between personal privacy and government intrusion. A South Florida college student was as likely as anybody to be current with the state of the art. “Sure, I’d like that, if we get the chance. Now, what about the conference in Miami Beach? Where is it? Who’s sponsoring it? And is Prechter really scheduled as a speaker?”
  “It’s the fifth-annual Renewable and Sustainable Energy Conference at the Fontainebleau Hotel. He’s scheduled to speak at eleven. I’m driving you there, so I’ll need some cash for the jug boys.”
  “You’re driving?” I asked. “Who decided that?”
  “Dan, that’s a cute little boat you have out back, but I don’t think it’ll work too well in downtown Miami. So yes, of course I’m driving. It’s already been settled. We planned it all out while you were catching Zs on the couch. Right, Nick?”
  Nick just smiled and said, “She’s right, you know. About her driving. It only makes sense. She has a car. We don’t.”
  What better alternative did I have? I couldn’t rent a car without a credit card and an ID check, leaving an electronic trail in real time. Take a bus? Could you buy bus tickets with cash anymore? Even if you could, between the war on drugs and the war on terror bus terminals were all filmed from a dozen angles. Take a taxi? Maybe. Or I could just accept the ride being offered, so I agreed.  
  “Okay, well, thanks. But if the three of us are going down to Miami, we’ll have to split up when I go to the conference. So we’ll need to pick up a couple of cell phones. Prepaid phones. I can buy them with cash.”
  Kelly shook her head. “Not anymore, you can’t. Prepaid phones are illegal now. Only criminals and terrorists need them, so says our government.”
  “But we’ll need secure phones that can’t be traced to us.”
  “Don’t worry,” she said. “I can handle that. We’ll get them tomorrow morning on the way to Miami.”
  “But I thought you said—”
  “We’re not getting prepaids. There’s another way to get untraceable cell phones. Don’t worry—I’ll take care of it.”
  Kelly was almost too good to be true, and naturally this made me suspicious. Her car, her cell phones and her computer expertise, all offered to me on a silver platter. But I had no better alternative, especially just hours before the Miami Beach conference began. So I suppressed my paranoia and pressed ahead. “I’m guessing the conference is closed to the public.”
  “You guess right,” she said.
  “Then I’ll need credentials to get in. People have to sign up in advance. I’ll have to come up with a way to infiltrate the Fontainebleau.”
  “No, you won’t.” Kelly grabbed some papers from the printer in front of Nick and handed them to me. “You did sign up in advance, don’t you remember? This is your pass. I made it while you were sleeping.”
  “How did—”
  “I un-canceled a professor from the University of Oregon. That’s where you’re from, right?”
  “Sort of.”
  “Well, he doesn’t know it, but he changed his mind at the last minute and decided he could make it to the RASE Conference after all.”
  “Rays?”
  “That’s what they call it, the RASE Conference. Renewable and Sustainable Energy Conference. Like the sun’s rays, get it?”  
  “Got it.” I examined the printed credential. My new name was Malcolm Garret.  
  She continued, “Now, just in case somebody at the conference actually knows this guy, I created a second badge, with a bogus name. Once you’re inside, just change badges.”
  She handed me another paper, identical to the first but with the name Marcus Garnet. The credential badges would be about four inches square when they were trimmed down from the full-size sheets. They looked good to my eye, with sharply printed names, sponsoring organizations, various code numbers and a scannable bar-coded strip along the bottom. The names were printed in a font small enough to not be easily readable by most people unless they were almost handshaking close. “What about the Marcus Garnet badge? Will it scan too?”
  “It’ll scan as Malcolm Garret. I only changed the name.”
  “What if the security guards ask me to show some ID along with the badge?”
  “It’s unlikely, but I’ll photoshop you an Oregon driver’s license. You have your old license, right? That’s all I need. I’ll take your picture here, but I have to go home to make it. I have the right kind of printer and an ID laminator there. They won’t fool a real cop with a laser scanner or a chip reader, but they’ll work on a security guard inside the hotel. Especially a license from Oregon. What does some Miami rent-a-cop know about Oregon driver’s licenses? Nothing. Don’t sweat it. You’ll be fine. You just need to get some shut-eye and be ready for tomorrow.”
  Kelly turned away from the computer screen and held eye contact with me. She said, “You’re probably wondering why I’m going to all this trouble for a couple of guys I just met.”
  “It crossed my mind.”
  “Well, Mike and Sharon think you walk on water. Then Nick told me the whole story while you were sleeping. This Cori Vargas…she must really be something, huh?”
  “Yeah, she’s really something.” Even though Cori had jumped ship, I still had strong feelings for her. And there was also my vow to her parents to keep her safe.
  “You know, Dan, I think you’re going way above and beyond the call of duty. Nick told me that even though she dumped you, you’re still trying to rescue her.”
  “There’s a lot more to it, but…well…that’s about right. She didn’t know the kind of people she was getting mixed up with. She made a bad mistake. And I don’t want her to maybe get killed just for making a mistake.”  
  I knew that if I’d been fairly punished for some of the mistakes I’d made when I was Cori’s age, I might not have lived to see twenty-five. At the very least, I’d have been thrown out of the military or even sent to prison for some of my escapades. A few times, the difference had been a cop or a Marine Corps officer cutting me some slack in order not to ruin my future. Maybe I was trying to pay the karma forward. Or maybe I was just rising to meet a challenge to my male ego. Not only had Richard Prechter and Trevor Ridley snatched my girlfriend away from me, but they also intended to use her for some evil purpose. This I could not allow.
  And I could still hear Trevor Ridley telling me, ‘Fuck off, Yank,’ and see him giving me the middle finger as they left the beach on the white inflatable. Oh, we had an account to settle, Jolly Boy and me. And I hadn’t even properly met Richard Bloody Prechter yet.  
  Kelly looked me in the eyes, studying my face but not lingering on my scar, as many girls did. Her blue eyes were a shade lighter than mine. “Listen…I just want you to know that I don’t go to all this trouble for every hot guy with a fast boat that comes up the canal. I mean…it’s just a really, really good thing, what you’re trying to do. If I was ever kidnapped, I hope somebody would try to rescue me the way you’re trying to rescue this Cori Vargas.”
  Nick said, “I told her about the girl I saw on Castigo Cay waving the red dress. And I told her about Bev Clifton and her message on the stick.”
  In a few clicks Kelly brought up an article from the Palm Beach Post’s internet archives. They had all read it while I slept. Beverly Clifton was a Boca Raton high school senior who had disappeared in Nassau on March 14 while on a spring break cruise along with two hundred classmates. There was a small color photograph of an attractive teenage girl with blond hair, wearing a basketball uniform. Beverly was only seventeen, but probably tall for her age and very athletic.  
 Her parents were quoted as saying something about how safe they believed the cruise ships to be, compared to other vacation travel options for the teens. Ironically, that was the only reason they had allowed her to go on the senior cruise: safety. They had no idea that people were ever kidnapped in the Bahamas. There were no suspects in her disappearance, and no ransom demands. Nothing. Their daughter had disappeared without a trace in Nassau. Missing. Gone.
  “Nobody rescued her,” said Kelly. “There were no Nick Galloways or Dan Kilmers around to save her. Nobody even knew what happened to her.”
  But we knew. And whatever happened to Beverly Clifton and to the girl that Nick had seen on Castigo Cay wasn’t going to happen to Cori Vargas. Not even if she had walked out of my life and left for Topaz of her own free will.  
  Kelly asked me, “Do you think you’ll get back together with Cori if you find her?”
  “I don’t know. Probably not. She has a lot of ambition. More than just hanging out on a sailboat.”
  “But you’re going after her anyway.”
  I thought I saw more than a hint of admiration in her eyes. “Yeah, we are.”
  “Nick said you were a Marine sniper.”
  “That’s right.”
  “So, you’ve killed people?”
  I looked into her cool blue eyes. “Yeah, I have.”
  She didn’t look away. “So, are you going to kill Richard Prechter?”
  “Maybe.”
  “Well, I hope you do. Trevor Ridley, too. They deserve it. Somebody should kill them. It’s the only way to stop animals like that. God knows the government won’t. The government just keeps shoving money at them.”
 





 


 


 


 


 


 


 



4  
 I spent the night on the sectional couch in the living room,
with my Glock, still in its holster, under a cushion close at hand.
Nick, a few inches shorter than my six-two, took the single in the spare bedroom. I slept badly in a strange house on unmoving land. The only stars were an unfamiliar constellation of blinking LED lights on the various electronics surrounding me. The immediate neighborhood was quiet, being a dead-end street, but I felt the presence of the million people around me snoring, watching television, eating, making love, fighting or getting drunk within Barrett fifty-caliber range.  
  The awareness of being in the center of such a swarming human hive was disturbing. I was accustomed to empty horizons and clear fields of fire, and I didn’t like being back in a city. Federal Highway was only a quarter mile to the east, and 26th Street, a major thoroughfare, was just a few blocks north. The sounds of random sirens and tire screeches penetrated the living room. A few pops that could have been distant shots. Motorcycles climbing through their gears. A train that took minutes to pass. They were unfamiliar night sounds after months aboard Rebel Yell. At sea I was usually up several times each night, so at least I was accustomed to interrupted sleep. The harsh city noises, lumpy sofa, bad pillow and stress of the impending mission into hostile territory all conspired to send me into a bizarre dreamscape during intermittent periods of slumber.
  I remembered only a fragment. I was on a sniper stalk, low-crawling through sunlit meadowland, with only sparse vegetation around me. Instead of wearing my old fringed ghillie suit, textured and colored to mimic the dry grass, I was wearing a blaze orange deer hunter’s suit. In place of a scoped bolt-action rifle, I was dragging along a skin diver’s speargun. I wondered what a barbed fishing spear’s maximum range would be through the air, and how I should figure the elevation holdover.
  Scout-snipers almost always work in pairs, and I wasn’t alone in the meadow. Instead of low-crawling along my back trail, my spotter was walking upright a few yards behind me. He was a stranger to me, backlit by blue sky. Like me, he was dressed in blaze orange. I whispered to him to get down, that he could be seen for miles. Instead of a rifle, he was carrying a giant butterfly net at port arms. He said he was going to catch any incoming bullets with the net. It was one of those dreams. The kind where I urgently need to fire an aimed shot and my trigger breaks off or the barrel explodes. Or the rifle scope is mounted backwards, or I have the wrong-caliber ammunition for my weapon.  
  I pushed the button and checked the glowing face of my watch a dozen times during that long night. When I awoke for the final time, it was still dark outside. Despite it all, I felt rested and did some quiet stretching and isometrics, crunches and push-ups. Nick came out at first light; Mike and Sharon made their appearance when they heard us moving around. Breakfast was black coffee, oatmeal, toast with grape jelly (they had no butter or margarine), and sliced scrapple fried in vegetable oil.
Sharon was apologetic, but we were grateful. They were taking a risk by making their home into a safe house for our rescue operation. The Pantera was sure to be seen by neighbors, and remembered.


After breakfast and a weak, dribbling shower of slightly ill-smelling water, my first checklist task of the morning was getting a haircut to alter and upgrade my appearance.
One of Sharon’s friends from down the street was a hairdresser who operated out of her home. Sharon explained that people were doing any kind of work they could from their homes, since the income was unreported, unregulated and untaxed.  
  Gloria arrived on a bicycle, with a small suitcase containing the tools of her trade strapped to a rack over the rear wheel. I sat on a plastic chair in the Delaneys’ open garage with a sheet around my shoulders, and she went to work. I’d already shaved, showered and shampooed, and my hair was still damp when she began to clip it with scissors and a comb. She chatted casually with Sharon but asked me no questions unrelated to my hair. When she was finished, my hair was blow-dried and brushed back, slightly moussed, fashionably styled but not overdone. With much of the sun-bleached length gone, my light brown hair was a shade darker.  
  Nick went next, and his wild blond hair received slightly more rudimentary treatment. He told Gloria, “I don’t want it to look like I just got a haircut,” and when she was finished it didn’t. He was left with a full head of hair that still covered most of his ears and neck, but without the random flyaways and excessive thickness. He’d already shaved his beard off. His scraggly whiskers hadn’t been thick enough to prevent the sun from tanning the skin beneath, so he was spared the two-tone-face look. His brushy walrus mustache was trimmed back to military or police regulation. Sharon paid her neighbor five hundred dollars for her time and effort—Mike had not yet returned with the cash from selling my gold. 
  I dressed in my khaki slacks, a sky blue oxford shirt and loafers. Sharon had ironed the slacks and shirt while I showered. Nick wore tan cargo shorts and a mostly-blue Hawaiian shirt Mike lent to him that featured palm trees and 19th-century native surfers. Nick wasn’t attending the RASE Conference, so “typical tourist” would be his best Miami Beach cover. And, of course, the untucked shirt would serve to conceal his revolver if he needed to carry it.  
  I made my own final preparations in the Delaneys’ guest bathroom, behind closed doors with all of my gear either laid out on the floor or hanging from various hooks and towel racks. After I knotted my tie—black, silver and red silk in an abstract geometric pattern that always garnered compliments—I loosened it and slipped it over my head, folded it, and put it into the inside pocket of my jacket. I wasn’t going to wear the jacket or the tie until I was at the conference. I unbuttoned the shirt collar and partially rolled up the sleeves. It might stand out as somewhat unusual if I was much better dressed than my crew today in Kelly’s car. Anything that would stand out was to be avoided.
  A key item I’d brought with me to Florida was an expensive pair of Italian sunglasses with brushed metallic frames that I’d picked up in Buenos Aires. The lenses transitioned to dark as the ambient light increased. Indoors, they were almost clear and turned my blue eyes to gray. I knew that they looked like prescription eyewear, but I needed no correction for my twenty-fifteen vision. I had not selected them for their fashion appeal, although I did appreciate their stylish looks. In overall size and appearance they fit a niche between shooting glasses and what you might wear in a university lab, if you had a lot of money to spend on eyewear. Their main attribute was that the bottom edge of the silver-gray frame paralleled my scar and hid it.
  They were one of the half-dozen pairs of glasses, mostly sunglasses, that I’d brought on the trip. All of them were kept in their original cases, which together fit into a purple cloth Crown Royal Whisky bag. I have a weakness for high-end eyewear, mostly sports glasses with widely flaring lenses that also cover the scar from most angles. It’s not that I’m overly sensitive about the mark. It’s been a part of me for years now, and I never was the pretty-boy type to begin with. But it can sure hinder a stalk if the prey is aware of it. And I’m just more comfortable outdoors with some form of eye protection, I think understandably so after my experiences in the sandbox. I enjoy the advantages provided by having binocular vision and want to keep both eyes functioning at max efficiency for as long as possible.
  And when networks of security cameras blanket every urban street and sidewalk, dark glasses and brimmed hats are two of the best privacy defenses. I was bringing my green daypack to Miami with hats, different eyewear, a couple of shirts and a pair of shorts in case I had to change my appearance to disappear from surveillance. I even threw in my curly dark-haired wig.  
  For the conference I was taking a leather document case. When the valise was folded double, it could fit inside the daypack and vice versa, in case I had to change identities down to and including my hand baggage. And of course I was taking my Glock, my compact binoculars, the Orbcom global text messager, and the satellite tracker beacon I’d picked up at Yance Mabry’s. It all added up to a pretty full daypack for the trip to Miami. I would take only some of this gear with me into the conference, repacked into the leather valise.
 


 ****
 
 I checked myself over in the guest bathroom’s mirror. A touch of foundation makeup concealed the white line of my scar. The combination of eyeglasses and makeup was usually effective. A memorable scar or other distinguishing mark can put you out of the game, when the game is stalking up close to someone who has seen you before. On the other hand, if you are known for a scar, you tend to disappear in its absence. At the conference I might come face-to-face with Trevor Ridley or Richard Prechter. With my hair freshly trimmed and styled, wearing my color-changing shades and a coat and tie, it was unlikely that either of them would remember me from George Town on Great Exuma Island. 
  I was all about camouflage. I’d worn camo face paint as a sniper, and now I wore Revlon to hide my scar, and hats and glasses to obscure my face. At least the skin around the scar was smooth; there was just the inch-and-a-half-long line that didn’t tan. A streak of skin-toned foundation mostly took care of. In the grand scheme of things it was nothing, but there were times when I needed to hide it.
  I didn’t wake up one morning and set out to become a master of disguise. You might even say that I grew into it. As a novice voyager I had become accustomed to being the stranger who had recently sailed in from afar, and I soon discovered both the ease and the utility of assuming different identities and somewhat enhanced résumés. It was a matter of making a living. As a foreign visitor it’s generally impossible to get a legal work permit, and a former Marine sniper with a high school education is not in great demand.  
  Keeping a sixty-footer in fresh paint, diesel fuel, upgraded electronics and new sails is not inexpensive, and my marketable skills are limited. It takes an occasional infusion of serious money to maintain Rebel Yell in top condition, and I have learned that in order to get close to that kind of money, I need to hang around with rich people. First-class marinas and yacht clubs are invariably a bastion of the local power structure and therefore a convenient first step on the path to the money tree.  
  “Nearly broke foreign vagabond who somehow drifted in on the tide” is not the most effective persona for penetrating the local high society. Entering new ports aboard a sixty-foot schooner, I have taken on the role of a trust-fund playboy, a treasure hunter and even a location scout for movie producers. Whatever would fit the situation and impress the wealthy circle I was trying to befriend at the time. I had the yacht, the physical presence and a certain amount of charm, according to some, so there was usually no reason to verify my story of the moment.
  Occasionally my new friends did some casual checking, and the internet would provide them with enough ostensibly factual tidbits to back up my story. I was a Facebook fake several times over under different names, none of them Dan or Kilmer. Google searches would lead to invented newspaper articles, high school yearbook photos, graduation announcements and company promotions.  
 In the searchable digital era, planting these modified stories and images was not hard to do. But I’d been out of the States for a few years and hadn’t put much recent effort into keeping my biographical legends current. I had thin backstops as a film production assistant, an entrepreneur on hiatus from the rat race, and a professional treasure salvor (which was half true), with letterhead and business cards for all of them. I could usually make them work, and more so the farther we sailed from the USA.  
  Almost anyone who is glib and moderately presentable can pull it off. Most people are not particularly hard to deceive. They are far too wrapped up in their own private existence to ponder deeply the sudden appearance of a pleasant, plausible and helpful new friend. The trick, of course, is to adopt and mirror the language, mannerisms, outlooks and prejudices of the target audience. Conmen, crooks and sociopaths use this chameleon-like behavior to gain the trust of their prey, and sometimes so did I.
  I slipped into role-playing because it frequently suited my purposes, but I was well trained as a sneak, even before the Marines. The only way to avoid emotional suffocation growing up under the thumb of parents who were domineering control freaks was by becoming a convincing liar with the escape and reentry skills of a cat burglar. Becoming a Marine sniper seemed like a natural progression. When it came to sneaky, they set the world-class standard in their field.
  But my application of the arts of deception came into full flower only after I became the owner and skipper of Rebel Yell. With a decent paint job my schooner was actually quite presentable when lying dockside or at anchor. Mi
yate provided instant entrée into the upper strata of society when I penetrated that always-open break in their castle walls, the marina catering to both the local elite and the wealthy foreign visitor. It also helped having on board a surgeon fluent in several key languages, and it certainly didn’t hurt to have an Asian live-aboard cook, crewman and boat guard. My schooner, Doctor Victor Aleman and Tran Hung were all the bona fides I needed to show the potential marks in a fresh hunting ground. (I’d learned through experience that not many people quite trust the permanent long-distance solo sailor.)  
  Not surprisingly, having attractive young girlfriends staying aboard Rebel also tended to open male-chauvinist castle gates.
  Useful information about the social terrain of my destination port was frequently gleaned from temporary acquaintances that I met in other marinas and anchorages along the cruising paths. My new pals often liked to brag about their highly placed connections. “When you get to Puerto X, you should look up my Uncle Y. He’s got the whole town wired. He can help you cut through the red tape and get you whatever you need. Just tell him I sent you.” First names and private numbers were often scribbled on the backs of business cards. Just as valuable was the opposite type of advice. “Watch out for Z. He’s a real asshole—don’t cross him, whatever you do.” Señor Z might be a port captain, mayor, police chief, district military commander or mafia boss.
  The local aristocracy was usually happy to rub elbows with me, the tall and presumably rich Norteamericano who owned an ocean-crossing twenty-meter yacht. This was especially true in Latin America, where height, a fair complexion, light hair, blue eyes and a straight and narrow European nose combine to lend a foreign visitor instant credibility bordering on star appeal. It might not have been politically correct or racially sensitive, but it was the truth, and I was all about playing the cards I’d been dealt.  
  It was almost routine for me, the charming stranger, to be offered a temporary guest membership in the local club de yates, especially when I was able to drop a few well-placed names. The not-so-charming truth is that I am often seeking an opportunity to make a fast buck or peso and slip back out onto the open ocean for a long voyage to a country that does not share much information with the previous one. Then I like to spend a few months of vacation in a remote archipelago—preferably with pleasant feminine companionship. When I grow bored or broke, I begin to study the regional high society for fresh targets of opportunity.  
  Socially, every island is a self-contained continent unto itself, each new port a new and unique world. In most places, I have found there to be many well-fleeced sheep, and a few well-fed sharks and wolves. The predators can often be found circling around the local yachting scene, where they first hear of Dan Kilmer and see my black pilothouse schooner with its long widow-maker bowsprit. These rich, often dangerous and usually politically well-connected hometown tyrants and petty overlords are my preferred prey. But I give them only a bite. Even when they deserve it, I try not to hurt them so badly that they might make me their personal revenge project. And when a plan is well executed, they don’t have a clue about what happened or whom to suspect. Sometimes they don’t even miss what is gone.
  With Lady Luck on my side, I score frequently enough to keep the cruising fund in the black. But like all endeavors involving Miss Fortune, sometimes you hit a prolonged losing streak. And when Rebel Yell begins to look down and out, she loses her attractiveness as a calling card for the next round of fun and games for profit, and a downward spiral ensues. It could even happen while enjoying the Bahamas with a gorgeous young Venezolana runaway like Corissa Elena Ferratti-Vargas.  
  A lowborn old dowager like Rebel Yell needs a lot of makeup to make up for her somewhat crudely welded steel construction and boxy lines, as seen from certain unflattering angles, especially in harsh sunlight. When Rebel’s polyurethane paint cosmetics job is fairly new and not chipped, peeling and sun-flattened, she can credibly consort with the gleaming new composite fiberglass, stainless steel and teak wonder yachts found in the upper tier of marinas along the cruising path. But a period of neglect will quickly reveal the old girl’s advanced age and common origins. And don’t even dare mention ugly rumors of rust. They are lies, almost without exception.
 


 ****
 
 While we were getting our haircuts,
Mike rode out on his mountain bike to complete some gold-selling deals in the neighborhood. The arrangements had been made by phone the night before. He returned with a small shoebox and presented it to me sitting across from me at the kitchen table. He had a pocket calculator and a note-pad, and laid out the cash. The money was in fourteen separate packs of fifty-, hundred- and five-hundred-dollar bills, held together with rubber bands, plus one tight roll of thousand-dollar bills that was as skinny as a lipstick tube.


  He said, “All together, it’s seventy-five thousand. Five grand in each bundle. Fifteen thousand an ounce. And if you need more, that’s no problem. My friends were happy to get the gold.”
  “This should be enough. You didn’t need to take any unnecessary chances, did you? Nobody’s going to rat you out?” Exchanging gold bullion coins for dollars without government authorization was a felony. Rewards paid to snitches were the way financial cases were usually cracked.  
  “No. I only went to three friends I’ve known for years. They were happy to get the Krugerrands. They thought they made out well.”
  I pushed two of the bundles of fifty-dollar bills across to him. They were over an inch thick and a bit unwieldy for my purposes. “You keep these, for your trouble.”
  “Dan, you don’t need to do that,” he said while eying the stacks.
  “It’s for the dock, the haircuts…everything. And to buy gas for the boat, if you can. If you can get the gas, I’ll pay extra to make up the difference.”
  After a pause he said, “All right,” and slid the two bundles off the table.  
  I set aside a few more stacks of hundreds and five-hundreds for myself and folded the rest inside a kitchen towel given to me by Sharon. The loose packs went into my pants pockets. When in potentially hostile territory I always keep bribe money at the ready. Maybe money can’t buy you happiness, but sometimes it can buy your way out of misery. The folded towel containing the rest of the money went into my green daypack along with the change of clothes and other needed items.  
  Nick was in the living room,
keeping an eye on the street out front. Their street dead-ended at the river, and he reported only out-bound cars as those working-age neighbors still with jobs headed off to them. At five before eight he said, “Our ride’s here.”  
  Kelly Urbanzik
entered the kitchen through the inside garage door as I was zipping the pack shut. Nick came in from the living room. Kelly’s brown hair was again tied back in a tight ponytail. She was wearing a form-fitting red tank top and white shorts. Black Wayfarer sunglasses were pushed up on her head. Although slim and no taller than maybe five-five, she was not a stick figure by any means. She studied us with her arms crossed. “So, who are you guys, and what have you done with those nasty boat bums I was supposed to meet?” Although Kelly was in college, she sounded like a younger girl. She was smart, I knew that, but her chirpy voice suggested otherwise.  
  Sharon said, “Gloria did the makeover.”
  “Gloria does good work. Nice, very nice, both of you. So, you ready for the big day?”
  I said, “Yeah, we’re ready. Did you bring some other clothes?”
  “Aye-aye, Captain. As instructed, I packed a bag with a few other fashion statements. Sounds like major overkill for driving to Miami, but I decided I’d humor you.”  
  We left the house through the garage. I followed her, carrying my bags and jacket. A metallic-gray subcompact hatchback was parked in the driveway past the Delaneys’ old minivan. 
“This is your car?” I asked her. “This is it?”
  “What, you were expecting an SUV? This is a great car! It’s a Volkswagen GTI and it hauls ass. And it gets decent mileage, too. Or it will, after you fill its tank.”
  “I just didn’t expect a two-door. That’s…a problem. Maybe.”
  “Well, it’s not my problem.” She opened the driver’s door. “I know where I’m sitting.” Both side windows were already down.  
  I asked her, “You sure you want to drive?”
  “I’ve got the only valid Florida license, right? And I know all the shortcuts.”
  As far as I knew, Nick still had a current driver’s license, but I didn’t mention it and neither did he. I gave the car a walk-around inspection. Good tread on the tires. No rust or serious scratches on the paint job. Regular Florida tag on the back, not a vanity plate. Current registration sticker. No tag on the front bumper, as was customary in Florida. The car was small and at least a decade old, but it was at least presentable as a generic compact hatchback.  
  I noted a Department of Defense sticker on the lower left corner of the windshield. The blue stripe beneath the business card–size sticker indicated that it belonged to a military officer assigned to Naval Station Norfolk, Virginia. That was good. It would give us some standing if questioned by police. On the front bumper was a parking decal for Florida International University in North Miami. More cover, more camouflage. I peered in through the open passenger window and saw a standard transmission, with a knob protruding from a black leather pyramid. “Are you any good on a stick shift?”
  “What, you think girls can’t drive a stick?”
  “I didn’t say that.”  
  “Yes, I’m damned good on a stick. And right now I’ll bet I’m a lot better than you are. From what I’ve heard, there aren’t a lot of stick shifts on schooners. And I’m sure as hell better than you in this GTI, since I know all its quirks.”
  The girl could argue effectively, I had to give her that. “Well, then I call shotgun.”
  Nick said, “Let’s flip for it.”
  I told him, “In your dreams, sweetheart.” I opened the passenger door, put my jacket and daypack on the front bucket seat, and then snapped it forward for him to climb into the back.
  “Shit,” he muttered. “Dan, if I’m in the back…well, I’m screwed if we have to un-ass this thing in a major hurry.”  
  I offered no sympathy. After a moment Nick stooped and climbed into the back, taking his black gym bag and the laptop case containing his .357 revolver.  
  Through the window he asked Kelly, “Can I open the hatch from the inside? From the backseat, I mean.”  
  “I don’t think so,” she replied. “I’ve never had a reason to check.”
  I said, “Try this.” The rear hatch was unlocked, and I popped it open. It sprang up readily on two gas pistons. I studied the center locking mechanism and had an idea. My daypack had a small roll of green parachute cord in a side pocket. It was with a mini-flashlight, a folding knife, a multi-tool and a few other small items that lived there full time. I cut off a few feet of the green cord and tied a coin-size bowline loop in one end. It made me think of another piece of identical green paracord, and I wondered how much if any of Archy Mildenhall was still hanging from the roots of that mangrove tree back on Castigo Cay. It seemed impossible that the mangrove swamp was only a day in my past.
  I put the cord into the latch and tripped it, snapping the lock closed over the loop. I tossed the other end of the paracord over the backseat to Nick. “Find something for an anchor point and tie a quick-release knot.” I didn’t need to explain this any further to a former Ranger. They all considered themselves rock climbers and knew Army knots and rope tricks no sailor had ever learned. The hatch would be held down firmly by the paracord. From outside the car it would appear to be locked shut, but Nick would be able to release the string and push the hatch up from inside. 
  The backrest of the rear seat was divided into two parts. Nick folded down the left section, forming a partial cargo deck between the hatch and the back of the driver’s seat. “I just need a way to get out,” he explained. “I get nervous when I can’t get out of a vehicle fast. If you have somebody between you and the only way out…well, sometimes that person in front of you can’t get out. Then you’re fucked. Sorry, Kelly. But you know what I mean, Dan.”
  I did indeed. I’d seen people burning after being trapped in vehicles, both military and civilian. You didn’t forget the sight. I’m sure Nick had seen them too, so I understood his nervousness. A polite “after you” took on a whole new meaning when troops were loading into an armored personnel carrier, where “first in, last out” could be a matter of life or death. The likelihood of being trapped in a car fire was infinitely small on that day, but some fears became hardwired after witnessing living nightmares you could never erase from your mind.  
  Nick’s revolver and extra ammunition were in a black laptop computer carrying case, lent to him by Sharon. He slid it under the folded-down seatback to his left. Their daypacks and gym bags and my leather valise went on top of it, making the partial cargo deck arrangement seem less unusual. I set my green daypack on the floor in front of the passenger seat and picked up my jacket by the collar, looking for a hook.  
  Kelly said, “Throw your coat in the back with the bags. You can’t hang it up.”
  “Why not?”
  “The AC doesn’t work. We have to keep the windows down. You hang it up, and it’ll fly out the window.” The lack of air conditioning explained her choice of a skimpy top and shorts.
  I passed the jacket behind the front seat to Nick, who laid it beside him alongside the bags. I climbed in and closed the door, with my green daypack under my knees. I settled in and buckled up, pleasantly surprised to discover more-than-adequate legroom and headroom and an ergonomic fabric-covered bucket seat.  
  Nick was directly behind me, so I asked him, “How’s the legroom back there?”
  “Can you give me an inch?”
  “I can give you two.” I slid the seat forward and then un-zipped my daypack and fake shower kit and took out my Glock. Two more loaded magazines were in the shower kit. I placed the weapon into the map pocket in the side of the door and covered it with an open mini road atlas. I packed the other folded maps on both sides of the atlas, making the narrow door pocket appear to be full of nothing but harmless paper. It would pass inspection if we were stopped for only a visual check, but in a real search it would be found in ten seconds. We could have wired the weapons up under the chassis, but I wanted my Glock at hand, ready to grab. It’s all a tradeoff. You pays your money and you takes your chances.
  Kelly pointed past my knees at the map pocket and said, “You didn’t tell me you were bringing a gun. If it’s unregistered, that’s ten years in the slammer. Federal.”
  “I thought you were in a hurry for me kill Richard Prechter.”
  “Yes, but—”
  “So you didn’t see me put it there. If you’re asked, you had no idea it was there.”
  “You mean if the cops ask me.”
  “Yeah. But that won’t happen, because we have a great driver and we’re not going to be stopped by the police. Not today.”
  “Exactly. But still…”  
  “Do you have a problem with guns?”
  “No. I understand this could get, well…ugly. They’re not going to hand over your girlfriend just because you ask. I just like to know what I’m getting into.”
  “Well, now you know.”



 


 


 


 


 


 



5
 We said goodbye to Mike and Sharon in their driveway, promising to return by sometime that night. Kelly slid her sunglasses down over her eyes, reversed the GTI out into the street, shifted into first and accelerated us away. She worked the pedals with dexterity, her feet in running shoes with anklet socks. I was glad to see she wasn’t wearing sandals or flip-flops, as most girls her age wore in hot weather. If she had to run today, she could. It showed a sense of tactical awareness that I appreciated—even if it was only on a subconscious level.
  As we headed up her street I folded the sun visor forward, then slipped on my sunglasses and a black-and-teal Florida Marlins ball cap, a loaner from Mike Delaney. Most traffic surveillance cameras are aimed at the windshield at a downward angle. Anything that made Big Brother’s job harder I was for automatically. And it’s always a good idea to use local camouflage, whether it’s a hometown ball cap or local vegetation placed into the loops of your boonie hat.
  The last time I had visited the Delaneys’ house by car, there had been no gate at the entrance to 18th Terrace. Now at the end of their street there was a palisade fence of black ornamental-iron bars topped with more-than-decorative barbed spear points. Their sharp tips were at least ten feet from the asphalt. Barbed points were also welded onto the upper and lower crossbars, where you would need to place a hand or a foot to scale the fence.
  A pink stucco guardhouse stood just outside the closed gate. It was about five feet wide by eight long and topped with red clay tiles, so it didn’t look too ugly. The rear corner of the guardhouse formed the attachment point for the rolling gate. It might be crashed through by a heavy truck with some speed built up, but nothing smaller would ram it successfully. I’d seen worse setups outside embassies. Kelly stopped before we reached the gate and stuck a plastic card into a metal box on a steel pedestal. Bolts clanged open and the iron gate rumbled away from the guardhouse, driven by whining chains. The opening was wide enough for only a single vehicle at a time.  
  Kelly said, “There’s no guard during the day. We just use our key cards.”
  I examined the long side of the guardhouse as we passed it. There was a two-foot square of some type of glass, presumably bullet resistant, with a reflective coating. A glance back showed another mirrored window on the narrow front of the house that faced the outside world. Beneath the over-hanging red tiles at the top were cameras, loudspeakers and spotlights.
  I looked around to see if there was another pedestal-mounted card reader on Kelly’s side to close the gate, but once through the fence she kept driving. She must have read my mind because she said, “It’ll close in thirty seconds if nothing is in the way. If there is, an electric eye keeps it from shutting.”
  “Couldn’t somebody run through while it’s still open?” Nick asked.
  “Actually, we’re supposed to wait outside the gate to be sure it closes. My bad. But to answer your question, yes, I suppose they could, but we have cameras all over the place too. That’s how we do it during the day, when there’s no guard on duty.”
  I asked her, “Did you have to get a permit to build it? I mean, it blocks off your street.”  
  “A permit? I don’t know about the rest of Broward County, but in Wilton Manors it’s no big deal. We had a vote, and we built it. There was no problem with permits that I know of.”
  “It looks pretty nice,” I said. “Not homemade, or like a jail. Well, not too much.” Ornamental-iron spears were at least more attractive than chain link and razor wire. People freely choose to live behind decorative steel palisades. Nobody chooses to live behind razor wire.  
  Kelly said, “I’ll tell you one thing—there’s more of these private gates all the time. It makes back-street GPS navigation pretty worthless. There are new cul-de-sacs all over the place where GPS still shows roads going through.”  
  The last block of her road beyond the security fence was zoned for low-rise apartments, and terminated at 26th Street. There was no signal, and traffic was heavy enough on the six-lane main drag of Wilton Manors that we had to wait for a rare simultaneous opening in both directions before we could make the left turn.
  Nick asked, “So, how do you work it at night? Rent-a-cops?”  
  “Nope, we do it all ourselves. We have forty families on 18th Terrace, and we rotate guard duty. Mostly it’s the men, and some families can’t do it at all, but it winds up you pull a six-to-midnight or a midnight-to-dawn every other week. In our family, my dad does it. There’s a toilet in there and a little refrigerator and a microwave. You can bring your computer or watch TV, so it’s really not too bad. It would be perfect for homework, but you have to be twenty-one to be a guard. An armed guard, anyway.”  
  Traffic slackened just an iota and Kelly punched the gas while hooking left, slinging me back against the side of the bucket seat as she threaded the GTI into traffic. We were heading toward I-95, which lay three miles to the west. Our progress was measured on the GPS unit perched on the dashboard. Like changing television channels, her private cul-de-sac neighborhood of small homes backed by parallel canals was replaced by tire stores, pawnshops, storefront churches and burger joints.  
  Nick said, “There’s only one guy on duty at night?” If there’s one subject grunts understand all too well, it’s pulling guard duty.
  “Yeah,” Kelly replied, “that’s how we do it now. One guy—and it’s not always a guy, either. But he’s behind two inches of bulletproof glass, and they talk on a speaker to people in cars or people who just walk up. Mostly they know everybody who lives on our street, so it’s not hard. And it’s got an air conditioner.”
  “The guard has a gun?” I asked.
  “Oh, yeah. A shotgun and a pistol. A legal pistol—it’s registered. Everybody uses the same two guns for guard duty, so we don’t get in trouble with the cops. But all the guard has to do is push a panic button and then lights and sirens go off, and when that happens a bunch of people are out on our street in like ten seconds flat. Some of those guys are pretty gung-ho, almost like our own neighborhood SWAT team. Of course, dirtbags can still sneak over in a boat, or even swim across the canal, but at least they can’t just drive right in and pull a home invasion. Those are the worst: home invasions. Two years ago there was a bad one across the canal from us on 19th Avenue.”
  “What happened?” asked Nick.
  “A gang of Jamaicans killed almost a whole family over there with knives and machetes. The mom, dad, and three kids. Stayed in their house for two days, doing…really bad things.”
  “They catch them?” I asked.
  “Hell no. They got away.”
  “Then how do you know they were Jamaicans?” asked Nick.
  “Their daughter hid behind the water heater, and she heard the whole thing. They say her hair turned white in one week, from the roots out. She was only fourteen. After that we built the gate.”
 


 ****
 


 The closest highway entrance onto I-95 was off of Oakland Park Boulevard, parallel to and five blocks north of 26th Street. Morning rush-hour traffic was thick and moving slowly. Half of South Florida used 95 for commuting to work, so the feeder routes were packed.
  “Cell phones first?” I asked Kelly.
  “Yeah, cell phones first. A place on Oakland Park; it’s on the way to the highway.”
  “You didn’t bring any other phones, right? Nothing that transmits.”
  “No, because last night you told me not to. But I don’t see why I couldn’t bring my i-phone. It would be a big help today.”


  “Why? Because if any of your internet searches raised a red flag, then they could be monitoring your computers and your phones today. Which means they could even follow this car, minute by minute.”
  “I don’t see how they could. No, I mean, I know they could. Technically. I mean, it just seems awfully unlikely. Who are we? We’re nobody.”
  Nick said, “That’s what a lot of Taliban thought, right until the Hellfire missile came down through their roof.”
  “That’s a cheerful thought,” Kelly replied drolly.
  “Remember The Terminator?” he asked her. “Well, just think of Google as Skynet. The whole internet belongs to Big Brother. Everything wireless, everything digital.”
  “And that,” I added, “is why we’re going to get clean cell phones for this operation.”
  I studied the car’s scuffed and torn black interior, the dashboard instruments, the GPS, and the radio. My legs were encased in unfamiliar khaki tubes. For months I’d been wearing shorts. I had to think back to when I had last worn these long trousers. It was at a club de yates dinner party near Puerto Plata in the Dominican Republic, before the Bahamas. The outdoor dance floor and patio deck overlooking the bay were surrounded by flaming tiki torches, and the merengue band was top notch. Cori was stunning in her red sequined minidress held up only by the thinnest spaghetti straps, her long legs made even longer by her sparkly red high-heeled sandals. We would have stayed longer in the DomRep, but we left in a hurry when a scheme of mine unraveled and our continued health and well-being were endangered by the bodyguards and secret police employed by the mark.  
  Beside me in the driver’s seat, Kelly’s bare legs were busy on the clutch, brake and gas pedal. My sunglasses concealed my downward glances to the left. Her seat was set forward of mine, giving me a slight advantage in angles when looking her way. My eyes drank in smooth girl skin from trim ankles and calves to thighs and from unpainted fingernails to bare shoulders with just a hint of peeling sunburn on top. Her seatbelt slanted down between her smallish breasts. A leather purse was on the floor beneath her knees.
  I especially liked the very top inch of her tanned legs, where they swelled just a bit after escaping the restraint of the white cotton shorts stretched tautly across the tops of her thighs. She was quite an attractive girl, I decided. Even her elfin chin was rather cute. Her teeth were so even that I wondered whether she was just genetically fortunate or had done her time in orthodontic servitude. If so, her parents must have had money in the recent past. Maybe they still did.  
  Instead of her silver jewelry from the previous night, she was wearing a black string necklace with a fan of red stones in front. Bright red stones dangled from her earlobes, matching the necklace. Even her ponytail was tied back by a thick red elastic band. She wore no rings or bracelets, only a white plastic digital watch on her left wrist. I had the thought that perhaps Kelly’s red tank top and jewelry, and not only the long pants brushing my legs, had triggered that Puerto Plata memory of Cori Vargas in her red dress.
  “Hey, sorry about no air conditioning,” she said, probably misinterpreting my study of the dash controls and vents (and her legs) as a search for a way to cool off the car’s interior. Beads of perspiration formed on her top lip.
  My right elbow was hanging out the open window. My folded sleeve cuffs showed half of my forearms. It wasn’t so hot out yet anyway, barely in the eighties. “Beggars can’t be choosers,” I said. “I’m grateful for the ride.” 
  “It won’t make us stand out. No AC, I mean. Half the cars in Florida are in the same boat. Almost everybody is driving an old car now, and when they stop blowing cold, who can afford to get them fixed? Not many people I know, I can tell you that much. They’re lucky if they can afford gas. Just look around at all the open windows, and it’s going to hit the nineties today. But you get used to it.”
  Nick said, “We’re sailors—we’re already used to it. And before that we were soldiers. Believe me, we’re more than used to it.”  
  I didn’t mention that unlike his small sailboat, Rebel Yell did have working air conditioning…when I could afford to burn the diesel fuel to run the primary generator. 
 Nick was sitting directly behind me, probably so that he could see more of Kelly than only the back of her head. I didn’t blame him for that. She had a very cute profile, some would say pretty, with an upturned nose and an unblemished complexion. 
 Tactically, I’d have preferred that Nick was sitting behind Kelly, and he would also have had more legroom behind her. But he had already folded down the left seatback to hold our gear and to provide him a rapid exit in the worst-case scenario. Nick had no choice in the matter of windows. The rear side windows were opaquely tinted but did not open.  
  The lack of AC in the car didn’t bother me for another reason besides my being accustomed to heat. Yes, I would have preferred to ride in air-conditioned comfort, hidden from view behind tinted windows like Nick. But I prefer open windows when it comes to shooting. Standard automotive glass doesn’t provide any ballistic protection against inbound bullets, but it sure as hell interferes when you’re in a hurry to send lead outbound with any kind of accuracy past close range. And if you are going to preempt an imminent ambush and fire first, it’s better to do so with the greatest accuracy possible. Not to mention the negative attention that driving around with shot-up windows brings, if you do manage to escape. So why shoot through your own windows if you don’t absolutely have to?
  If you’re stuck in the kill zone in an unsupported one-car convoy and can’t drive out, the only chance to prevent a vehicle ambush from succeeding is by outshooting the shooters. And if they’re professionals and know their business, that’s a slim chance. Inside the GTI we were not surrounded by inch-thick Lexan polycarbonate bulletproof windows, boron-carbide ceramic plates and layers of laminated Kevlar. The first full-auto burst from an assault rifle or submachine gun fired at close range at a soft-skinned vehicle usually settles the matter for good. Cringing low among shattered glass and hoping to be missed on the next volley is a dead man’s choice. If you can’t drive out of the kill zone, you have to get out of the trapped vehicle and move to solid cover, shooting all the while.
  I had the advance geographic knowledge provided by the four-inch GPS screen on the dash, a tactical force multiplier if it came to the swift navigation necessary in a pursuit. Any pursuit, front or rear, fox or hare. We crossed over the double set of railroad tracks I’d already seen in cartoon form, and then Kelly immediately turned right, heading north and driving parallel to them. Traffic on the six-lane Dixie Highway was down to a walking pace, and for long minutes at a time it came to a standstill.  
  When that happened, shabbily dressed homeless men and some women and even small children walked out into traffic to try to sell bags of nuts, fruit or flowers, or just to beg. All along the fallow twenty-yard right-of-way on the other side of the railroad tracks a tent city spread out at the base of a high wall. Colorful nylon camping tents, blue tarps and some cardboard and corrugated shacks. Yard-high rusty angle irons were bolted vertically along the top of the wall, to hold three horizontal strands of razor wire surrounded by a roll of concertina. Through the wire I could see the upper stories of three- and four-story apartment buildings with common exterior hallways. Along Dixie Highway in Wilton Manors, a half mile of cinderblocks stacked ten feet high separated lower-middle-class America from a new fell-off-the-earth class.  
  “Damn! Do they live there?” I asked.
  “More all the time,” said Kelly. “Lots of places, not just there.”
  From behind me Nick said, “You know, this whole scene reminds me of Hajistan. I used to freak out in traffic after I got home. If I didn’t have a clear lane in front of me, if I couldn’t keep my speed up, I’d totally freak out. All I could think about was vehicle-borne IEDs and RPGs and what sitting ducks we were. I had some close calls over there, and I was there when some other vehicles got hit. I saw some bad, bad things. It took me a long time to get over it. I thought that was all behind me, but after being in the islands for a while I guess I got un-used to traffic again.” Nick’s voice was uncharacteristically flat and controlled.
  “It’s not going to be a problem for you, is it?” I asked him. 
  “I’m okay. Especially since I can crawl out the back if I have to.”
  “Well, let me know if it’s a problem.” I thought I understood what Nick was going through. I’d had friends who needed to drive to work at odd hours because they couldn’t stand being in rush-hour traffic. Every minute stuck in traffic snarls brought back the grinding fear they’d known on convoy duty in Iraq and Afghanistan. They sometimes had full-blown panic attacks, triggering flashback memories of the aftermaths of exploded and burning military vehicles. A simple truck backfire could set them off.  
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 Nick asked us, “Did you guys ever smoke?”
  We both shook our heads no.
  “Well, I quit over in the islands, but mostly because I couldn’t afford cigarettes and they were hard to find most of the time anyway. But now I’m getting bad cravings since I know they’re everywhere.”
  “My dad quit smoking,” Kelly said. “Just don’t buy the first pack. Fight it. You buy the first pack and you’re hooked again.”
  “I suppose,” Nick said. “So, how’s your dad doing on that?”
  “He hasn’t smoked in years.”
  “That’s good. Maybe there’s hope for me.”
  “Well, I’ll tell you one thing: no girl wants to kiss a smoker.”
  “I know, I know,” he said, resigned. “It’s like licking a dirty ashtray. Hey, Dan, while we’re stuck in traffic, unless Kelly has a dirty ashtray she wants cleaned, maybe we should go over some SOPs. Immediate action drills. You know… just in case.”
  Kelly pulled open the ashtray. “Only some change and chewing gum. No dirty ashes to lick. Sorry, Nick.”
  “You have gum?” he asked hopefully.
  “Juicy Fruit. Want one?”
  “Sure.”
  She passed a stick back to him. There was only one left in the pack. She turned to me with it in her hand and said, “Want to split it?”
  I did kind of want it, but I wanted her to enjoy the entire last stick even more. “No,” I said, “you take it.”  
  She unwrapped it one-handed and popped it in her mouth. The sweet smell reached me a few seconds later. She chewed with her lips mostly closed. I didn’t mind the barely audible sound of her mouth and jaws working.
  Nick said, “So, Dan, I know we’re just your loyal support troops, but what’s the plan? I mean, for after the conference. For actually snatching your girlfriend back. We might be able to help you better if we had a single frigging clue what to expect.”
  “Believe me, you’ll both know right after I know. That’s why we’re all going down to Miami: to put our eyes on the objective area. Three brains are better than one. Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out.”
  “Figure it out?” he asked skeptically.
  This is why I usually work alone, I thought. “Yeah, Nick, we’re going to figure it out. It’s always nice to have a few days to come up with the perfect plan, but sometimes you don’t have the luxury of time. Nobody handed me a target folder for this mission. We’re going to do a rapid recon, find out what we can, and then think of a few ways to skin the cat. I can’t exactly give you references, but I have a pretty good track record at this sort of thing. I’m not holding anything back from you, if that’s what you’re asking.”
  “I can appreciate that, Dan. I really can. I know all about short-fuse missions. But still, why don’t we at least go over a few SOPs? That’ll save time later.”
  I was frustrated by the traffic and preoccupied with thoughts of Cori in the clutches of wealthy psychos and how I was going to extract her from them. Now Nick was giving off some early signs of losing it. “SOPs? How about don’t do anything I don’t do. Don’t do anything unless I tell you. Don’t pull your gun out unless I’m already shooting. Just chill out and try to enjoy the day. How’s that?”
  “Umm, I think that’s maybe a little thin on detail, Dan.”  
  “Okay, the basics then. Fields of fire. This won’t happen, so don’t worry, Kelly, but we always go over this. Just in case. I’ll fire out the right window if somebody has to be shot on the right side. Or I’ll shoot out of the left window, in front of your face. Or behind your head, depending on where I have to aim. So if I tell you to lean forward, don’t ask why, just move—because I’ll be coming across fast to get a good angle.”
  Nick said, “And it’ll be the loudest thing you ever heard, so be ready for that. It’s a million times louder than what you hear on TV. You’ll have ringing in your ears. You’ll think your eardrum is blown out for good. But we can’t stick earplugs in all day just in case we have to shoot, which we won’t. Nothing’s going to happen, but it’s better to cover it than to leave it to chance.”
  “Just in case, right?” she asked doubtfully.
  “Yep. Just in case,” he agreed.
  Next I gave my wingman an important task that would keep his mind productively occupied for the entire time that we spent in the car. “Nick, that leaves you with rear security. Keep checking our six. I don’t want any surprises coming up from astern. Cops, for example. Let me know if you see anything behind us that bothers you. Keep track of cars that make the same turns we do, that sort of thing. Try to catch tag numbers and remember faces when you see something weird. Look for the same cars that show up again later.”
  “Roger that.”
  “And if you have to shoot out the back—if I tell you to shoot—try to open the hatch first. And don’t shoot through the side unless you really have to. You fire that magnum next to our ears and we’ll be deaf for life.”
  “I’ll try to keep that in mind.”
  “Please do,” Kelly weighed in. “I’d really miss listening to music.”  
  Her GTI wasn’t an armored vehicle, that was for sure. But on the other hand, we didn’t have to worry about somebody detonating an IED as we drove by, taking a potshot at us with an RPG or chucking a grenade through an open window. Nobody was looking for us. We were only going to Miami, not to Baghdad, Ramadi or Khandahar. We were in America, the land of the free and the home of the brave.  
  Or so they said, back when I was a kid.
  Nick wasn’t finished. “What if the car is out of action, and we’re on foot and we have to evade capture?”
  The car out of action? He was losing it, I thought. “Nick, if the car breaks down, we’ll fix it just like anybody else. Like any other civilians.”
  “It won’t break down,” Kelly asserted flatly. “And the spare tire is good.”
  He kept after it. “I mean, what if we’re ambushed?”
  “Ambushed? Then we shoot back and Kelly drives us out of there like Kyle Bush on crack, in forward or reverse. We can’t prepare for everything, Nick. Just don’t blow our cover. Don’t do anything that gets us caught.” All I needed was for Nick to freak out in the middle of a routine law enforcement stop.
  “Well,” he asked, “what if we’re scattered but not captured? We should have rally points.”
  I adopted a nonchalant tone to settle him down. “We’re picking up cell phones next, right, Kelly?”
  “That’s the plan,” she replied.
  “Then we’ll use the phones to establish comms and link up. If that doesn’t work, head for the nearest McDonald’s and wait for an hour. The closest Mickey D’s or Burger King will be our fallback rally point, unless we choose other rally points along the way. There’s one every mile: a Burger King or a McDonald’s. Keep trying the phones. Then if nothing works, head back to Mike and Sharon’s house and wait.”
  Kelly said, “What if one of us is captured and we’re forced to use the phones? You know what I mean, to lure the others somewhere. Shouldn’t we have a code for that?”
  I was impressed. “A duress code? Sure. Where did you ever hear of duress codes, anyway?”
  “Spy movies and novels, I guess.”
 “What do you suggest,” I asked her, “since it’s your idea?”
  “Umm… how about ‘sweetheart’? If you say sweetheart, then we’ll know they have a gun to your head.”
  “You have quite an imagination.”
  She turned toward me and smiled, but hidden behind dark Wayfarer sunglasses her eyes revealed nothing. Last night she had been wearing no makeup, but today she had applied a light pink lip gloss. “Oh, that’s nothing. Wait till you really get to know me.”
  “Should I be worried?”
  “Worried? Why should you be worried? Just because I have daydreams about head-on collisions with trucks? No, that was a joke. Skip it.”
  I said, “Here’s one more code word you guys should know. It’s for Rebel Yell, by radio or by email. Devilfish.” I used different fish for most of my brevity codes, because they were easy to remember and they could be worked into normal marine radio traffic without raising suspicion.
  “What’s that mean?” Kelly asked.
  “It means the whole world has turned to shit and I’ll be coming at a dead run if I’m still alive. It means get ready for war and get Rebel Yell ready for sea.”
  “Did you ever have to use it?”
  “Oh, yeah.”
  “And it worked?”
  “I’m still here.”
  “Cool,” she said. “But back to rally points. That’s like our meeting-up place if we get separated, right?”
  “That’s right, that’s what they’re for.” I understood that this was a big Army Ranger thing, which was why Nick had brought it up in the first place. Their primary mission was to patrol and conduct raids in squad and even platoon or company force in enemy territory. Rally points were high on their list because they trained for ambush warfare, which could entail them being broken up and scattered by a superior enemy force.
  Deadpan, Kelly asked me, “So, what if we’re halfway between a McDonald’s and a Burger King and we go to different ones? Then what?”
  I wasn’t able to tell if it was a sincere question, or if it was intended to lighten the mood. She might even have been testing my gullibility, patience or level of seriousness. “If we’re on foot and you’re driving, hit all the local McDonald’s and Burger Kings and look for us. Or just try to call our cell phones. Actually, we should always try the cell phones first.”  
  Nick attempted some humor of his own. “Just remember, Danny, you can’t call me sweetheart anymore. Not unless somebody has a gun to your head.”
  “Screw you, princess, you’re the one who asked to be my wingman, remember?”
  After a deep sigh and a few audible gum-chewing smacks he said, “Yeah, I think I remember something like that.”
  “Then here’s another SOP: There’s only one chu-tau on this boat.”  
  “What’s a chew-towel?” Kelly asked me. “If it’s part of some disgusting hazing ritual from the Army, please don’t explain it to me.”
  “I was in the Marines, Nick was in the Army. And the chu-tau is the captain. The boss. Me. It’s Vietnamese.”
  “Vietnamese?”
  “Long story.”
  From behind me Nick said, “I’m on board with all that. You know I am, Dan. But this is serious business today. We should be professional. We should cover every contingency we can and not just pull it out of our ass as we go. I always hated that kind of operation. ‘Don’t worry, Galloway, just saddle up. Nothing will happen on this patrol, it’s a milk run.’ That’s when you just knew you were going to get hammered.”
  “Nobody is pulling anything out of their ass, Nick. There’s no fill-in-the-blank Warning Order for this kind of a mission. Just follow my lead and stay loose.”
  “We should still cover the basics.”
  “Okay, Nick, you want the rest of the Patrol Leader’s Order? Okay, here goes.” I tried to make light of the situation. “Weather? Look out the window. Hot, sunny, chance of thundershowers in the afternoon. Now let me go over our supporting forces. We don’t have any. Air support? Nada. All aircraft are hostile.”
  “Don’t be sarcastic,” he said. “This is serious.”
  “There’s more. If you’re captured, I can’t help you. I already told you that in George Town when you asked to come along. What can I do, parachute in and bust you out of jail? Hire you a super-lawyer? If you’re arrested, you’ll just have to figure it out. Try not to talk for at least twenty-four hours, to give us a chance to cover our tracks. If you’re evading, get back to Wilton Manors and the Pantera if that seems like a viable option. Otherwise, hey, you’re a sailor, Nick. Steal a sailboat and head back to George Town. That’s always a sailor’s backup exfiltration plan, right? There are no other friendly forces in our area of operations. Our entire order of battle is the three of us sitting in this car. There’s no Amphibious Ready Group waiting just over the horizon. No QRF on standby to extract us if everything goes to shit. That simplifies the briefing a hell of a lot.”
  “What’s a QRF?” asked Kelly.
  “Quick Reaction Force,” Nick answered. “Heroes in helicopters, ready to ride to the rescue like the cavalry saving the wagon train.”
  “The only QRFs in South Florida are called SWAT teams,” I said, “and they all work for Big Brother. And you’d better hope we don’t meet them. They have much bigger guns than we do.”
  Kelly said, “So, Nick, you have a gun too?” She looked in the rearview mirror and saw his slow affirmative nod. “Well, it’s good to find these things out. Thanks for letting me know.”
  “No problem,” he mumbled.
  She seemed irritated by the disclosure of the second weapon and all the tense war talk. “Tell me something. Is this a comedy routine you guys do? If so, it really sucks. Or are you trying to scare me so I won’t want to go to Miami? Then you’ll offer to take me home and drive the car yourselves. Is that your plan? If so, then sorry, boys, but I’m not letting anybody else drive this car. It’s my brother’s, and I have to look out for it. Nobody else gets to drive it. Just me and him, and he’s not here.”
  “We’re not trying to scare you,” I explained. “We’re just straightening a few things out. So, where’s your brother?”
  “He’s riding a destroyer for the next three months. He’s an ensign in the Navy. I can use his car but I have to take good care of it. Unless I end up buying it, but I’m not quite there yet. It’s still his car, and it’s my responsibility while he’s deployed.”
  So her big brother was a naval officer, just like my dear old dad, but at the bottom end of the officer-rank totem pole. “Don’t worry, Kelly, we’re not going to get into any trouble today. Your brother’s car will be just fine.”  
  “Is that so? Then why do you have guns?”
  Nick jumped in. “We always worst-case it. It’s a military thing. It’s our training. What if this goes wrong? What if that goes wrong? You make contingency plans.”
  “Better safe than sorry,” she said.
  “That’s right,” he replied. “Better safe than sorry. Are you okay, Kelly? You good to go?”
  “Oh, I’m fine. How about you?”
  “I’m fine too,” Nick said without much conviction. “I’m good to go.” I could still hear him chewing his gum behind me. At least Kelly chewed almost silently. The Juicy Fruit odor was diminishing, and I wondered how long they would chew flavorless gum. It would be a good indicator of their true state of nervousness.
  I said, “All right, then, let’s just everybody relax.” I switched on the radio and began to jab the seek button. Kelly pushed the right buttons and we listened to some bland rock music I had never heard before.
  It took us ten minutes to crawl five long blocks north on Dixie, with the railroad tracks and the homeless encampment across them to our right, before we reached the mega-intersection with eight-lane-wide Oakland Park Boulevard. Then it took another five minutes to push through the tangle of honking cars and trucks to be finally heading west toward the interchange with I-95.  
  The cars jammed in traffic around us seemed older and shabbier than on my last visit to Florida. Kelly was right: at least half the cars had their windows down. There was no other plausible reason for this except that their ACs were not working, unless they were overstrained in stop-and-go traffic. The usual South Florida torrent of flashy new BMWs, Lexuses and Jaguars had evaporated to a hardly noticeable trickle. The cars on Oakland Park reminded me of those I’d seen on similar boulevards, from Cartagena to Buenos Aires. Very few were newer than five years old, and many were much older.  
  I understood the reason for the near absence of new cars, aside from the abysmal state of the collapsed American economy. I had seen the same thing all over South and Central America. When a country’s financial system implodes and millions are homeless and hungry, it doesn’t pay to showcase your wealth or elevated status. So off go the gold watches and diamond tennis bracelets, and on go the Casios and Timexes. The entire society dresses down and aims for average when out in public.
  Shiny new luxury cars become carjack and kidnap bait, and they disappear from view. Undented newer cars are left dirty and unwashed, in an attempt to blend in with the new automotive grunge-chic. That dusty, scraped and battered ten-year-old Suburban in the next lane might belong to a struggling tradesman or to a millionaire who doesn’t want to advertise his continuing success to criminals or tax collectors. On public streets los ricos try to look like humble landscapers and not like the wealthy elites who employ landscapers.  
  I had the thought that perhaps the rich were diverting their inherent urge to show off their success from their cars into their boats. That might explain the expensive go-fasts and sportfishers I’d seen the afternoon before while coming into Fort Lauderdale. Marinas were part of the fenced-off high-security domain of the well-to-do, like the private jet airports. I understood better than most that even third-world countries had first-class marinas. Only within the high walls of yacht and country clubs could the rich continue to enjoy their gilded lifestyle unmolested by harsh Outerworld realities. The Intracoastal Waterway, bays, rivers and the ocean became a relatively safe connection between the yacht clubs, marinas, dockside restaurants, waterfront mansions and private islands.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 



6  
 We had gone only a few blocks west on Oakland Park Boulevard when the reason for the traffic delay became evident. A mob of hundreds of pedestrians were standing on both sides of Oakland and had merged across it, forming a solid blockade of flag- and sign-waving humanity. Most of them were wearing red or purple T-shirts and hats, connoting some sort of organization behind their numbers. After another slow half block of creeping forward, Kelly battled her way into the second lane from the right.  
  Nick said, “I sure didn’t miss this crap over in the islands.”
  “I’ll bet you didn’t,” Kelly agreed. “Who would?” Then so quickly that I almost missed it, she spat her gum out the open window.
  “What’s going on?” I asked her.
  “Some kind of a strike against Target. That’s it a few blocks up on the right. I can’t tell if it’s a real strike or some kind of a union flash-mob thing. They do that sometimes. Wildcatting, they call it. The union bosses probably know ahead of time, but they pretend they don’t. They’re mostly wearing the same T-shirts and the signs look machine-printed, so I’d say it’s a union deal.”
  “And the police tolerate it?” I asked. “Blocking off Oakland Park Boulevard during the morning rush, I mean, they’re just nuking traffic all over the area.”
  “Lots of people won’t be getting to work on time today, that’s for sure,” Nick added.
  “No shit. Or to conferences in Miami Beach. So, where are the police? Do the police put up with this kind of thing?”
  Kelly said, “Usually the strikers are just on the parking lots and sidewalks. They don’t block the whole boulevard too often. It really pisses people off.”
  “So, why don’t the police break it up?”
  “What, you think you’re in Miami already?” she asked. “This is Broward County. This county is totally screwed up. The police are a joke; they’re part of the problem.”
  “And the police belong to a union too,” said Nick. “So they’re not going to break up a strike by their union brothers. Solidarity forever, right? Not even when they’re blocking major roads. It’s easier to just wait for the union bosses to put the word out to knock it off. It’s easier and safer for the police to just let them blow off some steam and block the roads for a while than to go in with riot gear and turn it into all-out warfare.”
  I asked Kelly, “How often does this happen, blocking the whole road? And how long does it usually last?”
  She appeared to be unperturbed but had begun to chew on the corner of a thumbnail. “Well, Target is the strike target, obviously. They have picketers out all the time, mostly on the sidewalks, but once in a while the whole union comes out and blitzes one store location. I have no clue why today’s our lucky day. Union politics, maybe. Contract deadlines, who knows? I have no idea how long it’ll last.”
  “Is it going to be a problem for us? Can we go another way around?”
  “Hell yeah, it’s going to be a problem, because the cell phone place is on the other side. It’s in the Target shopping center, in the back corner.”
  Nearly a thousand people, about half of them African-Americans and most of them wearing matching T-shirts, were keeping customers away from the Target parking lot by screaming, hollering through bullhorns, beating bucket-drums and waving signs and banners. Shoppers would have to be very brave or very desperate to run their jeering gauntlet to get those cheap Asian shoes.  
  Traffic on Oakland Park was virtually at a dead stop, and we were trapped in the middle lanes without even a cross street for escape visible ahead. Across the boulevard from Target another big-box store, a Walmart from the looks of it, was already shut down and boarded up, along with most of the other outlets in the shopping center. The Walmart showed signs of fire damage, not recent and not repaired.
  Nick said, “They don’t pull this kind of crap in Dade County. Romeiro would send in the riot battalion. They’d be puking pepper spray for a month.”  
  Little bands of red-shirted union members holding strike signs and plastic buckets left the main body of the mob and walked toward us through the stopped cars. Three of them walked between the right lanes, stopping alongside each car to glare at the occupants and “request” a donation to their cause. All three of them were wearing bright red union ball caps and T-shirts. Two African-American women held white plastic buckets that had, according to their labels, previously contained Publix-brand ice cream.
  A three-hundred-pound Hispanic with a shaved head stood behind the two black women, lending them his moral support. Black knee socks stretched from his black high-tops to his droopy black shorts. His red XX-L union T-shirt was stretched tightly around his girth. He carried a small sign nailed to a six-foot length of two-by-four lumber. An inch of sharp nails protruded from the back of the wood at the very top. The nails at the bottom of the sign had been hammered over flat. By the way the guy wielded his sign he made it clear to all observers that the stout timber was meant for more than just holding the message aloft. Behind him in the main force blockading the boulevard, dozens more dual-purpose signs like his were visible.  
  The threat was formidable. An angry mob was dangerous enough, but an angry mob armed with nailed clubs could kill you. If anybody insulted or threatened the donation-collecting squads, reinforcements in great numbers were just a yell or a whistle away. Escape by car was impossible in the gridlock, and getting out of a car to run away on foot wasn’t a much better option. The hundreds of union members were united in their common cause, but the hundreds of people waiting in traffic were all different individuals and small groups, united by nothing other than their desire to get past the delay and onto the interstate highway a few blocks ahead.
  The lumber sign poles were blatantly deadly weapons, especially with the nail points sticking out at the tops. I could only conclude that the strikers had no concerns about police interference, and that made them all the more emboldened and dangerous. If the police did show up, the protruding nails could be quickly bent over and flattened against the street pavement, and the strikers would claim they had been hammered down all along. I could see cleverness in the strategy. They had some thinkers on their side. Dangerous thinkers.
  The approaching Latino’s machine-printed placard read “TARGET THE TARGET SCABS!” with a crosshair over the store’s bull’s-eye logo. Instead of reaching for my wallet, I tipped the mini-atlas off of my Glock in the map pocket. Kelly eyed my hand’s movement. There was nowhere we could go, sandwiched tightly between pickups, SUVs, sedans and trucks belching out stinking exhaust fumes.  
  With my hand resting on the Glock, I smiled wanly and said to the fat lady holding a donation bucket at my window, “Sorry, but we’re broke today. Looking for work.” I forced a nervous laugh. “You guys hiring?” The bottom of her plastic bucket tapped on the edge of my door’s open window, and loose change in its bottom made a hollow jangle. Her red union cap was on sideways, even though she was at least forty years old. Maybe older. The cap was perched high atop a henna-colored hair weave.
  She just said, “You gotta give us something, man.” Matter of fact. We do this every day. Her red T-shirt was brand new, probably passed out by the shop stewards that morning. The initials and union local numbers meant nothing to me.
  “All I got is some change.”
  “Well, give it over, then.”
  “I can’t, it’s our only lunch money. We have to eat too.” Even though she was no taller than five-six, she weighed over two hundred, easy. Somebody was feeding her pretty well, that much was certain. She carried more spare body fat than the three of us in the car combined.
  The Hispanic goon holding the spiked two-by-four posted its base on the asphalt, leaned over and looked into the GTI with narrow, bloodshot eyes, staring at each of us in turn. “What’s in them bags?” he grunted toward the back. My legs concealed my daypack.
  “Work clothes,” I replied. “In case we get hired.”  
  He seemed unbelieving, but didn’t know how to push the issue further without getting physical and possibly provoking an unwanted response. My right hand rested on the grip of the Glock, unseen by him. Behind his bloodshot caramel-colored eyes I could see the gears slowly shifting and turning as he measured the odds and possible outcomes. A violent skirmish with the passengers in one car would not lead to more donations down the line. Maybe Kelly’s red tank top and necklace triggered subliminal thoughts of union solidarity, but he blinked and almost smiled, straightened up and moved back a step.
  The skinnier of the bucket holders grew impatient, scowled and moved off, and the other two in the shakedown posse followed her to the car behind us. Even if we were guilty of being evil white racist Caucasians, clearly we were not rich capitalist exploiters. Not driving a ten-year-old Volkswagen with no air conditioning in the Florida June heat. I was glad not to have been wearing my coat and tie, for reasons both of climate and class identity.
  We were in the next-to-right of the four westbound lanes, inching forward. Kelly suddenly brightened, sat tall and said, “I just had a brilliant idea. We can kill two birds with one stone, maybe. I had to think it all out, but I know how the backs of these places connect. We can cut through some of the service roads, from one store to the next, and get behind the Target. They’re not on the GPS, because they’re private property. Dan, try to stop that guy in the U-Haul and see if he’ll let us cut over.”
  I stepped out of her car and stood directly in front of the small orange truck on our passenger side. Its front bumper was even with our rear. I gave the driver a head nod toward the curb and indicated our desire to cut in, and he casually nodded and finger-waved an okay with his palms still on his wheel. He wasn’t moving anyway. I encouraged the ancient station wagon in front of the U-haul to edge forward as far as he could go to open a gap for us.  
  Kelly wrenched the wheel hard over, turned the GTI forty-five degrees to the traffic, crossed the right lane and then, still on the angle, she walked the right front tire up onto the curb and sidewalk. It was quite a demonstration of her prowess with a stick shift as she applied just enough power to mount the curb one wheel at a time, on the angle like a pro so that the GTI didn’t high-center and become trapped. Once the car’s four wheels were all up on the sidewalk I got back in and closed the door.
  “Nice work,” I said. “I’m impressed.”
  “I told you I could drive a stick.”  
  “I never doubted it.”
  “But now you know it,” she said, revving the engine in neutral.
  “Yeah, now I know it.”
  She tried to keep a poker face, but I could tell she was suppressing a proud grin as she pushed the stick into first and we zipped ahead. It was near anarchy in the street, with hundreds of belligerent strikers spread across the boulevard just a block ahead. Nobody was going to care about one compact car escaping up onto the sidewalk and then crossing some patchy grass and knocking down a few weedy shrubs, then finally dropping off another curb onto a boarded-up muffler shop’s trash-strewn parking lot. Kelly shot around it, passed a used furniture store and weaved her way through the back lots and service roads behind fast-food joints, a Goodwill Store and a minor strip shopping center. The mostly empty parking lots helped her keep her speed up until we approached the back of the main shopping center anchored by the Target.
  “Private security,” Kelly said. “Stay cool, I can handle this.” She rolled to a stop before two rent-a-cops guarding a lifting gate. Without a guardhouse or any overhead shelter, I guessed that the gate was normally automated and unmanned. The armed guards were probably posted in response to the strike action.
  One of the private guards was sufficiently overweight that his white undershirt was visible between his buttons while his gut piled over his belt, and the other guard had disturbingly crossed eyes. Guarding the back of a shopping center, even during a strike, was not exactly the top echelon of the security employment spectrum. Even so, they both had pistols belted to their hips, along with Tasers, pepper spray, telescoping batons, steel handcuffs, plastic flex-cuffs and radios. Despite their armaments and cop paraphernalia, I noticed that they lacked any sign that they were wearing Kevlar undergarments. There was only a layer or two of thin cotton between human flesh and unfeeling lead bullets. Just like us.  
  Observing a young and attractive female driver, they approached the GTI’s open window for a better look. While checking out Kelly’s bare shoulders and legs, the heavier one said, “Sorry lady, no public access. Employees and staff only.”
  She pushed her sunglasses up on her head and smiled first at the chubby guard and then at the one with the lazy eye and said, “I understand, I really do, but I have sort of an emergency. Those union guys are blocking Oakland Park, but if I don’t get to Miami by nine, I won’t be able to take the test for my realtor’s license, and…and…it’s really important, and if I don’t take it…my mother…our house…my little sisters…” Her smile faded and her face turned into a trembling mask of sorrow. She made a little choking sound and said, “Oh, please, please can’t you make an exception, just this once? I just have to be in Miami by nine!”
  “Oh, for the love of Pete, let her go, Duane,” said lazy eye. “Any fool can see they’re not with the union. Just look at ’em!”
  “Shit, Billy, we could git fired if yer wrong. They said nobody gits through without an employee sticker. And she’s wearin’ a red shirt!”
  “And maybe I’m wearin’ red underbritches. So what? They ain’t union.”
  Kelly’s cheeks trembled, her head tilted forward and she began to dissolve into actual tears, and the fat guard’s resolve disappeared.  
  He said, “Um, okay, lady. Go on through.” He stepped back and pushed a button and the gate swung up to vertical. “Good luck with your test.”
  “Oh, you are so nice, both of you.” Kelly smiled again and we pulled forward.
  “Academy Award,” said Nick from behind me.
  “At least a Golden Globe,” I agreed.
  Kelly batted her eyes and played along. “Thank you! And I also want to thank all the ordinary little people who helped me along my way to achieving this great honor.”
 


 ****
 


 A few hundred yards ahead and around a corner was a row of red-painted back doors for the smaller shops. The last had a small plaque above it reading HJS Electronic & Wireless. These doors were no more than fifteen feet apart, so the shops behind them were quite narrow. I visualized glass storefronts with roll-down security panels on the side facing the shopping center parking lot.
  Kelly said, “I’ll park in front of his door, because he knows my car. It’ll help. Otherwise, I’d park over there under the trees so you wouldn’t bake in the sun. But this won’t take long. You desert warriors can handle it, right?” She bumped the tire stop, yanked the emergency brake and killed the engine.
  “Are they open?” I asked.
  “That’s his white Audi over there in the shade.”
  “Who is he?”
  “Herman Stark. Look, I’ll need some money for the phones.”
  “You know him well? You trust him?”
  Kelly turned in her seat, her sunglasses still pushed up, and her blue eyes sparkling. “Oh, I’ve known Herman like forever. Friend of the family, sort of. Herman’s about seventy. He escaped from East Germany in a crop duster when he was twenty-five. And he’s a real commie hater—that’s why he helps a few friends like me with gadgets. He says he never dreamed that he’d see communism come to America. This is his way of fighting back.” 
  “Sounds like my kind of Kraut. Will five thousand be enough?”
  “It should be. But don’t expect a receipt. Not for this kind of deal.”
  “I’m not planning to list it as a deduction.” On the tax forms I’m not going to fill out.
  “That’s probably a good idea.”
  “When this is all over, I’d like to meet him. Your friend Herman sounds like somebody I should get to know.”
  “I can arrange that. When this is all over.”
  I handed Kelly one of the half-inch-thick packs of folded hundreds. She stepped out of the car, approached the red door with her sunglasses still pushed up on her head and pushed a button. She rang it again, and a few moments later a tinny voice could be heard through a speaker. Kelly held the button down and spoke to the person within. So it wasn’t just a doorbell, but also an intercom built into the door frame. After a brief exchange the lock buzzed open and she was admitted. The door closed behind her into its steel frame, which was set into concrete blocks. Kelly was now unreachable, but this shop was her connection and we had to play it her way.


Nick sprawled against the backseat and said,
“She’s really something, isn’t she?”
  “That she is.”
  “You think she’s pretty?”
  “Yeah, sure. Of course.”
  “I do too. And she’s almost like a trained spy! First she comes up with duress codes, and now we’re at Herman’s getting phones. And did you see her put on that crying act for the guards? And driving up the curb?”
  I liked Kelly, but I was rapidly gaining the impression that Nick liked her even more. I told him, “I guess you have to live like a spy if your country isn’t free but you want to live like you’re free. You have to learn to fake a lot of things to get along.” I understood this well. It’s the same if you grow up under the control of tyrannical parents. I had learned many of these same spy tricks as a child. The easy lying, the conniving, the acting, the keeping track of minute details in order not to be trapped in a deliberate deception.  
  I turned the ignition key to the accessory position, switched the radio to AM and pushed the seek button, listening for familiar talk show hosts, but all I could find was sports talk, religion, gardening, a self-help guru and music, mostly in Spanish and some in Haitian Creole. After a minute I quit trying to find a talk show in English and shut it off.
  Five minutes later the door opened and Kelly returned to the car. She leaned across my window ledge and said, “The phones are taken care of, but there’s something else you might want to get.”
  “What’s that?”
  “He’s got a SunPassUltra we can use.”
  “Just to pay the tolls and drive in the SunPass lanes?”
  Nick said, “Get it, if it’s really an Ultra. Not just anybody can buy them; you have to pass a security screening and have a background check. They don’t even advertise it. And it’s not just for tolls and SunPass lanes. It means we can breeze through a lot of security checkpoints. We can even park in VIP places, like at the airport.”
  “Herman calls it the StasiPass,” added Kelly. “The Stasi were the East German secret police, back when they had the Berlin Wall. It’ll be good for getting over to Miami Beach with no aggravation. It’ll really help. But if you want it, I’ll need another five thou.”
  I refrained from mentioning that I already knew who the Stasi were. Kelly was only twenty, give or take a year, and Germany had reunited before she was born. I still had some doubts about the SunPass. “But it won’t match your car, will it?”
  “Doesn’t matter,” she said. “Ultras can put them in any of their cars. The state doesn’t care as long as the balance is kept up. Every time a car with a SunPass goes through a toll area, it just deducts the fee from the account. Anyway, Herman promised me it’s safe. This one can’t be traced.”
  Nick said, “So if somebody steals one from a car, then they can just drive right into the security zones?”
  “If the government wasn’t stupid,” she replied, “then it wouldn’t be the government, now would it? But most of the time if a SunPass is stolen the owner knows it right away, and the police will flag it. I think most car thieves would rather chuck it out the window than drive around with it turned on. So, are we getting it?”
  I gave the money to her, and she was back in a minute with a brown paper shopping bag. The beige plastic box was about the size of a pack of cigarettes, with pair of suction cups on one side and some buttons and LED lights on the other. She stuck it to the lower left inside corner of her windshield, then turned the GTI’s ignition key and started the engine.
  “Hold on a minute,” I said. “I want to check everything before we go.” I pointed to the SunPass and asked her, “Is it a real one?”
  “It looks real to me. Right size, right color.”
  “Is it hot?”
  “Do you mean, is it stolen? Or do you mean, is it turned on and working? I’m sure it’s working, or Herman wouldn’t sell it to me. See, the green light is on. And he always puts in fresh batteries.”
  It took me a moment to realize that she had sidestepped the question of whether it was a stolen or counterfeit unit, but I let it pass. Did it really matter? Instead I asked her, “But is it safe? I mean, it’s not transmitting a code that says ‘stolen SunPass, stop this vehicle’?”
  “Of course not! That’s the whole point, isn’t it? That’s why I go to Herman. We trust each other. His stuff is clean. It’s cloned or something. The phones, too. He’s old, but he’s a real techno-geek. He stays current with the technology, and he only works within his areas of expertise. He only sells things that work, that are safe. But just to a few special clients like me.”  
  She passed the paper bag to me. I looked inside and saw three silver Motorola flip phones and chargers. I handed the bag behind me to Nick, delegating the next assignment to him. Kelly twisted around in her seat and told him, “We’ve got very basic dumb phones. They don’t even have cameras, and you can’t send texts or anything. Put the numbers into memory, okay? We should only be calling each other, right, Dan?”
  “And maybe the Delaneys, later on. But I don’t want their number in the phones. And don’t set up voicemail either: anybody can retrieve voicemails, forever.”
  Nick asked her, “What’s the deal on these phones, anyway? How can they work if they’re untraceable?”
  “Herman has boxes full of old phones like these. He switches things around and changes their chips and SIM cards. When he puts a special phone together the accounts are valid, or at least they’re still functional. He made me promise I’d smash them and throw them in a canal before the end of the month. But until then they’ll be fine. And we should only make calls in South Florida. Any problem with that?”
  I said, “None that I can see. Nick, when you get the numbers loaded, do a comm check. Call each one from each one.”  
  Within a minute he’d tested them all and gave us each a phone. The ring tones were just a pleasant default chirping instead of music. The numbers on the tiny screen were listed under N, D and K. I would have chosen different code names, but I didn’t comment. As often happened, I had to balance my desire to do everything my way against lowering morale by overcorrecting the troops. I felt reassured that the three of us had a secure and anonymous means of communication for when we split up. Secure comms were a big force multiplier, and my optimism ratcheted up a few notches.  
  We continued our trek, winding through the employee lots and service lanes. The rent-a-cops at the other end of the Target shopping center complex heard the exiting vehicle and automatically raised the barrier at our approach.
  On the way out of the next shopping center on another side street, we had one more stroke of good fortune. Kelly spotted a ‘jug boy,’ in this case a dreadlocked Rastafarian wearing a black, red and green Bob Marley T-shirt. He was sitting on a folding chair on a tiny traffic island in the middle of an otherwise empty parking lot. Tucked under the chair was a red one-gallon plastic fuel can, his only advertisement. The man plausibly looked as if he was waiting for a friend to arrive and take him somewhere, perhaps to buy gas for a lawn mower. Kelly pulled up next to him, smiled and pointed at the empty jug. The Rasta man grinned back, showing a prominent gold tooth.  
  It went down like a minor drug deal. We drove to where the Rastafarian pointed, behind an independent transmission shop. The bay doors were open on the front and back. Kelly parked in the alleyway between the shop and a high wall. Nick and I stepped out of the GTI to check the gasoline and to encourage good behavior by all parties involved. Ten gallons cost an even six hundred bucks, paid to a sweating mechanic in greasy shop coveralls. An oval uniform patch identified him as Logan. He disappeared into the service area with the cash and returned lugging a jerry can in each hand.
  Nick poured the gasoline into the GTI, and the mechanic took the empty jugs when he was finished. I asked Logan about home delivery and he looked amused. I offered to pay significantly above the sixty dollars a gallon, but I was turned down flat. He had plenty of customers coming to him without the hassle and risk of making house calls, forty gallons was out of the question, and high octane was unheard of. I hoped that Mike Delaney would have better luck with refueling the Pantera.  
  When Kelly finally turned the GTI back onto Oakland Park, the placard-waving demonstrators were still blocking traffic in front of Target. But this time they were in our rear-view mirrors as we headed to I-95, just a few blocks ahead.  
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 We passed through the darkness beneath a dozen lanes of interstate highway and looped around the clockwise ramp. Kelly accelerated the GTI up the curve, slinging me into the left side of the bucket seat. As we reached the southbound entrance, a work truck pulling a trailer loaded with lawn mowers and yard tools loomed ahead of us, reducing the effective length of the acceleration lane to just a hundred feet. Instead of slamming on the brakes, Kelly punched the gas and swung the GTI out into a gap.  
  Traffic was medium-heavy but moving fast at just after nine in the morning. Highway signs announced the Fort Lauderdale exits, the international airport, Hollywood and finally Miami, twenty miles south. Most of the signs were scrawled over with illegible graffiti, despite razor wire anti-climbing barriers encircling the steel support columns. More graffiti could be seen on most of the walls and buildings on both sides of the highway.
  Kelly said, “I could do ninety through here easy, but I’m guessing you don’t want me playing NASCAR today. Even if I can drive like Kyle Bush on crack.”
  “You guessed right.”
  “That’s too bad, because this kind of traffic is when the GTI really shines.” She snapped the stick between the top three gears as she exploited holes
in the traffic but never went faster than five miles over the limit, which was seventy. She frequently switched between the four southbound lanes to press an advantage, but not often enough to draw unwanted attention.  
  After a few minutes I was able to predict her passing patterns most of the time. She was a very consistent second-level thinker, with some promising third-level indications, but perhaps we differed merely on finer points of strategy. In the drone world of first-level thinkers, even second-level thinkers appear to have clairvoyance in traffic, in the same way that in the land of the blind the one-eyed man is king. I wondered if Kelly Urbanzik played chess. Urbanzik struck me as a chess-playing name. Slavic, maybe Russian. Wherever the Urbanzik clan originally hailed from, there were probably a lot of smart, feisty people living there.
  The motor rumbled and vibrated when she jammed the gas pedal down, but the reward was acceleration that pushed me back with a few Gs of force. Between the engine and the road noise it was loud inside the car, and you had to speak up to be heard. Listening to music was out of the question if you wanted to conduct any kind of a conversation.  
  Concrete Jersey barricades on both sides of the travel lanes reflected and amplified the combined noise. On the other hand, the gale wind gusts buffeting the car’s interior were refreshing in the absence of a working air conditioner. But instead of my familiar sea air, we were breathing the stale exhaust of the thousands of vehicles stampeding up and down the interstate with us.
  “What kind of engine does this thing have?” I asked Kelly loudly. The Volkswagen GTI had a strong reputation for performance…when parts were not falling off the German-engineered but Brazilian-made automobile.
  “It’s the VR6 turbo, not the two-liter four-cylinder. It’s really a screamer. I wish you’d let me show you what it can do in traffic.”
  “Not today. No matter what, we don’t want to get pulled over. Not for speeding or anything else.” Like reckless lanechanging. Kelly was keeping that to a minimum now, only hopping across the stripes when there was a worthwhile gain to be had.
  Nick said, “Cop cars coming up from behind. A lot of them.”  
  We were in a middle lane and Kelly slid over to the right. Five marked Crown Victorias traveling almost nose to tail cruised past us in the fast lane, their red-and-blue light bars flashing. The lead unit bumped his siren with quick yelps to encourage the less observant to clear a path.  
 I wondered if they were heading to a raid or a crime scene in progress, or if it was now standard procedure for them to travel in convoys to provide safety in numbers. I had not noticed any solitary police cruisers. If they needed to travel in groups for their own safety, that meant much wider areas with no police presence at all.
  “Do they do that a lot now?” I asked Kelly. “Convoy up?”
  “Five or six cars is fairly typical,” she responded. “They do a lot of swarming tactics. They call it a blitz-raid.”
  I worried that the SunPass unit was chirping out an electronic warning signal to every cop and Fed in a hundred miles, but I kept this concern to myself. Adding my private worries to my team’s stress was not going to assist us in accomplishing our mission. You took all reasonable precautions, and then you pressed ahead. You had to avoid paralysis by analysis. We’d even gone over some basic SOPs. Now it was time to move the ball down the field. Today’s the day. Carpe diem. Git ’er done. Take the shot. Send it!
 I asked Kelly, “Do you know the Fontainebleau?”
  “Sure, it’s the C-shaped hotel on Collins next to the Eden Roc. Killer swimming pools, like in a movie. Waterfalls and everything. Sinatra, Elvis, all of those guys used to hang out there. I’ve been by it a million times, but I only went there once. For a wedding. It has huge meeting halls.” Her ponytail and escaping wisps of hair flicked around her face and chin. Behind her the morning sun lent her light brown hair a subtle red tint, almost a very dark strawberry blond.
  “What do you think about me sneaking my pistol into the Fontainebleau? I might get my only chance at Richard Prechter there.”
  “Oh, that’s a great idea—if you want to be on the six o’clock news with all the other photogenic morons who got arrested today.”
  “No way, huh?”
  “No friggin’ way. Ever since the Washington Hilton got blown up, and then after what happened in San Francisco, famous hotels like the Fontainebleau have gotten very paranoid. They check your bags, and they use metal detectors. Guards all over the place, and they can check your ID and ask to see your key card, things like that. It’s almost like an airport. At least that’s how it was when I went there last year. Is that going to be a problem, if you can’t take in your gun?”
  “Not really. I just want to know my options.”
  Nick said, “People expect tight security at places like that. It’s a status symbol. It keeps the riff-raff out. All the big hotels in Miami Beach are like that.” Then he changed the conversational direction and asked me, “Dan, why do you carry a nine-mill, anyway? Why not a forty caliber, or a forty-five?”
  “Oh, I’ve had them before and I like them, but nine-millimeter ammo is easier to find anywhere you go. Nine-millimeter pistols too, for that matter.”
  “What about stopping power? I never trusted the M-9s they gave us for guard duty.”
  “That was full-metal-jacket ammo. That was in the military.”
  “Well, do you think a nine millimeter is enough to do the job?”
  “With good high-velocity hollow points, I think a nine-mill is plenty. It’s more a question of shot placement than anything else.”  
 That was all the reason I ever gave anybody when it came to the never-ending best-caliber debate. The rest of the story was that I was both faster and more accurate with the lighter-recoiling nine-millimeter, and it was my custom to aim between the running lights whenever possible, out to about forty or fifty feet, depending on some factors. But discussing making deliberate head shots with a pistol sounded either too cocky or too gruesome, so I never talked about it.  
  My preference was always to finesse a tactical situation so that it would take place at longer range rather than closer, rifle or pistol. It’s part of my scout-sniper background, obviously, but it also just makes more sense to me. Outrange thy enemy is a basic martial truth. This is why I purchased the black-market Glock 17 in Brazil, and not an identical but more compact Glock 19. The extra inch of barrel and slide gives me a better sight radius and more practical accuracy. For this advantage it’s somewhat less concealable, but I’m six-two and two hundred pounds, and I have never had a problem hiding a full-size Glock 17. The only time it won’t fit somewhere is when I’m shirtless in swim trunks, and that is a different game.
  Back on Rebel Yell I had a plastic bin full of aftermarket Glock parts. Once again I privately congratulated myself for the foresight to buy the parts years ago, when they were as easy to obtain as clicking a mouse and waiting for the UPS delivery. I could take a bone-stock Glock like this one from Brazil and turn it into a race gun by swapping parts. Instant three-pound match trigger. Glowing tritium night sights and a few other performance-boosting tricks.  
  From a sandbag rest, sitting at a shooting table and firing quality factory ammo, I can make two-inch groups at fifty feet. Standing, most people can barely hit a mailbox at fifty feet with a pistol or a revolver. Most gun pros can at least hit a license plate. I can hit individual numbers on the plate. That’s standing up at the fifty-foot line at a target range, with nobody shooting back. Everybody gets worse when it comes to the helter-skelter of a running gunfight on the two-way range. But I seem to get less worse than most.  
  At least so far.
  But whether it was over the iron sights of a pistol at fifty feet or through a rifle scope at five hundred yards, I went for head shots whenever I could. For me, taking a deliberate torso shot with a rifle from a steady rest or a bipod meant either the range was beyond five hundred yards or I was dealing with multiple targets or movers. Not that I was the world’s best shot, but with almost any weapon I instinctively knew when I was within range. It was a unique ability I had, to just know when I could get the hit. But I didn’t want to share these private thoughts, especially not with Kelly in the car.  
  It was a touchy subject. I knew that for many people, former snipers were presumed to be either head cases or head hunters, and I was neither. Yes, I had killed the enemies of my country, but only in order to save the lives of my fellow grunts. An insurgent digging a hole beside a road, with a pair of howitzer shells wrapped in wires next to the hole, was an insurgent I had no regrets about sending to Allah on the express train. Not after witnessing the shredded and burned results of successful IED detonations. No sympathy, no remorse. My well-aimed bullets saved many American, allied and civilian lives.  
  And unlike pilots, artillerymen and tankers, I knew what happened to the end users of my Sierra Match Kings. I didn’t wonder if my missile, bomb or shell had exploded in the middle of a terrorist meeting or a wedding party. I never wondered if that distant figure magnified ten times in my rifle scope was a farmer carrying tools over his shoulder or an enemy fighter toting an RPK light machine gun. I knew. Even among the grunts, snipers were almost unique in this capability. A machine gunner peering across iron sights or through a low-powered scope might loose off an aimed burst and never learn what happened at the other end, and to whom. But a sniper knows, because he sees it. In living color.
  I never lost a night’s sleep over any of the enemies I killed, and there were more than a few. But that was when I was working on Uncle Sam’s account. When I left the military to make my own way in the world, rifles were not my tool of choice, though I would always want a good rifle held in ready reserve. When you’ve lived and died by the application of precision rifle fire at long range, you want to keep that option on the table.  
 I felt almost naked driving to Miami with nothing but a pistol that I couldn’t even carry into the Fontainebleau. And of course I wore no body armor, and I didn’t even have a tinted window beside me to hide behind.  
 In every car and truck we passed were drivers and passengers who could glance over for a look at Dan Kilmer, American citizen and quasi-fugitive. Every casually held smart phone could be taking a photo or even a video, and forwarding it to other sets of eyes for study, analysis and computer cross-reference. I kept my elbow on the window ledge and used my open right hand to obscure my face from the side when passing other vehicles. 
 Faces, eyes, lenses and cameras of all sorts were aimed at me in passing as we hummed down the freeway. There were cameras on poles, cameras on signs, cameras on overpasses, cameras in cell phones, cameras on the dashboards of police cruisers. What was I thinking, heading to Miami on Interstate 95? Could more cameras possibly be found anywhere outside a maximum-security prison?
  I looked up in awe as we passed beneath the massive flyover interchange of I-595. “Alligator Alley” was the straight shot across the Everglades from Lauderdale to Naples, on Florida’s west coast. I hadn’t seen anything like those soaring concrete-and-steel mega-structures in many months.  
  A humpbacked 747 jumbo jet glided low across the interstate a mile in front of us, just seconds from landing into the sea breeze at Fort Lauderdale-Hollywood International. When we passed the airport’s western perimeter fence, another big jet was lifting off, soon diminishing over the ocean and lost in coastal Florida’s yellow morning haze, equal parts sea mist and pollution, glowing in the sunlight.
  When I-95 elevated a bit above the neighborhoods and industrial parks, I caught glimpses of hotel and condo towers three miles to the east along the shoreline of Broward County. They reminded me of my first view of Fort Lauderdale from seaward the day before. From land or sea, the distant concrete towers marked the edge of Florida’s east coast like a line of white dominoes thrust into the shoreline sand. Closer to the highway, down in vacant lots and drainage areas I caught glimpses of more tent cities and shantytowns like the one we had seen back in Wilton Manors.
 


 ****
 
 Traffic thickened and Kelly downshifted, riding the back of the truck ahead of us for a moment before slingshotting out into the next hole with just yards to spare at our bow and stern. Then unexpectedly, she asked her own firearms-related question. “What do you think about thirty-eights?”
  “Why, do you have one?”
  “My Dad does; a Colt Detective Special. It was my grandfather’s, from back when he was a cop. He died before I was born. Is that a good gun?”
  “It’s a great gun,” said Nick, leaning forward with one hand on each headrest to join the loud conversation. “It’s six shots, right? Blued steel, with a snub-nose barrel and a small wooden grip?”
  “That’s it,” she said. “But I’ve never shot it. Well, I’ve unloaded it and shot it without bullets, just so I’d know how hard to pull the trigger. And I’ve practiced loading the bullets into it. Things like that.”
  “Why haven’t you shot it?” I asked her.
  “Where? It’s not registered, so we can’t take it to a public shooting range. They copy down the serial numbers and scan your registration card and driver’s license, and then the computers cross-check everything. And, of course, they have you on video.”
  “Can’t you get it registered?”
  “No way, not after the new federal law. And now it’s too late. We missed the grandfather period, and then the final amnesty. My dad doesn’t trust the government. And neither does my mom, for that matter.”
  Nick said, “But they trust you to drive two guys you just met down to Miami?”
  “What? Oh, I pretty much run my own life now. I’m driving two fellow students to the FIU library to do research all day. We might even stay with friends in Coral Gables tonight. That was my excuse for the overnight bag.”
  She lied well. I’d probably have believed her if I was her father. Well, maybe not. Who does library research over the summer break, in Miami?
  “And they bought that?” Nick asked skeptically.
  “Stranger things have happened. I’ve gone on road trips to Key West and Atlanta in this car. Nobody has to approve my passenger list. And I drove it down from Norfolk, nonstop solo in twelve hours. Just gas and go. I usually sleep at home, but I live my own life when I’m outside it.”
  Nick said, “Your parents have a lot of faith in you.”
  “They should have faith in me. Last summer, when I was still nineteen, I went to Europe with three girlfriends. I worked it out and got us almost free tickets over on a group charter. Then Ireland to Spain and back, driving a rental car about this size. Guess who drove most of the trip? And we didn’t drink roofies and we weren’t sold to Arabs. My folks know I can take care of myself. And I can’t believe I don’t have my i-phone with me today. God! I already feel like I’m missing a limb.”
  Her parents and her upbringing sounded nothing at all like mine. “Does your dad know you’ve been messing with his revolver, or did you sneak it?”
  “Sneak it? Hell yes, he knows—he’s the one who showed me how to shoot it. He showed me in case I was home alone and somebody was breaking in. I know all about shooting double action, and cocking the hammer so you can aim better.”
  “Well, you’re smart to practice dry-firing. It’ll just make a loud bang and kick a little if you shoot real bullets. No big deal. But you can practice aiming it and pulling the trigger just fine without ammunition.”
  Nick added, “One good thing about living on boats is we can practice shooting anytime we want. Out in the middle of the ocean the range is always open. And nobody else can hear it or see it.”
  Kelly’s Wayfarers didn’t hide her eyes from the side. I noticed that they flicked up to the rearview mirror when Nick was speaking. I could tell when she was scanning the traffic behind us, and when she was looking at him.
  “Maybe,” I told her, “you’ll get a chance to do some shooting sometime. Out on a boat, I mean.”
  “That’d be nice. I wish I was good at it, like you guys.”
  “When this is all over and things are back to normal,” Nick suggested, “maybe you can come over to the Bahamas for a visit. Do all the shooting you want.”
  After a pause Kelly said, “We’ll see. When this is all over.”
  I asked her, “Does your dad have extra ammunition for the Colt? Or just the six rounds in the cylinder?” They could have been her deceased grandfather’s leftover cop bullets from his leftover cop gun. Forty-year-old cartridges will probably fire, but I wouldn’t want to bet my life on them. Especially not with the ineffective round-nose lead slugs that cops used in those days.
  “Oh yeah, a lot more. Remington Golden Sabers is what it says on the box. Fifty bullets, I think, counting the ones in the gun. They’re hollow points.”
  I gave her a thumbs-up. “Golden Sabers are good stuff. They’ll definitely do the job.” I smiled because she believed that fifty rounds were a lot, and maybe they were in her case. The thought rolled through my mind that if she did a perfect job of conserving ammo, they could do the job up to a maximum of fifty times. But even once would justify the entire exercise if it saved her life or the life of a loved one.
  Nick was leaning forward almost between the headrests to stay in the raised-voice conversation. “The main thing is you gotta be sure you can shoot somebody. You don’t shoot to wound or to give somebody a warning. You stop them from hurting you by shooting them in the chest or in the guts, and that usually kills them, sooner or later. You shoot them until they’re on the ground and not moving. Forget about shooting to wound them. You have to shoot to kill. Can you do that? Shoot to kill? Otherwise, forget it. You’re better off without a gun. Especially since you’re such a good talker.”
  Kelly answered in an icy tone, “If it’s that or getting raped or killed, you’re damn right I can shoot somebody.” She lifted her right hand off the wheel, leveled her arm straight ahead, aimed her petite index finger and said, “Pow!” Her delicate hand bucked like a recoiling revolver. “You’re dead, motherfucker!”  
  I almost broke out laughing at the unexpected outburst of violent obscenity from this ponytailed pixie, but I let her have her moment. Kelly wasn’t joking. She was deadly serious, and I knew then that she was down for the mission.
  An enormous blue traffic sign above the highway read:  
 



Chief of Police Ray Romeiro
 Welcomes You to Miami-Dade County,

Florida’s Safest Major Metropolitan Area.
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 Billboards showed Romeiro in a variety of tan-and-brown police uniforms and business suits. Captions in English, Spanish and Haitian Creole warned visitors that there was zero tolerance for crime in Dade County. Official blue highway signs had cheery messages such as Please cooperate at traffic safety checks and Report suspicious behavior to law enforcement. Phone numbers, websites and email addresses for a variety of snitch lines were prominently displayed.  
  Kelly said, “He looks like Nicolas Cage, doesn’t he?”
  I could see it. “Yeah, he does. But with better hair.”
  “Everybody calls him Chief Ray, or Chief Romeiro. And it works even better in Spanish. Jefe Romeiro, or just El
Jefe. It means The Boss.”
  I said, “You know the Spanish word for king? It’s rey. So Ray Romeiro sounds like King Romeiro to most of the people down here.” Maybe it was a Latino characteristic to be drawn toward the strong man in troubled times. Most of the countries I’d visited in Latin America were ruled by presidentes-por-vida, even if they sometimes went through the formalities of sham re-elections or swapped the presidential sash among their wives and cronies.
  The public safety announcements and Ray Romeiro billboards on both sides of I-95 competed for space with dozens of other bilingual billboards advertising private surgical clinics and hospitals. Sign after sign showed twenty-foot-tall doctors and nurses who looked suspiciously like models wearing white coats and surgical scrubs. They all promised top-notch medical treatment by board-certified physicians, at competitive rates and with a minimum of official aggravation.
  “What’s going on with all the hospitals?” I asked.
  Kelly explained, “Miami is huge for medical tourism. Any kind of procedure you need, you can get it here.”
  “What about the national health care plan?”
  She shook her head. “Not in Dade County. Not under King Ray. He runs Dade County the way he wants to run it.”
  “How does he get away with that?”
  “By getting re-elected every damn time,” she said.
  “But he’s just the police chief.”
  “No, he’s King Ray,” Nick corrected. “The King of Dadeland. The mayors are just his bitches. Sorry, Kelly.”
  Her right arm swung back at the elbow, the middle finger extended rearward.
  “And the feds don’t stop it?” I asked.
  “How can they?” Kelly said. “What are they going to do, send the Marines?”
  Nick said, “There was nothing like this in North Carolina, I can tell you that for sure. You had no choice—government doctors or no doctors.”
  “But it’s so blatant here,” I said. “How do they get away with it?”
  “Here’s the deal,” said Kelly. “Everybody pretends it’s just for foreigners. The patients are probably half Americans and half from everywhere else. The Caribbean trade deal lets Washington pretend nothing’s wrong. Miami has a special free-trade status in the treaty, depending on how you read it.”
  I said, “Hey, I noticed something else about the signs down here. No graffiti.”
  “There’s not too much of it in Dade County,” said Kelly. “Well, at least not on the highway signs. El Jefe figured that one out too.”
  “How’s that?”
  “Graffiti taggers started turning up shot. All unsolved cases. It just doesn’t pay to be a graffiti artist anymore. Not in Miami-Dade. The highways are like sacred ground, because of the tourists. Tourists want to feel safe and drive on nice highways. They don’t want to see gang graffiti. So they don’t.”
  The red triangle representing our car on the GPS screen reminded me of a similar icon inside the Trijicon sights we used on our M-16s. We often used them for urban sniping alongside our heavier and slower M-40A3 bolt-actions rifles. Quite a few insurgents had ridden that triangle to paradise at my hands. I wondered what Romeiro’s cops were using to target the graffiti vandals. Some high-velocity hollow points don’t leave anything but lead and copper chips after impact.  
  This time the red triangle was on a GPS screen, not a rifle scope, and it showed us penetrating another spaghetti tangle of concrete ramps and flyovers. After months on the ocean and anchored along tropical islands, my senses were assaulted by the surrounding columns and overhead roadways. Then three lanes split off to the left and we merged onto the 395 connector heading east to the MacArthur Causeway, which would take us over to Miami Beach. We drove between high-rise office buildings where the highway ramps crossed above Biscayne Avenue. Traffic slowed and backed up on 395. Kelly downshifted to second gear behind a sleek black limousine, the first I could recall seeing that day.  
  I had a road map of Miami partly unfolded on my lap to supplement the GPS. “You know, we’re only three miles from the very end of Interstate 95.”
  Kelly glanced over. “Yeah, I-95 comes all the way down from Maine and then it just merges into U.S. 1 and disappears. Drive another two hundred miles south and you’re in Key West, throwing back rumrunners at Sloppy Joe’s.”
  I smiled, picturing Kelly as a two-fisted drinker. “They’ll serve you liquor? You’re only twenty, right?”
  “In Key West? Shoot, in Key West the only ID you need these days is the kind with the dead presidents. Oh, and if you ever wondered, from Key West to Canada is almost exactly two thousand miles.” 
  “Interesting,” Nick noted.
  “Yes, I am,” she replied, turning her face back toward him and grinning flirtatiously.
  After five minutes of stop-and-go we were climbing the 395 highway bridge over to Watson Island and the beginning of the MacArthur Causeway. In South Florida the only hills are bridges, and with traffic at a crawl we had time to appreciate the view. Three miles ahead of us were the hotels of Miami Beach, another row of gleaming white towers marking the edge of the Atlantic. Atop the bridge we were seventy or eighty feet above the boat channel along the mainland side of Biscayne Bay.  
  Straight ahead of us and halfway between Miami and Miami Beach I could see Palm and Hibiscus Isles, each mile-long man-made island set parallel to the MacArthur Causeway. A low white bridge connected the causeway to the middle of Palm, and a second low bridge connected Palm to Hibiscus. A hundred yards of water lay between the causeway and Palm, and again between the two isles.
  I was glad for the traffic delay because it gave me an opportunity to check the water between Palm and Hibiscus. I took out my compact eight-power binos and scanned the water between the isles. Prechter’s mansion was on the south side of the far end of Hibiscus Isle. We had all studied the maps and satellite photos the night before, so I knew where to look. Even from nearly two miles away I hit pay dirt immediately. Between some distant trees and over the top of a smaller yacht I could make out her aqua superstructure, and I recognized the unique satellite domes atop her radar arch. “It’s there,” I announced. “Topaz is there.”  
  Traffic curved downward to the right as 395 dropped onto Watson Island, the security screening area for Miami Beach. The island was a half mile long and roughly diamond-shaped, correlating with what I could see on the GPS and the map on my lap. The causeway entered one sharp point of the diamond and departed from the other. Most of the landmass of Watson Island was to the right, south of the highway. The north side was taken up by marinas, launching ramps and parking areas.
  It was time to recalibrate my camouflage for a higher social level. The Marlins ball cap went back into my daypack. I asked Nick to pass me my already prepared necktie. I slipped it on and adjusted the knot, then rolled my sleeves down and buttoned them at the wrists. And I made sure my Glock was well hidden under the maps in the door pocket.
 


 ****
 
 Watson Island was created decades before the creation of environmental impact statements by uprooting mangrove swamps and dredging black muck from the shallow and swampy Biscayne Bay. It was part of the same process that created the causeway and the other man-made islands inhabited by Miami’s mega-millionaires. Turning stinking bay sludge into millions of dollars’ worth of brand-new waterfront real estate must have set a profitability record for the insiders who put the deals together. From muck to millions should have been the state’s motto.  
  I alternately studied the GPS, the road map, and Watson Island through my binoculars. The three lanes ahead divided and multiplied in sequence like the entrance to a major airport. We dropped onto Watson Island and entered the sequential exits, guided by flashing overhead traffic signs. Trucks, buses, rental cars, taxi cabs and other vehicle categories were directed to the right toward their own areas for whatever level of inspection might be demanded. The SunPass lane went straight ahead, widened and split into two.  
  The left of these new lanes was marked for cars with the SunPassUltra. The only lane further over was marked for “Emergency Vehicles, Law Enforcement and Official Government Use Only.” Our lane had green arrows on the overhead signs in front of us. To our right I could see another twenty lanes of subdivided traffic, some of them moving at a crawl and some of them stopped. High roofs the size of tennis courts shielded the security officials from the elements. Cars were parked with open trunks and doors as uniformed police with working dogs moved among them. It reminded me of the highway border crossing from Tijuana into San Diego. Cars could be waved through, or they could be directed to other areas for increasingly higher levels of examination. But we sailed through the security zone without stopping. With two illegal handguns in the car, that was an enormous relief.
  “See,” Kelly said, tapping the SunPass box with a fingernail, “it already paid for itself.” She seemed almost giddy, and I realized that she had scarcely been breathing since descending onto Watson Island.
  Nick said, “Well, I guess we know the damn thing is working now.”
  “Yeah,” I agreed. “It’s working for sure.” We slowed again in the narrowing traffic funnel as the twenty other lanes merged back into only three. I still wondered if the beige box was sending out an alert signal, advising law enforcement to keep our vehicle under covert surveillance. We could already be under observation, handed from camera to camera in some law enforcement fusion center.  
  In the sandbox we sometimes intentionally “lost” weapons or radios after planting tracking devices in them. Our spooks would follow them to their final destinations, in order to gather as much intelligence as possible. I kept these worrisome thoughts to myself while studying the inspection protocols in the lanes to our right for future reference. I noticed long lines of yellow cabs on the far side from us and asked, “What’s the deal with all the taxis?”  
  Kelly answered, “Most tourists coming from the airport switch cabs on Watson Island. It’s the dividing line. Herman calls it Checkpoint Charlie. Miami Beach cabs can’t operate in Miami, and Miami cabs can’t go over to Miami Beach. You just walk from one line of taxis to the other.”
  “People don’t mind the hassle?” I asked. “Not just the people taking taxis. I mean everybody, the whole thing.”
  “They don’t have much choice, do they?” she said. “And it gives the police a chance to look for car bombs before they get onto the island. That’s a big deal after what happened in San Francisco and Washington. And of course it helps to keep out the criminal element. Anyway, it makes the tourists feel safer in Miami Beach, and tourists with money only go where they feel safe.”
  Soon we were back to only three travel lanes and the straight shot across the low MacArthur Causeway. Halfway across the three-mile land bridge on the north side, a low white bridge extended out toward Palm Isle. The bridge had its own traffic signal on the causeway, and hundreds of cars came to a stop in both directions so that a solitary white SUV could make the left turn and head to Miami Beach.  
  Stopping for the red light gave me a minute to study the entrance to Palm Isle with my binoculars. These private islands were all about privacy and security. Famous celebrities, sports superstars and other gazillionaires made the isles their home for at least part of the year. Most of them were people with a genuine reason to avoid the paparazzi and even worse forms of stalkers. Every hour, thousands of people glimpsed the private isles in passing from the causeway, but only a few of them would ever step foot on them. The private man-made real estate was part of the limited-access parallel world of the über-rich, sharing Biscayne Bay as their common moat.
  Every entering vehicle had to stop at a tasteful stone guardhouse just past a sparkling fountain for an actual eyeball inspection of the vehicle, the driver and the passengers. An armed guard would courteously ask uninvited visitors to use the roundabout to make a 180-degree turn and then leave. A pseudo police car belonging to the same private security company was parked just past the circle. Videos would be recorded, and multiple attempts to enter without an invitation would doubtless be noted and analyzed.
  The only realistic way to approach Topaz would be by water. This meant using the cover of darkness for a stealthy surface-swimmer approach. Just to get close enough for me to swim between the private isles would require a boat with an outboard motor, either an inflatable or a skiff. The tidal currents between the isles could be powerful, and unknowable without local knowledge, so I’d need a nearby drop-off point. With fins I can swim for a few miles at about a knot and a half per hour, but that ability is useless against a two-knot current.
  The MacArthur Causeway rose up and over one more high bridge above Biscayne Bay’s eastern boat channel. We moved ahead slowly, because Miami Beach digested new vehicles at her own pace. From the top it was possible to look past South Beach and out to the open Atlantic through Government Cut, the ship channel into the Port of Miami. It was my first glimpse of the blue ocean horizon since coming into Port Everglades.  
  Just before we descended to street level from the bridge, we passed the upscale Miami Beach Marina on our right. In her present condition, my sixty-foot schooner would not have been allowed inside the floating breakwaters even if I could have paid for a slip. The economy might have been in the crapper for most of America, but the sail and power megayachts docked in this corner of the USA gleamed as brightly as ever. Then in a moment the road was swallowed between bayside condo towers and we were in the City of Miami Beach, eastbound in heavy traffic on Fifth Street. From South Beach up to Bal Harbor, Miami Beach was nine miles long and about a mile wide.
  Nick spotted a fast-food restaurant a block south and called, “Burger King at three o’clock. First rally point.”
  “Roger that,” I laughed.  
  Kelly said, “Look at that road sign on the pole. Under where it says A1A and Fifth Street, see it? It’s also Route 41. We’ve been on 41 since we left the Miami side. Know where it ends?”
  “I know that 41 is the Tamiami Trail,” I replied. “It goes across to Naples, then up to Tampa. That’s what Tamiami means: Tampa to Miami.”
  “That’s right. I forgot you lived in South Florida for a while. But do you know where 41 ends?” 
  Nick said, “It ends a few blocks in front of us, when it runs into the ocean.”
  “Right, smartass,” she replied. “But do you guys know where it winds up at the other end?”
  I shrugged and shook my head no. Nick said, “Not a single clue.”
  “It ends at Lake Superior, way at the top of Michigan. A nothing little place called Copper Harbor. I’ll bet you not too many people down here know where the other end of 41 is.”
  “First it was Key West to Canada, and now it’s Miami Beach to Lake Superior,” I said. “Miss Urbanzik, exactly how do you acquire such fascinating
information?”
  “Oh, mostly by screwing around with the GPS when I’m bored. The GPS apps on my i-phone, usually. The i-phone you wouldn’t let me bring today.”
  Nick said, “I’ll bet you could have shown us pictures of Copper Harbor in about ten seconds.”
  “I’m sure I could have. One-handed.” She made a breathy sigh and shook her head. “Now you’ll never know what it looks like.”
  “Imagine that,” I replied. “Copper Harbor on Lake Superior will just be a blank spot in my mind. An empty file. But you know, somehow I think I’ll be able to live with that.”
  “If you can call it living, going around unconnected like a troglodyte.”
  “Live right here, Kelly. Live in the moment, with no cyber-boost. Disconnect, breathe the air, and spend a little time grounded in plain old reality.”
  “You’re a real Luddite, you know that?” We were both smiling, and I continued what I thought was good-humored banter.
  “I’m not a Luddite or a troglodyte. I’ve got a few electronic gadgets with me today. But none that can track me. Except maybe that SunPassUltra there.”
  “That SunPass is guaranteed safe,” she said.
  “Guaranteed? Why, because it came from your friend, Herman the German?”
  “I trust him a lot more than I trust you. I only met you last night, remember? I’ve known Herman for years.” Her smile was gone; I’d overstepped.
  Nick said, “Take it easy, both of you. Forget the smart phone, and stop worrying about the SunPass.”
  “Before the day is out,” said Kelly, “you’ll be wishing I had my i-phone.”
  I let her have the last word. She was probably right. But nobody was going to be tracking us by it, either.
  We took the left at Collins Avenue and headed north, catching infrequent glimpses of the ocean between hotels and restaurants. It was 9:15 and there was still shade from the buildings on the eastern sidewalks and across parts of the streets. The accommodations ranged from low-rise art deco to high-rise hotels with famous national names. All of them were newly painted and well turned out, with elegant trim and unique architectural features. Luxury condominiums, fancy restaurants and upscale shops lined both sides of the avenue. Tourists, primarily Asian and European, thronged the jewelry stores and boutiques. As we moved slowly from red light to red light with our windows down, I heard French, German, Chinese and a variety of other tongues spoken.
  The flashy new luxury cars missing from gritty working-class western Broward County were present in abundance in Miami Beach. I tried to look comfortably affluent in Kelly’s silver GTI. It had sort of a classic sporty-ugly look to it. Really, people still liked them, I told myself. And my window was rolled down only so that I could soak in the atmosphere and better admire the shapely female legs and derrieres swishing and swaying up and down the sidewalk.  
  Air conditioner broken? What, who, us? Of course not! Perish the thought. No, I’m just enjoying that eighty-five-degree Miami-Beach-in-June sidewalk ambience.  
  “I thought there was a depression on,” said Nick. “But things sure look pretty stinkin’ un-depressed over here.”  
  Kelly replied, “Nobody ever said everybody suffers in a depression. Just most people.”
  “Well,” Nick added, “there’s not too much suffering going on in Miami Beach, that’s for sure.”
  I said, “Some people do even better during a depression.”
  “How do they manage that?” asked Kelly. 
 Nick said, “Mostly by kissing the government’s ass.”
  “Which government?” she asked.
  “All of them,” he replied. “It sure doesn’t seem right, though. I mean, all these rich tourists eating lobster and caviar when families are dumpster-diving for food just a few miles from here.”
  “Most of them are rich foreign tourists,” she replied tartly. “You want to keep all that money out of the country?”
  “Still, it doesn’t seem entirely right.”
  “What,” she asked, “are you a Marxist or something?”
  “Hell no, almost the opposite. But it is noticeable. Things like tent cities full of homeless Americans. I’m not even thirty, and even I can remember when we didn’t have any tent cities in America. At least none that I ever saw.”
  “You’re assuming they’re all Americans,” she said. “A lot of them are illegal aliens in those shantytowns.”
  “They’re just waiting for the next amnesty,” Nick replied.  
  “But who’s an American anymore?” I asked them both. “Only natural-born citizens? I think that stopped mattering a long time ago. At least it stopped mattering to the people who run this country, and who else matters?”
  Nick said, “The government got out of control, and that was all she wrote. It’s the classic socialist death-spiral. Once you get on that airplane, you’re riding it all the way into the ground. They say you get the government you deserve. We voted for the guys who did it to us.”
  “I didn’t—I was gone,” I retorted.
  “I didn’t either,” he said, “but I was outvoted. Damn, what the hell happened to America?”
  “I don’t know,” I said, “but I’ll tell you this much: after we find Cori, I’m going to get out as fast as I can. America is even more screwed up than when I left.”
  “Screwed up for sure,” said Nick. “At least South Florida is. It’s even a lot worse than it was the last time I was here.”
  “When was that?” asked Kelly.
  “A year ago. I came down the Intracoastal from Charleston and jumped over to the Bahamas from here. I was down here for a month getting my boat ready for the ocean. Spent a few weeks up in Lauderdale, too, before that.”
  Further up Collins, the art deco hotels and boutiques gave way to much larger buildings set further back from the sidewalks. This was the domain of the mega-hotels and where Indian Creek began. The “creek” was a hundred-yard-wide canal that continued for three miles before turning and emptying into Biscayne Bay. For its length, Indian Creek separated the Atlantic strip of high-rise hotels from the rest of Miami Beach. Along both sides of the “creek” megayachts were tied to quay walls almost bow to stern. It was easy to understand why so many of them were moored here: they were simply too long, too massive to fit into the slips of even the marinas catering to “ordinary” megayachts. Several were over two hundred feet long, with helipads and “dinghies” bigger than my newly purchased twenty-four-foot Pantera. At a hundred twenty feet, Topaz could have been tied outboard of one of these hyperyachts and you would not have noticed her from Collins Avenue.
  The entire island-city of Miami Beach was like Palm and Hibiscus Isles, but on a vast scale. It was a fortress with strictly limited access over a few causeways and bridges, all guarded with eagle eyes. The aura of safety would bring in the high rollers. They had an expression for these places in the Latino world: zona rosa. Miami Beach certainly fit the South American definition of a good zona rosa, and it surpassed most of them by being physically moated-off from the peasants with the pitchforks and torches.  
 Over on the mainland the restless natives could burn Liberty City and Overtown to the ground, and nobody on Miami Beach would notice or care, as long as the highways to the international airports were kept open. And kept graffiti-free, thanks to King Ray and his trigger-happy police force.
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 The fifteen-story Hotel Fontainebleau was instantly recognizable because it curved in an arc. The south end of the building ran parallel to Collins Avenue, and then it curved around so that the north end pointed toward the ocean. The drop-off and valet areas were in front of the beginning of the curve, closest to Collins. The separate Fontainebleau towers and convention centers were connected to the main structure by enclosed corridors on different levels, combining to form a complex of buildings at the mega resort.
  Kelly asked me, “Do you want to get out in front?”
  “No, drive past and I’ll get out on the other side of the next hotel, the Eden Roc.” From our Google Earth satellite recon the night before, I knew a public lot was there. After two long blocks, one for each massive hotel, she turned into the lot. The open space made me wonder if some long-dead city planner had somehow overlooked a few acres and forgotten to issue a building permit for one more high-rise hotel project. The public parking lot provided the ordinary tourist not staying in one of the grand hotels along the strand access to the world-famous beach. Some ficus trees provided shade. A scattering of palms gave the empty block between the concrete towers the appearance of a tropical oasis.  
 According to the signs, you needed to pay sixty dollars per hour in order to enjoy the privilege of leaving your car there. You parked, purchased a time-stamped ticket from a vending machine, and placed it inside of your windshield. Most of the lot was paved, striped and numbered, but there were some unmarked sandy areas where small infrastructure-related construction projects were on hold and the legality of parking was anybody’s guess.  
  There was enough open space near the entrance to make an easy U-turn and enter or exit Collins Avenue from either direction. I liked it and said, “This’ll be a good place to pick me up when I’m done. Call it Rally Point Coconut.”
  “Okay,” Kelly said. “And when will that be?”
  “A couple of hours at least. It’ll give you plenty of time to find a recon position for Topaz.” I looked at my watch. “It’s nine-thirty. Prechter speaks at eleven, and at twelve there’s a buffet luncheon. I should be good until at least after then.” I removed two packs of dollars from my daypack and handed one to each of my crew like a rich father passing out allowances. Don’t waste it, kids, I thought. “These are five thousand each, in case something comes up. Mission-related, I mean. Of course that covers lunch and things like that. Don’t make trouble, and above all don’t take any chances that’ll get the car searched.”
  Kelly looked around and asked, “What about your gun?”
  “I want you to leave it right where it is, under the maps. So if you guys leave the car even for a minute, close the windows and lock it up tight. Don’t let my pack get stolen—it’s got the rest of my money and the tracker.” Then I said, “You all right, Nick? Good to go?”
  “Roger, Captain, we’re good to go. So if something crazy happens, do we meet at the Burger King or at Rally Point Coconut?”
  “Right here. Coconut. But call first.”
  “Okay, sweetheart.”
  I ignored his lame joke. My mind was already running many steps ahead. Nick passed me my leather valise and I transferred a few items to it. Then he handed me my jacket and I stepped out of the car and headed toward the Collins Avenue sidewalk, already thronged with affluent tourists, local overachievers and uniformed worker bees. It was nearing ninety degrees with less than ten percent cloud cover. I glanced behind me and saw Nick climbing into the front passenger seat of the GTI.  
  I slipped on my jacket as I walked between the anti-carbomb planters and up the slight incline toward the lobby of the Fontainebleau. The taxi line and hotel guest drop-off lane were at least a hundred feet from the main doors. A platoon of valets and another of bellhops took care of cars and luggage. An enormous overhead portico made of tinted panes in geometric patterns would protect us in the event of sudden downpours during our mandatory safety walk from the drop-off lanes to the actual lobby entrance. There was a second line of decorative flower planters to prevent closer approach by vehicles that somehow penetrated the first line. At least the Fontainebleau’s anti-car-bomb planters were artfully tiled and overflowing with tropical flowers. They reminded me of the anti-vehicle barriers outside a hundred large and small bases over in the sandbox, except that they were prettier. But then, Miami Beach was a very pretty sandbox.
 


 ****
 
 I pushed through revolving doors and felt a blast of alpine air that can only be created in the South Florida summer heat by industrial-size air conditioners fed by a nearby nuclear power plant. It was a welcome shock to be back in the first-world climate-control bubble. And a major bubble it was, inside the sprawling Fontainebleau complex. When had I last enjoyed such major-league air conditioning? Months ago, before the Bahamas, but I couldn’t remember when or where. Probably in the Dominican Republic, in a bank or a government office.
  The lobby spread before me in many directions. Immediately inside the revolving doors was a security area, theoretically to assure our mutual safety by checking new arrivals for dangerous contraband. After passing through a metal detection portal, I was given a secondary wanding of my belt buckle by a uniformed Fontainebleau security guard. My leather valise was opened and given a cursory look at an inspection table, and only then I was admitted into the lobby proper. Art and architecture in every direction. Intricate black-and-white marble floors. Every wall, every ceiling, every surface was decorated with artwork, from museum-quality sculptures to furniture fit for royalty—or at least for movie stars and other celebrities.
  I wished Victor was with me. When he wanted to, Doctor Aleman oozed European higher education and academic purpose. He had worked for NGOs, nongovernmental organizations, as a physician, so he could blend well among this crowd if he chose to. But I needed him to help guard Rebel Yell and be ready to move it with Tran’s help, if necessary. Safely moving the sixty-footer from port to port was a two-man job for anyone other than me.  
  Tasteful signs on easels and wall mounts directed me to the Renewable and Sustainable Energy Conference check-in tables. I scanned the lobby for other symposium attendees, found some by their badges, and angled past them for a closer look. Relief. My own bootlegged paper badges appeared to be identical to the real McCoy, but the clear plastic sleeves Sharon and Mike had scrounged up were not the same as the ones being issued here. I drifted back toward the check-in table. A stream of new arrivals kept two middle-aged women busy logging names onto a pair of computers, and then printing and handing out the newly minted badges.
  On the end of the table was a basket full of empty plastic sleeves with silver spring clips at the top. I slipped two of them into a conference brochure, easy sleight-of-hand, and headed for the lobby men’s room. The bathroom was fifty feet of matched marble parquet floors and hand-painted tiles, befitting the elites who could pay the three-thousand-dollars-a-night tariff for a single bed in the Fontainebleau.
  Like all good spies, I did my private tradecraft behind a closed stall door in the men’s room. Kelly had printed my two badges with an extra-wide colored border, because she couldn’t be certain of the exact dimensions of the badge holders. I had to fold the blue edges back just a bit in order to make the paper fit exactly. I held my two badges side by side: Malcolm Garret, meet Marcus Garnet. Since Garret was registered, I clipped his badge onto my lapel and put Garnet into my jacket pocket for later.  
  While washing up at the marble sink, I studied myself in the mirror. A little thumb-smear of scar-hiding foundation from a miniature tube, over both cheekbones for balance, and then my lens-changing glasses went back on. Richard Prechter might conceivably recognize me from our almost-meeting at the party in George Town the week before, when he had first noticed Cori. And Trevor Ridley had both seen me up close and personal and heard my voice. But with my oversize metal-framed glasses and my hair gelled and combed up and back, they would probably not make the connection as long as I didn’t get too close or do much talking around them.  
  I didn’t know how much of a handicap this would be, because I had not yet come up with a line of attack, a plan of action or even a half-baked scheme for this conference. And I was taking a risk even in trying to get this close to them. The risk was that I’d be recognized and they would be alerted and take off and I’d never see Cori again. Tonight after dark I’d probably be swimming up to Prechter’s property, but I couldn’t spend the day until then just waiting. I had to make things happen, like a billiard player breaking a rack of balls. At the moment of the break there’s no plan about sending exactly what ball into which pocket. You have to make your own luck, so you give that cue ball a good hard smack.
  There was no need to ask for directions to the RASE Conference in the hotel’s multi-acre convention center. More posters on easels pointed the way with arrows. I walked with a crowd of new arrivals down a long, curving corridor that was an extension of the hotel lobby, up a bank of escalators, and then it was just a short walk down the next broad corridor. Busy, jolly men and women in suits and suit-dresses were entering and exiting an opening that was at least four doors wide. There were more open doors further down the corridor, for other parts of the conference. People were moving about singly, doubly and in little squads. The attendees were split about equally between genders, average age a bit under forty.
  A pair of hotel security guards stood by the primary entrance to the main exhibition hall. They were wearing maroon jackets with embroidered Fontainebleau crests, any defensive hardware concealed. Nobody passing by the guards ahead of me was producing ID. This relieved a bit of my anxiety, because I had no idea if the fake Oregon driver’s license provided by Kelly would pass inspection.  
 One of the guards had an electronic scanner that could presumably check the bar codes on our badges, but he held it loosely down by his side. He was joking with his buddy in Spanish and only glanced at my counterfeit badge as I passed him. Not one person around me was given a hard or even a doubtful look. We conference attendees all wore freshly printed badges in shiny plastic holders, so obviously we needed no further screening. These two guards were just props, providing only false security. The hotel was putting on a minimum-wage show for the rubes while impressing not one genuine thief or terrorist.
  My first destination inside the massive hall was the nearest men’s room, along the wall to the left. I ducked into my second bathroom stall since entering the Fontainebleau, and Malcolm Garret became Marcus Garnet. Thanks to Kelly Urbanzik, I was inside the target area with a ghost credential clipped to my jacket.
  At a conference information kiosk I picked up a map indicating the locations of the various lecture halls, exhibit areas, meeting rooms, breakout sessions and media centers. A conference syllabus gave the schedules for each of the three days. Halfway down the first page my eyes locked on a single name. Richard H. Prechter, PhD, “Right-sizing Renewable Energy Solutions,” 11 a.m. in the Dazzle Room. All of the rooms in the convention center had shiny names like Dazzle, Sparkle, Glimmer and Glitter.  
  The main exhibition hall was the size of two football fields or more, with a ceiling high enough to throw the long bomb and a wall of glass overlooking the ocean at the far end. I’d been to some major trade shows and conventions. This was not as big as the national car, boat or gun shows, but what it lacked in sheer acreage it made up with a high-prestige factor for most of the exhibits. Corporate banners erected on towers enabled attendees to spot their must-sees from any part of the hall. I decided to make a circuit of the room on the outermost aisles to get the lay of the land and check all the exits.  
  The smaller exhibits occupied a minimum of twenty feet of table frontage on the aisles; the major corporate exhibits took up large blocks of floor space. The biggest were a hundred feet on a side. Giant television panels looped propaganda clips. Most of the major exhibits contained custom-painted prototype vehicles, boats, wind generators, solar arrays and any other gadgets related to renewable energy products. Most of the exhibits had hands-on demonstration models, where attendees could try a new tool or, by the miracle of virtual reality, see a concept put into action. The ambience of the hall was high-tech Disneyland.
  Most of the sponsored exhibits were giving away gifts and knickknacks along with brochures, booklets and informative DVDs. I picked up a black canvas swag bag with a fairly innocuous logo printed on it. It was still factory-folded and, doubled over, slipped easily into my leather valise.  


I continued scanning and found the green-and-yellow GORP banner, a Tidal Power Solutions sign not far away. For now I could see only their banners; their floor exhibits were still several aisles and rows of exhibits away.
  Everyone was wearing a badge like mine, with different colors around the edges depending on whether they were attendees, vendors, exhibitors or sponsors. My attendee badge had a blue border. Exhibitors’ were green. Intermixed with the glossy corporate exhibits were some humbler booths manned by the nongovernmental organizations. I passed exhibits from groups with names like InterAction, C.U.R.E., EarthCare, Just Energy, and the World Modernizing Network. GORP and TPS were in the area of the hall that segued between other corporate sponsors and the nonprofit NGOs.  
  The Marine Corps was years behind me, but I was still in the surveillance and target acquisition business, cataloging faces, looking for patterns, sniffing the air-conditioned breeze. With my twenty-fifteen vision I was able to read names on badges from across an aisle. There were a high percentage of attractive young women helping to promote the corporate exhibits. Some might have been actual salaried employees of the companies, but many were bright-eyed models clearly hired for the convention to draw the attention of male visitors. At least half of the conference attendees seemed to be singletons like me, so I didn’t appear unusual in that regard. 
  Every twenty yards brought a complete reshuffle of the characters around me, some stationary, some walking opposite my direction of travel, some passing crossways at aisle intersections. Many organizations rejected suits and ties in favor of khakis and corporate-logo polo shirts. In general, the older crowd favored suits and the younger went casual. I had picked a happy middle, wearing khaki slacks and a blazer.  
  At the side of one of the larger exhibits I recognized a television documentary star, a blond female reporter well known to network audiences. She had her own area divided off with portable walls covered in mauve fabric. Some chairs, a few couches, and a podium. Framed art on the portable walls, which turned out to be photographs of her in dramatic journalistic action poses on every continent. I couldn’t recall her name offhand, but she went to lots of dangerous places where she usually had to wear either a safari jacket or a Kevlar flak vest. I walked past her and we even made eye contact above a small huddle of her fans. I remembered her name as soon as I saw it written across the ten-foot-tall cover mockup of her new book.  
  She was Becca Blakely, former intrepid ace reporter for one of the alphabet networks, then PBS, with Nat Geo and the Discovery Channel thrown in on the side. Those were résumé bullet points on a separate wallboard touting her bio. Up close, she looked older than I remembered. Well, perhaps it had been a while since I’d seen one of her television documentaries of politically correct derring-do. I guessed she was pushing fifty, but she was still striking. I mean, who could forget Becca Blakely? Honestly. Even on the downslope of her career, when her former cover-girl face had to be air-brushed for a book jacket.
  In the hollow center of the Patagonia exhibit a couple about my age was unpacking a large plastic shipping crate. They could have been a brother and sister from Sweden, but according to the storyboard behind them they were from Colorado, USA, and they were married. They looked so similar that I thought maybe they were married and they were siblings; there weren’t many rules left regulating who could get married even before I left the States the last time. But I sure wasn’t going to ask that.  
  According to a display board, the handsome couple had biked, hiked and mostly kayaked around eighty percent of both of the American continents. A red line on a National Geographic map showed how much of their planned bi-continental circumnavigation had already had been completed. Their last stop had been in Newfoundland. All that remained undone was that tricky section across the top of Canada.  
  It seemed as if they were soliciting donations, in a roundabout way, for a foundation they had created for polar research and a few other causes. Their yellow sea kayak, a big two-seater expedition model with a rudder, was suspended from ropes behind their table. It looked pretty good for having come so far, but maybe it was a replacement. Patagonia and the other companies sponsoring the expedition probably shipped them new kayaks from time to time. Sure seemed fair to me.
  I would have liked to stop for a chance to have a private chat with them, because they would have been a great source of information about some less-known ports in Central and South America. Nobody knows the harbors like sea kayakers, who have to struggle for every mile. Firsthand information sometimes leads to real nuggets and gems of information that can be found no other way. In the past we might even have crossed wakes at some point. If we had, then I might have been able play the name game with them and trade useful contacts for a future day far down the ocean highway. But they were busy trying to set up their exhibit and I left them to their work.  
  My path was a spiral box closing in on the GORP and TPS exhibits, using their tower-suspended banners as my pivot. My main concern was running headlong into Trevor Ridley. Just a few days before, we had been almost nose-to-nose and it was unlikely that he had forgotten the encounter. I wondered if his eyesight was as good as mine. It sometimes came down to that. My excellent vision was a great advantage in such a densely packed room teeming with persons moving in all directions at once. I could easily recognize faces at well over a hundred feet. If I didn’t want someone to get an equally good look at me, I could turn away and disappear before I came into their focal range.
  I turned again at the end of a long aisle, another row closer to the big GORP sign. The aisles in the exhibit hall were a dozen feet wide and carpeted. Many conference attendees dragged along little wheeled crates to fill with handouts, catalogs, computer discs, product samples and promotional souvenirs.  
  I was scanning through the crowds and exhibits searching for Trevor Ridley and Richard Prechter. I knew Prechter would be there; he was giving a speech at eleven in an adjoining room. Ridley was another matter. Did he accompany Prechter ashore on these corporate gigs? Was the top of his job description personal bodyguard or boat captain? Was Ridley at this moment with Cori in the hidden girl-smuggling compartment on Topaz while I was three miles away pursuing his boss at a convention?  
  And what would I do when I finally saw Prechter? How close should I try to get to him? My experience advised me to keep him at the edge of my recognition distance until I analyzed the people orbiting around him. Identify the muscle, the money, the brains, the underbosses, the gofers. Then find an approachable weak link in Prechter’s circle and turn him into an unwitting go-between for a plausible approach. That was my usual way, but it took time and patience to find a weak sheep on the fringe of the target’s herd with a flaw that could be turned to my advantage. Time I didn’t have. I had to get bad-breath close to my enemies, and I had to do it today. I had to get to Cori before the worst happened to her, even if I needed to shake some trees and take some risks.
  But walking up to Richard Prechter, PhD and CEO, and politely asking him to release Cori Vargas was not going to succeed, no matter my charm or conversational prowess. I have been called glib. But attempting a citizen’s arrest or any other outlandish idiocy would result in my being arrested as a lunatic within minutes. Tasered on the floor and handcuffed was not where I wanted to be. Dan Kilmer in custody would not be much help to Cori Vargas hidden aboard Topaz or anyplace else. Going to the police to tell my bizarre tale and file a complaint against a wealthy pillar of the community would be equally futile in a county where graffiti taggers were fair game for police death squads. The law enforcement approach would end with me detained instead of my nemesis, and then maybe a quick trip to the Glades or offshore to deep water. Between the alligators and the sharks, disposing of unwanted bodies was never much of a problem in South Florida.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



10  
 At last I was on the GORP aisle. They took up about seventy feet of a hundred-foot block, their affiliate Tidal Power Systems the rest. The rectangular green-and-yellow GORP logo was repeated in flashing overhead signs and free glowing lapel buttons. Their space had the requisite jumbotron wide-screen televisions, invention prototypes and product demonstrators. A single look across their quarter acre of floor space was enough to convince you that GORP affiliates were doing great things for humanity on every continent.  
  Tucked almost out of sight behind the tables and prototypes and product displays was a private meeting room a dozen feet on a side. Most of the major corporations had similar prefab rooms inside their territories. That’s where the alpha dogs huddled together to make the big deals. Or where a mark could be taken for a financial bloodletting, out of the sight of witnesses.
  Kuboka Solar Industries occupied the first fifty feet of the aisle across from GORP. Two long and narrow waist-high tables fronted their exhibit on the aisle. A gap in the middle was their sally port, allowing Kuboka reps out and selected visitors from the aisle in. On the other side of the tables a half-dozen KSI representatives stood ready to field questions from the passersby who paused to study brochures, watch televised promotions, snag freebies and gaze longingly upon solar panels as big as garage doors.  
  Three of the KSI reps were Asian men in identical dark suits. The other three exhibitors were American, I guessed at a glance. A blond female rep stood across their table from a pair of pale, pudgy men in their fifties who were speaking a foreign tongue I could narrow down only to Eastern European. One of them was translating for the other. The blond rep seemed eager to punt them along to someone who could speak their language. When the two men looked where she pointed toward an Asian KSI rep, she sidestepped away from them and stopped opposite me.
  I nudged up to the table and she greeted me. “Hello, Marcus, are you interested in anything in particular?”  
  As was my custom when meeting new people, and especially women, I looked directly into her eyes. She returned my gaze and held it. Her badge said she was Brooke Tierstadt, and she was listed as an exhibitor for Kuboka Solar Industries. She was wearing a cap-sleeved white silk blouse with a mandarin collar over a snug-fitting black skirt. Both fit commendably and said I am professional and want to look it.
  Brooke had brown eyes an interesting shade between hazel and honey, a sprinkle of freckles, and the beginning of a dimple at the bottom of her chin. The tanned skin and sunburned nose said I use sunscreen and sweat while wearing it; that and her upper-arm muscle tone and shoulders said outdoor sports. Her voice said upper Midwest, and her youth and geographical transplant status said college student. The narrow table between us was covered with a white tablecloth that reached nearly to the carpet, so I couldn’t see if she was wearing heels or flats. Either way, she was a very tall girl.
  Was I interested in anything in particular? she’d asked me. A place where I could hang out and keep an eye on the GORP and TPS areas, mainly. A friendly haven that I could return to between my exhibit-hall recon patrols and loiter in without attracting attention. A glass-fronted display case behind her reflected the GORP area very nicely. But I didn’t mention any of those reasons. Instead I said, “I’m interested in solar panels, for an off-grid location in the Northwest.” I could talk about watts and amps with the best of them and still stay in my cover as a professor from Oregon. I’d been using solar panels on my schooner for years. In fact, I’d bought and installed them.
  Brooke had straight shoulder-length blond hair. She hooked one side behind an ear. “Well, then, you’ve come to the right place. KSI has been a world leader in solar energy for thirty years.” She tilted her head when she smiled, and a sheaf of hair escaped and slid across her face. Then she grinned mischievously and said, “That sounds like a real crock, doesn’t it? I’m sorry. They gave us a script to follow. What do you want to know? And if I don’t have the answer, at least I know who to ask.”
  “Am I one of your first customers of the day?”
  “Almost the first American anyway. But I don’t really work for KSI; it’s just a convention thing. I’m a rising junior at the University of Miami.”  
  We were still holding frequent eye contact, except when I flicked occasional downward glances at the rest of her. She made a similar sly appraisal of me. I kept a loose watch on the GORP area behind me by studying the display case behind her, but I always went back to her luminescent honey-brown eyes. Then her eyes and lips suddenly narrowed. With her hand close to the table she pointed a finger across the aisle.
  “Jerk,” she sneered.
  “Who?”
  “That guy.”
  I turned around in time to see Richard Prechter walking toward GORP’s meeting room accompanied by a gray-haired fellow. Before Prechter disappeared from view he glanced in our direction. One corner of his mouth rose in a slight smile, and he bent slightly toward his companion and said a few words to him. The gray-haired man looked our way, too. Then the door closed behind them.  
  I knew that Prechter was no more than sixty feet away from me at that moment, and he was contained within a box just a few yards on a side. It was maddening to keep my back to him, but I had to continue my conversation with Brooke Tierstadt because she gave me a plausible reason for remaining at the KSI exhibit, directly across the aisle from GORP. You could lurk in one area and study brochures by yourself for only so long before you attracted unwanted attention, but anybody would understand a man lingering in the company of an attractive blond. Especially if they appeared to be on friendly terms.
  “Which one’s the jerk?” I asked her. “The Silver Fox or the black-haired one?”
  “Both, but mostly the black-haired one. His name is Richard Prechter, and he’s the CEO of Tidal Power Solutions. I read it on his badge.” She inclined her head toward the TPS sub-display at the end of the GORP block of floor space.  
  I was elated that Brooke had brought up my nemesis and even mentioned his name without being prompted in any way. She would always remember our initial encounter as a completely innocent and accidental meeting, a critical factor if she was ever professionally debriefed. If things turned ugly in the Fontainebleau she might be called as a witness at some point, but she would never be able to say that I was the one who had brought up the subject of Richard Prechter. If his corpse turned up in some Fontainebleau utility room, Brooke would have no reason to connect his demise to Marcus Garnet. I asked, “Who’s the other guy? He looks sort of familiar.”  
  “He should be familiar. That’s Pete Sanchez. Senator Pete Sanchez.” Brooke had a pleasantly husky voice. Sexy and resonant.
  “Oh yeah, sure,” I replied, still trying to sound blasé. “Pete Sanchez, from Texas.” Damn. Richard Prechter was now palling around with a U.S. senator. This complication jacked my villain safari up another degree of difficulty. On the other hand, I thought, it might also present me with some new opportunity to exploit. I assumed that the senator would be traveling with an executive protection detail, but I also guessed that he could set their coverage parameters. I wanted to learn if Brooke had noticed anything that might be useful, so I casually asked her, “Pete Sanchez travels without bodyguards?”
  “None that I saw,” she shrugged. “I guess he figures he’s in a safe place inside the convention center. Maybe he’s giving his bodyguards the day off to hit the beach or do some shopping.”
  “Yeah, maybe,” I said, but I didn’t believe it. United States senators would rarely be out of serious executive-protection range. That meant bodyguards with guns, radios, body armor and all the rest. Executive-protection details were practically special ops teams when they were good. Most of them were in fact former military spec ops. And part of their training was blending into a crowd, so looking for the obvious knuckle-draggers wouldn’t work.  
 But how many would accompany a U.S. senator? I guessed there would be about a half dozen on his traveling squad, including gofers and coat-holders. So maybe two or three shooters at most. I’d look for the admin assistants hovering around Sanchez, and they’d interact with the shooters and give them away even if the senator didn’t acknowledge them directly. Except there were no admin assistants or bodyguards to be seen around the GORP area.
  Brooke said, “Well, if they ditched his bodyguards, I can tell you why.”
  “Really? I’ll bite. Why?”
  “So they can hit on every girl they see. They’re disgusting pigs, both of them. I’ve lived in Miami for three years and I know the type, believe me.”
  “How’s that?”
  “So much money they think they own the universe and everything in it. They talk to each other so women can overhear them and be impressed. Prechter was bragging to the senator about his yacht. ‘Don’t worry, Pete; you can fly back on my seaplane. We’ll have a great time; there’ll be no paparazzis, no reporters, and no wives.’ They were right where you’re standing now, asking me some questions about solar panels. Then they were asking about me—where I’m from, where I’m going to school—and out of the blue Prechter said, ‘You know, I went to UM too. For my PhD.’ That creep had already checked me out. Obviously they Googled me.”  
  I pointed to her name tag. “All they needed was your name.”
  “And then they invited me over to the Bahamas! Just like that! As if I’d go anywhere with a couple of scary old creeps like them.”  
  I made light of the situation to keep her talking. “You turned down a free trip to the islands? What’s the matter, don’t you like boats? Do you get seasick or something?”
  “No, I’m fine with boats, but I’ve been invited on trips like that before. No matter how it starts out, I always wind up alone with some horny jerk, and then I’m getting chased from one end of the boat to the other. They think owning a yacht gives them special rights. Maybe it’s some small-penis-compensation deal, or maybe it’s just because they’re rich and they’re used to doing whatever they like. I think they assume that any girl they invite out on a yacht will swoon or something. And maybe most girls do, for all I know.”
  I kept up my joking patter. “So, did he catch you?”
  “Who?”
  “That horny jerk who was chasing you around the boat.” It was hard not to smile so I didn’t try, and happily, neither did Brooke. We were moving into that awareness-of-awareness pheromone buzz, when holding eye contact becomes a delicious game. It might be the very best part of a relationship, the pre-takeoff phase when you are both looking at that burning fuse between you and wondering if one of you will snuff it out, or if the moving spark will lead to even better things. I had to remind myself of why I was in Miami in the first place.
  “That time, no. He didn’t catch me. Eventually he got the message. Loud and clear.”
  “How did you deliver the message, if I might ask?” This Brooke Tierstadt was turning out to be a live wire. Her nose was a millimeter or two off kilter, perhaps evidence of some past athletic encounter, but to compensate she had nice high cheekbones, and the great chin and eyes.  
  “Well, I had to hurt him. Do you know what a winch handle is on a sailboat?”
  I nodded yes. “I think I’ve seen a few.” A few hundred.
  “Well, they’re stainless steel and they weigh a couple of pounds.” She measured about a twenty-inch distance between her hands. “He was chasing me through the cabin and up the main hatch into the cockpit, bare-ass naked. Him, I mean, not me! Most guys I can handle, but that particular jerk used to play for the Dolphins. I got to the cockpit ahead of him, saw the winch handle and grabbed it. He put a hand on each side of the companionway to pull himself through, and I swung that winch handle down across his knuckles like I was trying to kill a rattlesnake. Broke two of his fingers. Once he stopped screaming and swearing, he didn’t say a word to me all the way back to the dock. That was fine with me.”
  “He didn’t come after you, after that?”
  “I still had the winch handle. And he was in a lot of pain.”
  “I guess it killed the mood for him.”
  “You better believe it. He just didn’t want me to tell anybody what happened. He was actually apologetic, sort of. He told everybody a hatch fell on his hand.”
  We both laughed together. She was tough—my kind of girl. “So, Brooke, where are you from? You don’t sound Japanese.”
  “How could you tell? No, I’m from Wisconsin. Most of my family still lives there.”  
  “I thought I heard the upper Midwest.”
  “It’s noticeable, eh?”
  “Just a little. But it’s nice.”
  She pulled a Bluetooth-type wireless device from her left ear. It had been hidden from my view by her cascade of straight blond hair. “Wait a second. Now I can hear you better. I hate this thing, but for this gig I have to be reachable.”
  “I hate being reachable,” I said.
  “Why?”
  “Reachable means trackable. I just don’t like being trackable.” I almost added, because then somebody can reach out and grab you by your throat.
  She tightened her eyes into a glare. “So, who are you hiding from, Marcus Garnet? An angry ex-wife?”
  “Nobody in particular, and I’ve never been married. I’m just sick of leaving a trail through cyberspace. Anybody can find out where you are practically minute by minute. And they can watch you on webcams half the time.”
  “Hey, that’s modern life.”
  “Then modern life sucks.”
  “Do you know the Aesop’s Fable about the wolf and the dog?”
  “I think so.” I knew the story, but I wanted to hear her tell it.
  “This skinny wolf is going down a forest trail and he meets a beautiful collie. It’s the dead of winter and the wolf is starving. The collie tells the wolf he can come home with him. He’ll get plenty of good food and a warm place to sleep. Then the wolf notices the collar around the collie’s neck and asks him, ‘What’s that?’ The collie says that’s so his master can tie him up at night.”


“And the starving wolf says forget it and takes off into the woods.

Yeah, I know the story.” All too well, I thought.
  She tilted her head playfully, allowing strands of blond hair to slip free of her ear. “So, you’re the big bad wolf? You don’t look like you’re starving. Just hungry.”
 


 ****
 
 It took a moment for me to realize that my phone was chirping. Very poor timing for someone complaining about wireless over-connectedness. “Sorry…I have to take this. It’ll be short, I promise.” She nodded her assent to wait. The K was highlighted on the tiny screen when I flipped it open. Behind me, Brooke reached for her own phone and turned her back to me.
  “Hi,” said Kelly. “I’m looking at Top Hat. It’s right where it belongs, on the eastern end of Hippie Island.” I was chagrined that I had not discussed code words for Topaz or the islands with my team, and I was pleased that Kelly was making them up on the fly.  
  “Where are you?”
  “I’m on the balcony of an empty condo on Bay Avenue. I’m using your little binoculars, and I’m looking right across the water at Top Hat. Fabulous view of Miami from up here. I’ll bet the sunsets are to die for.”
  “Where’s Nick?”
  “He’s playing junior tycoon with the real estate agent in the kitchen. I have maybe a minute to talk. The realtor is desperate to unload the unit, but I don’t think he buys that we’re serious players in the market. Twenty-second floor. It’s pretty awesome—they’re asking eleven million.”
  “So, what’s going on with the boat?”
 “Nothing that I can see. It’s just sitting there, from what I can see of it.”
  “Which way is she tied up?”
  “What?”
  “Which way is her bow pointing?
  “Um…south, maybe southeast. And there’s a sign I can read in the water sticking up on two poles. It’s between the islands, set off a little. It says ‘No’ in big letters, and then there’s a whole list of things you can’t do. Looks like no boating, no swimming, no fishing, no landing and no anchoring within a hundred yards of the islands. It doesn’t look exactly friendly, but I don’t see any guard boats or anything. Just that sign in the water between the islands.”
  I recreated the map image in my mind. It was only a half mile from the eastern end of Hibiscus Isle to the high MacArthur Causeway Bridge on the Miami Beach side, and then only another mile through Government Cut and out to the open Atlantic. Topaz could get under way and be lost on the ocean in minutes. “Any action on the boat?”
  “There’s nobody on deck or around the docks next to it. Oh wait, hang on. Trees block a lot of what I can see, but it looks like a truck is backing up between his house and his neighbor to the south. I have kind of a decent angle because his place is on the end of Hippie Island sort of facing me. The truck says Miami Marine Services. It’s a tanker, silver. Okay, now a guy is dragging a black hose off the truck. Now somebody else is walking from Top Hat across the lawn toward the truck. Whoops—gotta go now. The sliding door just opened. Later, gator.”
  The call terminated. The unexpectedly positive results from my teammates heartened me. Kelly had been able to observe Topaz, and she had learned some valuable information. The megayacht was being refueled at home. Prechter was wasting no time getting Topaz back to her maximum range potential. A hundred-twenty-foot yacht that could cruise at thirty knots would burn fuel like a moon rocket blasting off.
  That’s the way to do it, I thought. Just make a phone call and Miami Marine Services will bring the diesel right to you, thousands of gallons at a pop. Even the minor inconvenience of a trip to a public fuel dock need not be endured. Rationing? For the peasants. Ten gallons a week? More like ten gallons a minute.
  And all it takes is money. A lot of money. Where do they find so much money in the middle of a depression? In Richard Prechter’s case the answer was easy: the government. I snapped my phone shut and dropped it into my pocket.
  “Who’s got the boat?” Brooke asked me.  
  “Some colleagues are organizing a fishing trip.”
  Brooke said, “A fishing trip. You’re a professor, right?” She looked doubtful. “Your badge says University of Oregon. Which department?”
  “Engineering.”
 “They need to update their website. You’re not on it.” She held up her smart phone. I hated those things.  
  “I’m only an adjunct. It sucks, but you gotta pay the bills. A bachelor can live on it.” I parried with another academic question. “UM is a private school. It costs a fortune, doesn’t it?”
  “I’m on a half-ride for volleyball, and I work my tail off for the other half.”
  “Working like today?”
  “It’s easy money. Conventions pay well, and these days a job is a job, right? At least for this one I don’t have to dress like a Hooters girl. They even paid me for two days of training so I could become an instant expert on KSI. That’s five days’ pay, but I can’t do conventions during the volleyball season. My regular summer job is at a restaurant on South Beach. Vendettas. It’s got a Mob theme, if you can believe it.”
  “An Italian place? You don’t exactly look Italian. Italian or Japanese.”
  “I’m sort of a sideshow attraction there. I’m a greeter. Today I’m in flats so I’m merely statuesque. Put me in heels and I’m a giantess. They love it. No matter where I am on the floor, they can see me.”
  “I guess it doesn’t hurt in volleyball either. Being tall.”  
  “It has its advantages, but it has its drawbacks too. You’re lucky. Tall guys in general, I mean. You can basically choose any girl you want to date.”
  “Oh, I wish!”
  “You know what I mean. Most guys are way too intimidated to ask a girl who’s five-foot-thirteen out on a date. Men have a lot of complexes, and short men…well, I could tell you stories. Let’s just say that Napoleon wasn’t the only little sawed-off freak with a thing for tall women.”
  “Most guys are wimps. They’re afraid of tall, attractive women.” It occurred to me that I had never been with a girl only an inch shorter than I was. Certain mental images presented themselves, all intriguing.
  “And you’re not? Afraid, that is.” 
  We held eye contact. “Let me check. Nope. Not afraid.”
  “I guess you’re not afraid of much, Marcus Garnet. You look like a man who has…well, never mind. But I’m with you on not being afraid. At least that’s one advantage to being a tall girl: I’m bigger than most of the jerks who would try something with me, so they don’t. Not often, anyway.”
  “That must come in handy at Vendettas.”
  “That’s for sure. The management likes that I can deal with rowdy drunks until the bouncers get there.”  
  “And you still have time to play volleyball for the University of Miami?”
  “Practice doesn’t start until August. The summer is when I make money hustling Eurotrash suckers at beach volleyball.”
  I grinned, picturing her in a bikini leaping high to spike balls down at skinny Italian men. “What do you do with all your spare time? I mean, when you’re not working at Vendettas, working the conventions and playing beach volleyball?”
  “And that’s during summer vacation.”
  “You’re a very busy girl.”
  “Yes, I am. But I can handle it.”  
  “So, what’s your major, Brooke?” It came out sounding as trite as what’s your sign?
  “Marine biology. Environmental science is where the jobs are.”
  “Government jobs.”
  “What other kinds are there?”
  I stayed in character as an adjunct prof at a state school. “If you find out, let me know.”  
  The table was only a yard wide and we were both leaning against it, so our noses were maybe a foot apart.
  “So, Marcus from Oregon, how did you get so tan? I thought it rained all the time out there.”
  “Actually, only my face and arms are tan. I windsurf every chance I get, but in a wetsuit. The rest of me is as pale as a frog’s belly.”
  She tilted her head back and laughed. “Something tells me that you’re lying, Marcus Garnet. But I don’t care. That’s what these conventions are for: telling the most lies to the most people in the shortest time.” I noticed she had placed her hand over her Bluetooth phone on the table. To block its reception? Was this something she normally did, or was this conversation a reason for extra precaution?
  “I swear, only my face and arms are tan.”
  “That’s how I was in the wintertime. I practically lived outside. We had snow machines; we went hunting and ice-fishing and all of that. When I lose my tan I have to get it back very slowly, or I turn into a human freckle. I buy sunscreen by the gallon.”
  “I’ll bet you do.” I smiled back at her, imagining a bucket of creamy lotion dripping down her tanned body while she was dressed for beach volleyball in a few grams of clingy spandex.
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 Her smile evaporated. She cut her eyes and shook her head a bit, and I gave her a questioning look in return. She gestured behind me and muttered, “Here comes Mr. Personality.”
  I had been keeping an eye on the GORP meeting room by watching its reflection in the display case behind Brooke, but I’d missed Prechter’s exit. I glanced their way as Prechter and Sanchez walked past a jet-engine-size water turbine toward the shared aisle. Instead of turning right or left and leaving the area, they continued angling across the aisle directly toward us. So much for keeping my adversary at the far end of my visual range.
  But Prechter ignored me, directing all of his attention to my new friend across the KSI table. He smiled at her and said, “Brooke, are you sure you don’t want to reconsider? Just come over for the weekend and we’ll have you back by Monday.” His accent was an odd English-American hybrid, jocular and a little awkward. New York married London, and this was the result? Who ruled the marriage?
  I stood next to Prechter’s left shoulder, not walking away as he had obviously expected. I looked down at the brochures on the table and tried not to call attention to myself. I was inside his comfort zone, close enough to smell his cologne, but since he had invaded our conversational space I held my ground. Prechter didn’t show any discomfort at having me so close. I was evidently like invisible statuary to him. I was some academic lackey from nowhere, hence I was nobody. Beneath his need for any further consideration.  
  Both men had their eyes fixed on Brooke, so I took the opportunity to study them. The senator stood on the other side of Prechter; he was the shortest of the four of us, and the only one without a symposium badge. In his fifties and at least a decade older than Prechter, Sanchez might have played a fictional senator on television. I could judge their heights in profile. Prechter was about five-ten, no midget but shorter than Brooke by a good three inches. He had glossy black hair combed high and then swept back, long enough to touch his collar in the back. Both men were wearing tailored silk suits in different shades of medium blue; by comparison I was dressed for casual Friday in a navy jacket and khaki slacks.  
  Prechter’s eyes were close set and he had a narrow pursed mouth that reminded me of a ferret, but otherwise he looked passable. His profile was not as good as his front, so he made the most of it and kept his gaze on his quarry. I heard him say, “Come on, it’s just a weekend in the Bahamas.”
  She glared back at him. “Not this girl, not this weekend.”  
  I feigned indifference to their discussion, examining another brochure.
  Prechter told her, “If you’d like to check it out, the new TPS research vessel is tied up just a few minutes from here. Actually, it’s behind my house today. And it’s not just some converted fishing trawler, it was custom built for TPS. It’s state of the art.”  
  Prechter had the nonchalant manner of a card player dropping aces on the table. I’m so rich that I have a boat big enough to take the open ocean, and a waterfront property where I can keep it. I own companies. I’m best buds with U.S. senators. Why, any girl with enough sense to come out of the rain should be throwing herself at the chance to seize the brass ring of fortune my mere presence represents! Here it is, foolish girl; why don’t you grab it?
  Brooke continued her part of their staredown, looming above Prechter and emphasizing her height. I thought I detected that she had grown an extra inch or two during the standoff, and I guessed that she was up on her toes as she leaned against the table. “It’s a very generous offer, Richard.” The instant familiarity offered by the name badges worked both ways. “But I need this job. There’s a depression on, and money doesn’t grow on trees. Not even in Miami Beach.”  
  Prechter snapped his fingers and said, “I can get you a better job in five minutes, with one phone call. A lot better than working conventions.” Prechter’s silk-sleeved left arm was raised for the finger snap. I noticed he was wearing the gold Rolex watch I had last seen in George Town on Great Exuma one week earlier. Another demonstration of his most powerful sexual attractant, I thought. Not unlike a red-assed baboon’s display. Here was a new species of superman—the golden-wristed jackass. Sleep with me equals live rich was an unspoken male-female equation that translated well in all places and among all cultures. The golden wrist made another expensive flourish as Prechter said, “Even Senator Sanchez is coming. Right, Pete?”
  The senator looked about furtively. There were no cell phones or other obvious video cameras in view, but any button could conceal a lens, and there was a stranger, me, within hearing range. Quietly he said, “Brooke, you really should see the TPS research vessel. It’s quite something. And I’m sure there’s always room for one more.”
  Prechter nodded agreeably. “Plenty of room, Brooke. It has four private guest staterooms.”
  Unpersuaded, she folded her arms across her chest. “It does sound terrific, Richard, but I have to work the whole weekend. They paid for two days of in-service, and I signed a contract. If I don’t finish, I get zip.”
  “I think most environmental science undergrads at UM would jump at the chance.”
  “I’m sure they would. But I can’t. Not this weekend.”
  “Come on, what’s the harm? What can go wrong with Senator Sanchez with us? And as far as your lost wages, that’s a pittance compared to what you’ll make working for one of my companies. Or I can get you an admin position right at the university, until you graduate. This is your golden opportunity, Brooke. Don’t be penny-wise and pound-foolish. I can open doors for you that you can’t even imagine.”
  She slowly shook her head, but I could detect a lessening of her resolve. I decided to intervene, to try to prevent her from giving in. “Brooke, didn’t you tell me you got seasick?”
  Richard Prechter shot me a withering glare, clearly indicating that if my presence had been unwanted, my input was completely intolerable. We locked eyes for several seconds. His were the same startling green that I remembered from the Peace and Plenty cocktail hour in George Town just a week earlier. They showed no flicker of recognition, merely unblinking hostility. As far as I knew, Prechter had never heard me speak before I said those words.  
  “Oh yeah,” she quickly agreed, and Prechter returned his attention to her. “I get sick as a dog out on the ocean. I can’t step foot on a boat without throwing up. It’s really embarrassing. Don’t take me on a boat ride unless you want to see what I ate for breakfast.” She overplayed her role, playfully mocking the older men, and then she looked back at me, her eyes saying thanks.
  Prechter turned back to me and gave my name badge a careful look. His jaw was working and I could almost hear his teeth grinding. He tapped the table with manicured fingertips, looked away from me and said to Brooke, “Well, the senator and I have a few more meetings and then it’ll be time for my presentation. I’m sorry this weekend won’t work out for you, Brooke, but the offer is on the table. We have projects on both coasts and all over the Caribbean, and we’re always looking for bright young people to join our team. I could arrange an internship, or even a paid position.”
  “With just one phone call,” Brooke added with more than a hint of sarcasm.
  Before they left, Sanchez threw his own offer on the table. He leaned forward and said, “You know, Brooke, I’m thinking that you might be snapped up by a lucky senator or a congressman before Richard gets a chance to hire you. A congressional internship can be the first step along the road to a terrific career with the federal government. Then the sky’s the limit.” He laid his senatorial business card on the table, grinning like a fox with a jaw full of chicken feathers.  
 Out of words, both men simply leered at her for a few moments, until she held a hand in front of her mouth and made an overt demonstration of yawning. Prechter’s eyes narrowed to slits, and his jaw muscles worked again. He turned away and steered the senator down the aisle and out of sight in the crowds.
  “What a guy,” I said when they were gone.
  “What a couple of creeps,” she added. “You want his card? I sure don’t.”
  “I’ll keep it for a souvenir.”  
  “Take this too. He pushed this on me earlier.” She reached under the table and retrieved an envelope and handed it to me. “It’s an invitation to a big party. Go to it. Ruin his night. Get in his face and give him some shit.”
  Brooke must have sensed the menace and hostility radiating between Prechter and me. I opened the envelope casually, concealing my Christmas-morning-first-shot-at-the-tree feeling. The inside of the cream envelope was lined with gold foil. I slid out an engraved card announcing a private party sponsored by an amalgam of corporations I’d never heard of, except for Tidal Power Solutions. I assumed the listed corporations were the other members of the Global Ocean Research Partnership.
  Number 37 North Sunset Isle. Eight p.m. cocktails. Live music. Dinner. Dancing. Twilight to starlight. The Sunset Isles were less than two miles north of Hibiscus Isle, on the Miami Beach side of Biscayne Bay. Jackpot.
  Brooke touched the card with a fingertip. “According to Richard Prechter, that’s Tony Marcello’s house. The singer.”
  “I know him. His music, I mean.” Marcello was a Colombian pop star with a number of crossover hits in English. He was married to an American film star more renowned for her looks than for her acting, whose name I couldn’t recall. I nonchalantly slipped the envelope and the card into my right jacket pocket, belying my elation. The invitation meant another clear shot at Richard Prechter. At a private house party, at night. By the water, and close to Topaz. Close to Cori. I’d broken the rack and had landed several balls in pockets. But I still had a serious subject to mention, and this helped keep the glee off my face. “Listen, Brooke, you better watch out for that Prechter guy. He doesn’t seem right in the head.”  
  “What makes you say that? I meet rich creeps like that every night at Vendettas.”
  “Just a hunch.” I considered telling her more, but didn’t. I was in Miami Beach on a mission, and opsec, operational security, outweighed any other considerations.
  She said, “I told you I can take care of myself.”
  “I know you can. But keep an eye out anyway, okay?”
  “I will. I always do.”
  “And I definitely wouldn’t take him up on his boat ride.”
  “Don’t worry,” she said, seemingly bemused by my show of concern. “There’s not a chance in the world of that.”
  “Well, maybe I’ll see you around, Brooke. I’ll probably be back this way again today.” I extended my hand across the table and she took it with a firm, cool grasp while maintaining steady eye contact.
  “I hope so,” she said, giving my hand a momentarily harder squeeze before releasing it.
  I nodded, and then I turned and walked off. Richard Prechter was scheduled to speak in half an hour, so there was no use in hounding after him at this point. It was time to regroup and plan my next moves.
  The accident of meeting Brooke Tierstadt and then rubbing shoulders with Richard Prechter was a surprise on one level, but not on another. You have to get danger-close to your target to make things happen. Some German cat named Heisenberg had mentioned it a while back; I remembered his principle from Physics 101.  



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



12  
 I pretended to watch a documentary
about raising shrimp in what looked like aboveground swimming pools. The big flat-screen TV was set up on the other side of a standard long exhibit table. I was marking time before heading over to the Dazzle Room and my next planned intersection with Richard Prechter. A middle-aged gentleman in a gray suit paused at the far end of the table, picked up a brochure, and then proceeded to edge over toward me. He smiled warmly as though he knew me, but I couldn’t place him at all. He was about five-foot-eight, with a gray receding hairline and horn-rimmed glasses. When we were nearly shoulder to shoulder facing the screen, he said, “Mr. Garnet…do you have a minute?”
  “Excuse me?”
  “It’s about our mutual friend, Dan.”
  “Dan…who?” I stammered in a moment of bewilderment.
  “I believe that would be Dan Kilmer.”  
  His conference badge identified him as Frank Bloomfield, from something called Southern Maritime Associates. At least it didn’t say GORP or TPS. Equally welcome was the fact that he didn’t flip open a leather credential wallet showing a gold shield opposite an ID card from the IRS, the FBI or the Miami-Dade Police. But credentials or their lack didn’t matter. What mattered was hearing my own name. There didn’t seem to be much percentage in pretending confusion and trying the “you must be mistaking me for somebody else” routine. I’d just look like more of an ass in the end if I played our encounter as a case of mistaken identity.  
  “I’m listening.” I tried to speak normally, wondering how many facial and body language clues I had already given away during my brief period of mental derailment. So much for my anonymity in South Florida. A day after leaving the Bahamas, and despite all my precautions, I was back on Big Brother’s radar. I looked around us for watchers who might be backing him up, but I couldn’t spot anyone who seemed to be paying us any attention at all. Not that a trained watcher would.
  He asked, “Can we sit for a minute?” It wasn’t really a request. Bloomfield certainly wasn’t an imposing man, not physically, but his steady gaze and sardonic smile said that he had me dead-bang.  
  “All right.” I turned quickly and walked toward the wall of glass facing the ocean, and he followed close at my side. Glancing around, I detected no sudden rush to follow us, either from behind or on parallel aisles. There was a row of backless padded benches along the window wall for weary attendees who would rather gaze at the beach and the ocean than at renewable energy products. It’s possible to carefully observe ninety degrees of the compass, so I chose an unoccupied bench near the back corner of the hall. I gestured to him and we both sat down with our backs to the windows, angled toward each other with our knees a yard apart. I set my leather valise on the padded bench behind me, and he grounded his own briefcase.  
  “Okay, Mr. Bloomfield, you have my attention.”
  He put his hand out, and after a moment I reluctantly shook it. A medium-firm grip and steady eye contact, but nothing memorable. He said, “I work for the United States government.”
  “That’s not what your badge says.”
  “I believe you understand how these things work.”
  “What things?”
  “If you don’t insult my intelligence, I’ll promise to do the same. Okay? Let’s just say the agency I work for has an interest in Dan Kilmer.”
  “And which agency would that be?”
  “One that’s more concerned with what happens outside the country than inside it.”
  “I don’t suppose it would do any good to ask to see some official identification?”
  “No, I don’t suppose it would.”
  One obvious possibility was that Frank Bloomfield was from the CIA, the DIA, or some other even more highly classified intelligence agency. Or two, he was acting on his own while posing as a member of such an agency, for his own reasons. Or three, he was false-flagging while actually working for a foreign intelligence service or some other hostile entity. Occam’s razor was behind Door Number One.  
 “Okay, Mr. Bloomfield, why is your agency interested in Dan Kilmer?” He was at least twenty years my senior, so I mistered him.
  “Not the whole agency, that’s a very big organization. Just my department.”
  “So, what does your department want?”
  “I won’t bullshit you, Dan. We’re meeting today because you could be an asset to us. But it wouldn’t be a one-way arrangement. It would be quid pro quo all the way.”
  Now he had moved to calling me by my given name. To check my reaction? “How do you know who I am?”
  “Hmm…how indeed. Believe it or not, Dan, you have some fans in my department. Especially among a few of the, uh, females. Can’t call them ladies anymore, or girls, God forbid. They might take offense. Anyway, they seem to find your case interesting. They passed their interest along to me, and then I became interested as well—but for different reasons, I’m sure.”
  “How the hell would they even know me?”
  “It’s simple, really. Digital photographs are forever, Dan. Especially the ones zipping between this or that country of interest. Our programs are very good at skimming off the cream of the internet traffic. Photos and everything else. Data-mining, or whatever the term of art is today. Some of the girls in my office say you take a good photograph. But that’s not why I’m talking to you. In fact, making contact with you here today was entirely my decision. I was already scheduled to attend the conference. Meeting you now is just serendipity.”  
  Serendipity, my ass. Serendipity didn’t happen in my universe, not when some spook walks up and blows through my cover like a bullet through smoke. Coincidences like that were enemy action until proven otherwise. The only thing I knew was what his name was not. His name was not Frank Bloomfield, and Southern Maritime Associates was either wholly fictitious or a front company. I gazed out across the vast room from my corner seat by the window wall, looking for other interested parties looking back at me, but didn’t notice anyone.
  “Dan, I’ve studied your record. Your military record, and later. One semester at Oregon. Then the boat thing. You’ve been around, so we can skip the shadowboxing. I believe you can be an asset to us, and you’ll be helping your country and yourself at the same time. I want you on the team, on a contract basis.”
  “On the team? Except you won’t tell me what team you’re playing for. So who else is on the team, Frank? Are they here today? Don’t worry; I’ll skip the shadowboxing too. Let’s cut right to my end. What’s my part of the quid pro quo? Tell me that first.”
  “Well, for starters, we can make the IRS lose interest in you.”
  “And why should the IRS care about me? I don’t have any money.”
  He chuckled softly. “When did that ever matter to the IRS?”
  “You can make the IRS lose interest in me? Or you will?”
 “Let’s just say we have a lot of influence over there.”
  “But you can’t promise anything. Frank, that’s known as buying a pig in a poke, and that’s what idiots do.”
  “Yet here we are, are we not?” There was an arched eyebrow and that sardonic smile again. “You’re not charged with anything, Dan, so it’s not an immunity situation. I don’t work for the DOJ and I could care less about your tax problems, but we do have influence.”
  Thinly veiled threats from the world’s biggest protection racket. “Am I free to walk out of here, right now?”
  “Of course you are. It’s still a free country…more or less. But you never know. You might be arrested for tax evasion down the block. Or for entering the country illegally. Who knows what might happen? It’s your call. But I think you should hear me out.”
  I stared at him and he stared back, no smile on his face. He was holding all the cards, and I hadn’t even figured out the game.  
  “Okay, I’m still listening.”
  “We have a little maritime operation lined up, but somebody dropped out and we need a new man for the job. This operation’s not even a stretch for you, and you’d be helping your country at the same time.”
  I slowly shook my head no. “Frank, I’ve heard this pitch before. Usually it turns out the real cargo is dope or guns. I don’t play that game.”
  “This operation is a walk in the park. It’s a simple beach extraction of a willing party from a low-threat environment. In and out. Nothing to it. We just don’t have anybody local who can do it on short notice. Not the way we want to do it: low profile.”
  “And you won’t know me if it goes south.”
  “Why would it go south? This job is a piece of cake. We just don’t have anybody in the area available on short notice who can do it the way you can. No airport videos, no credit card records, no phone records. No signature at all. An over-the-horizon job. In and out. One night, finished and gone.”
  “Where?”
  “Not far. The Caribbean.”
  “Cuba?”
  “I can’t be more specific until I know you’re on board.”
  “So let’s say I do this simple beach extraction, and it goes according to plan. Then the next thing you know I’ll be meeting some square-jawed guys who are coming onto my boat to do a little sneaky-Pete work for Uncle Sam. Then it’ll turn out that they outrank me and I can’t refuse their orders. Then I’m not the skipper anymore, I’m just another hired hand. I’m back in somebody else’s chain of command. I’m sorry, Frank, but I don’t work for other people anymore. Thanks, but no thanks.”  
  “Once you know the whole story, you’ll want to help. You’ve done this type of job plenty of times to…help people. It’s the kind of thing you’d do on your own, it really is.”
  “Oh, I seriously doubt that.”
  “Hear me out. Let me tell you the whole situation. But not here. We can do dinner. Someplace nice. Then at dinner—”
  “I don’t want to hear the whole situation, Frank.” I started to get up.
  He touched my knee briefly, a plea to remain. “Hear me out.”
  “You just said it’s still a free country.”
  His face tightened. “I’m not sure how free it is for people who sneak into the country without clearing Customs and then wear badges with false names to infiltrate closed events. The FBI would give you a rectal exam all the way up to your sinuses if they knew how you came to be here today. Then they’d ship what was left of you over to the IRS. I’d really hate for that to happen. I like you much better on the outside, sailing free. You can’t be an asset to my team if you’re locked up. You wouldn’t like it either.”
  He had me in a polite, fatherly choke hold, and we both knew it. I sighed, and half-turned to stare out at the ocean. A red tanker was working south, staying on the land side of the Gulf Stream to avoid the north-flowing current. My freedom was lying at anchor four hundred miles beyond that horizon.
 


 ****
 
 After a quiet period he said, “So, where’s the Donzi?”
  I tried to deadpan it. “What’s a Donzi?” I could only guess how much he knew about my visit to the country. My goal was to give away nothing for free or by accident, and then try to wriggle out of his unwanted embrace.
  “The black speedboat, Dan.” 
  The Pantera wasn’t made by Donzi Marine, but that was an uncomfortably close guess. Some people called all of the small ocean racers with that profile Donzis. I wasn’t sure what Frank knew about boats, or my particular boat. And it was blue, not black, so they hadn’t gotten a very close look at it. I told him the literal truth. “I’ve never been on a Donzi in my life.”
  He didn’t press the issue, but tried a different approach. “Then how are you getting back to the Bahamas?”  
  Just how much did he actually know? He hadn’t asked me how I was getting back to Great Exuma or Acklins Island. I guessed that he was just fishing for new information by throwing out pieces of what he did know. Interrogation tactics 101. The Bahamas were a thousand islands covering a million square miles, so he had a long way to go. “Who said I was going there?”
  “Your other boat is there. The big one. Stop being foolish about this. Be realistic. We’re on the same side, even if you’re too stubborn to admit it.”
  It wasn’t that I was trying to gratuitously piss him off by being obtuse. I was just testing his desires against his limits. “Frank Bloomfield” hadn’t met me today with a backup team of feds all badging me. Or with a needle in the neck on the sidewalk, followed by sleepy time in a white van and waking up in a strange room surrounded by goons.  
  This was a very gentle approach. Plenty of KY Jelly on the old bohica. Then we’d do dinner…and meet some other members of his team, or his department, or his agency. At dinner I’d see heartbreaking photographs of a muy
simpatico family that desperately needed to be rescued from some godless hellhole of eternal torment. Almost certainly Frank genuinely did want something from me, something that I had to decide to give to him more or less freely. Hence the flowers and candy instead of brass knuckles and chains. At least before the first date.  
  But to make it all come together and happen in Frank’s official bureaucratic world, I’d probably have to sign on a few dotted lines. Get fluttered on the polygraph box. Fill out endless forms and questionnaires for their background investigators. Then I’d exist somewhere on the official-unofficial spook employment continuum. But where on the continuum they said I existed and where I would actually be might be oceans apart. That’s just how these things worked. Other terms for “contract agent” were patsy and dupe. Kite and cutout were kinder expressions. I understood all of this, but I was still in Frank Bloomfield’s choke hold. I decided to move the conversation sideways.
  “Let me ask you something, just as a professional matter. Why me, why now? I don’t belong to any organizations, and I’m not political. I don’t even have a college degree. I’m nobody. So what put me on your radar today?”
  “It’s not complicated. You have a desirable skill set, local area knowledge and a boat that can go anywhere. Basically, you’re good at getting in and out of countries, and you’re already familiar with my department’s area of operations.”
  Skill set. Hadn’t heard that term in a while. That covered some ground. But what did he really want: my import/export skill set, or my previous stalking and sniping skill set? It might have been in Frank’s mind to recruit me for the former and then slide me over to the latter. Sure, I’d shoot some dirtbag who needed killing. But not on somebody else’s orders, for pay. I was all done with that.
  “That’s not what I meant, Frank. How did you find me here today? Give me a little advance on the quid pro quo. I try to keep up with the technology. I’d like to know what alarms I tripped. Call it a professional courtesy to tell me. A little honesty about how you found me today would make me more favorably inclined to believe we could ever work together on the same team.”
  He hesitated a few seconds. “Okay, why not? You were filmed by a federal law enforcement agency coming into Port Everglades, and your picture entered a facial recognition process. No action was taken then, it was just filed somewhere for cross-reference. You might say that your ‘interest quotient’ was low at that point. You’re not ‘wanted’ per se, and border protection is not our area of responsibility. But you might say we get to look over their shoulders, and our programs are more…selectively focused than theirs. You’ve been on one of my department’s watch lists, so last night our machine put a little asterisk next to your name. And then your face was spotted here today, in a conference with a restricted audience and a lot of distinguished guests, and, well, I guess the data-mining program did backflips and shot your name right onto a computer screen in my office. Then one of my girls texted me, and here we are. That’s how it works today. It’s basically automated. I was already here. You were just a bonus. Somebody I’ve wanted to meet for a long time.”
  “Serendipity.”
  He smiled broadly and clapped his hands down on his knees. “There it is.”
  “Oh, bullshit.”
  He put his hands up, dismayed, and shook his head. “But it’s the truth.”
  “It’s still bullshit.” I didn’t think it was complete
BS, but I wanted to draw him out. I wanted to know how he’d found me so that I could nail those trapdoors shut.
  “Here, look. These were sent to me when I was texted.” He played with his phone and then handed it to me with nine thumbnail photos on top. I spread them open, one at a time. The Pantera, coming through the inlet at Port Everglades, seen from a low angle. A close-up of my profile and several quarter-shots, not hi-def but evidently usable by the face recognition programs. Or were they? With sunglasses and a ball cap pulled low, I wasn’t sure about that. Then a few pictures of me walking into the Fontainebleau and at their security table while my valise was checked. There were no shots of Kelly’s GTI—which did not mean they didn’t exist.
  And an hour later I’m talking to a spook in a gray suit. I handed him back his phone. There was no point in wondering if my voice was being recorded or if videos were being made. Those were simply givens. In a place like the Hotel Fontainebleau, if somebody wanted to film you, they could. Coming here was looking like a bigger mistake by the minute.
  “Now, Dan, while we’re speaking candidly, tell me…how did you wind up wearing somebody else’s badge today?”
  “Friend of a friend.” I wondered if Kelly’s GTI was already under surveillance, or if the gap in their coverage ran all the way from Port Everglades last night until I walked into this hotel complex today, as Frank’s pictures had implied.
  He smiled, seemingly accepting my reticence. He didn’t care about my badge; he just wanted me to agree to dinner, to move his sales pitch to the next level. He said, “Listen, personally I find it resourceful of you. I was just curious. I’d guess you hacked it online. That’s how we’d do it. Don’t worry, that kind of ingenuity is very highly regarded in my department. But the DHS and the FBI…let me tell you, they go ballistic over things like expats slipping back into the country and assuming false identities. So be careful. You can’t be useful to us if you wind up getting yourself arrested. You get dragged in by the DHS, and there’s nothing I can do for you after that. They have their own protocols to follow, and it can be a real meat grinder.”
 


 ****
 
 Frank was a likable man. After each of my little digs, he’d returned with another pleasant offer or suggestion. I found it difficult to keep my armor all the way up. I began to believe in his sincerity, a little, and that scared me more than anything else. I wasn’t buying a timeshare condo or a used car here. This was serious, like agreeing to work for the mob. Once in, never out. The handcuff ratchets worked one way: tighter.
  “So, besides getting the IRS off my case—I mean like getting my tax file permanently deleted, with guarantees in writing signed by real people with the proper authority—what else is in it for me? What about payment for my time and expenses, and so on? And I won’t ever use my own boat for anything operational.”
  “We can talk about that later. Let’s take it a step at a time. So, yes to dinner?” He had difficulty hiding his smile, probably believing that I was slowly caving in and taking the first step to ultimate agreement.
  “I’ll have to think about it, Frank. Maybe dinner. Maybe.” I had to give him a definite maybe to get out of his range. I didn’t want to meet any other federal agents ‘down the block’ after backhanding him with a firm refusal. But there was no way I was going to work for any part of any government. Never again. Not in this life, not on this planet.
  “I’ll take a maybe for now. I’m not in a position to make promises today anyway. It has to be kicked around, your status and compensation and so forth. Believe it or not, this initial meeting really was my idea. There’s every reason to think that the various parties will be favorably disposed, since I’ll be speaking on your behalf. I’ll contact you. What’s your number?”
  “I don’t have a number.” I stopped there. I hoped he had no way of detecting the phone in my pocket. I knew that every tiny detail about my life that I uttered to him would go into my master file somewhere. My opsec-minded goal was to break contact with him without telling him anything of significance he didn’t already know. My emotional, optimistic side wanted to tell him about a girl being held prisoner on a megayacht by a twisted millionaire just a few miles away. Quid pro quo could begin today. But I had just met this Frank Bloomfield. For all I knew, he was working for Richard Prechter, or a drug cartel, or a foreign intelligence service.
  “No cell phone? What, are you a technophobe or something?”
  My new phone was turned on, and I wondered if his smart phone had captured its number and contacts. There were some spooky smart phone apps for exactly that. We were sitting only a yard apart. I had even held his damn i-phone just a few inches from my own cell, with a mere layer of cloth separating them. Stupid! They might as well have been connected by a cable. I said, “I only hate the technology that lets you follow me around and listen to every damn word I say.”  
  He ignored this comment and moved on. “Well, where are you staying? How do people get in touch with you?”
  “By VHF radio, mostly.”
  “Be serious, Dan.”
  “I am serious.”
  “We can find out.”
  “I know you can. So find out.” I wasn’t going to volunteer to put their collar around my neck. They’d have to work for it. Expend the resources. I guessed that even the CIA wouldn’t have unlimited manpower in South Florida, and they wouldn’t request help from the FBI or local law enforcement while stomping around inside one of the fifty states. Or did the CIA operate freely on American soil now?
  All the federal agencies try to give off an aura of omnipotence, which usually causes the subjects of their attention to roll over and comply with every demand. But in reality, assuming he was CIA, how big was Frank Bloomfield’s local office? Actual boots on the ground. How many chiefs, how many Indians? Enough troops to put a tail on me? Perhaps yes, perhaps no. But physical surveillance meant less and less in the digital world, where most of us emitted a digital scent and left an electronic trail through the overlapping web of security cameras.
  Frank’s department probably had some offices under proprietary business cover in the Miami area. Maybe there really was a Southern Maritime Associates. I guessed that I wasn’t very important to them. I was just a mildly interesting prospect, with just enough potential usefulness for Frank Bloomfield to make this initial recruitment pitch. If this meeting had departmental pre-approval, more than likely he wouldn’t have come alone. Something more impressive would have been arranged for our first chat. But either way, big effort or small, I was on their radar. That was an incontrovertible fact.
  He waited patiently, then asked again. “Dan, we really want you to do this job for us. It’s only one operation, and then we’ll see where it goes from there.”
  I was in a box, feeling the steel door closing. I stared at the southbound tanker, now almost out of sight. “You know, Frank, I remember when this was a free country. I was just a kid, but I remember.”
  “I do too, better than you. But what can we do about it? Nothing. We have to live in the real world. So, when can you do dinner and meet some of the team?”
  “I have a previous commitment, and I’ll be busy for a few days.”
  “Today’s Friday. How about next Monday, by close of business?” A Southern Maritime card appeared in his hand. He jotted a number on the back. “Be in touch. This is going to work for both of us. Believe me, it’s a win-win proposition—and good for your country too.”
  I took the card and dropped it next to the senator’s in my jacket pocket. Too much serendipity was breaking out on all sides, and I wasn’t buying any of it. So, who had tipped him to my Florida itinerary? Harry Allan had heard me mention Topaz, which would lead to TPS and Prechter. Harry Allan and Yance Mabrey both knew that I planned to use a tracker beacon after I smuggled myself into South Florida. Then there were Mike and Sharon Delaney…and Kelly Urbanzik. And Brooke Tierstadt. Only Nick Galloway was above suspicion. Well, almost. After all, this entire ball had started rolling when he’d approached Rebel Yell on his red inflatable the evening after Cori left. If not for Nick, I would still be aboard Rebel Yell at anchor, putting Cori Vargas out of my mind.
  “Just think it over, then call that number and we’ll set up dinner. Or lunch—your choice, anywhere in South Florida.” We rose together and shook hands again. Then he turned and was quickly lost from sight among the aisle walkers. I sat back down on the bench facing away from the hall, staring through the giant windows across the swimming pools and the boardwalk and the waves rolling onto the beach. Then I took out my phone and turned it off. Just a few hours after getting it and already I couldn’t trust the damn thing. For all I knew, every call passing through its microchip brain would now be forwarded to Frank’s office, my every movement tracked. Every conversation overheard. Turning it off wasn’t enough. I slid the back panel open and popped out the battery pack, slim as a wafer biscuit.  



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



13
 A few minutes before eleven I was in the main concourse
heading toward the Dazzle Room. It was accessed by two sets of open double doors, one on each side of the back of the room. My eyes were on hyper-scan as I passed the wide openings, always trying to see before being seen. Whether in war or in this type of combat, the one who sees the other first is able to shape the battlefield and will usually prevail. It is better to ambush than to be ambushed. It is better to spot the enemy sniper before the enemy sniper spots you.
  A lot better.
  The earlier lecture was over, and during the interim folks were entering and leaving or milling about in small groups chatting. There were too many people moving about and facing in every direction to be sure of seeing everyone. I walked past both entrances, got a drink at a water fountain, scanned both directions of the concourse again, then doubled back and entered the Dazzle Room. It was about sixty yards on a side, with the same high ceiling as the exhibit hall. The wall across from the two entrances supported a stage and a podium. Between the entrance doors on the back of the room and the stage, several hundred padded chairs were grouped in rows and aisles. Some individuals and small groups were still seated, evidently remaining from lecture to lecture. Those who were leaving merged and mingled with those entering.
  The perimeter walls were taken up by more of those long hotel banquet tables covered in white linen. The tables contained coffee tureens, snack trays, brochure racks and free magazines. Many people worked at their laptops and other electronic screens, oblivious to what went on around them in the primitive analog world of the living and breathing.
  I was searching for my two known enemy faces. I stood near the back right corner, the corner nearest the concourse exit. Almost immediately I noticed Mr. Personality to the left of the stage, all the way diagonally across the room from me. Richard Prechter, PhD, with a small circle of people around him. I watched him intermittently without neglecting to scan the rest of the room for nasty surprises. Then I saw my other nemesis across the crowded room, by himself and heading toward the stage. He must have just come in through the other entrance.
  Trevor Ridley. Even from two hundred feet I recognized his ruddy English face. He needed a haircut and some work with a brush, or maybe he was having a bad-hair day. I counted my blessings for my recent trim and styling makeover, key parts of my disguise. He was wearing a white dress shirt and dark slacks. The long sleeves and high collar would conceal his thuggish tattoos. Ridley was smart enough not to have marked himself above the neck or on his hands, which enabled him to pass in polite circles.  
  He continued straight toward the front of the room and gave some kind of signal to Prechter, who said something to the knot of people around him and walked toward Ridley. In a few seconds the two men were ensconced near the corner of the room. Ridley was a few inches taller than his boss, and built like a weight lifter. I couldn’t see them every moment, too many people were moving between us, but I had the main advantage. I knew I was looking at them, and they didn’t even know I was in Miami—I hoped.  
  Another man joined them. He was wearing a dark suit and tie. Hispanic or Asian, between Ridley and Prechter in height. The three heads were close together for a minute as they conferred, Prechter making emphatic hand gestures. Ridley had a conference badge clipped to a shirt pocket. Had he just been called in from Topaz to solve a problem for his boss? Take care of a loose end? In addition to seeing me with Cori at the patio party in George Town exactly one week before, maybe Prechter had also heard my voice. He might have called Ridley to come in and make a visual confirmation. The third guy could have been another of Prechter’s underlings, or just temporary help.  
  Maybe Prechter had been given definite knowledge of my presence at the RASE convention. Frank Bloomfield had found me, so who else knew I was in town? If Prechter was on to me, he would be able to give a very detailed and up-to-date description to his henchmen, including my clothes, glasses and hairstyle. The name Marcus Garnet pinned to my lapel now felt more like a flashing beacon than conference camouflage. I pulled it off and pocketed it.
  Ridley and the new man left their boss and split apart. Ridley walked across the front of the room, passing the stage, methodically scanning the crowd. The guy in the dark suit walked toward the far bank of exit doors, also scanning. Prechter’s two men were walking apart at right angles to search and clear the entire room. At the opposite corners they would cross back toward each other and close the box in a classic pincer movement.  
  But who else might already be waiting outside in the concourse? Were these two goons merely working as intentionally visible beaters, spurring me to move from their hammer toward an anvil being set up elsewhere? Was Richard Prechter able to tap into the resource of Senator Sanchez’s protection detail to ferret me out? What about the Fontainebleau’s security department, with its hundreds of video cameras? They could be spreading an electronic search net around me even now. A net with pistols and handcuffs waiting at each exit.  
  What more could be gained here at the conference? Nothing that I could see, except further mission compromise. Above all, I couldn’t hand my enemies a confirmed Dan Kilmer sighting. If they were working off hunches and guesswork, then the best thing for Marcus Garnet would be to simply disappear. It was a big convention involving several thousand people moving between a dozen halls within a major hotel complex. If they didn’t see Mr. Garnet again, it would really mean nothing. Let them wonder who he was, or was not.
  The man working in tandem with Ridley was not Hispanic, I could see that now. He was Eurasian, or possibly Indonesian. Short-cropped black hair, clean-shaved, slim and fit-looking, late twenties. Could have been a grad student, or a military junior officer; that intense, focused look was there. Maybe he was a military reservist working private security contractor gigs between TADs, temporary active duties. Or maybe he was just a young man of mixed ancestry who was into conservative grooming standards, and I was projecting all the rest.
  The Eurasian left the Dazzle Room through the other exit. When I left the room, Ridley was in the front right corner, opposite my exit and scanning up the aisle toward me. I tailgated along behind a small group of strangers. From the corner of my eye I saw the Eurasian man posted in the middle of the concourse by the other exit from the Dazzle Room. I walked quickly, getting ahead of the group I’d used for cover. A kiosk at the side of the concourse was selling designer eyewear and had several mirrors. I paused as if browsing and looked behind me. I saw Ridley coming out of the Dazzle Room through the exit I had just used, easily identifiable in his white shirt with the long sleeves rolled down. The Eurasian in the dark suit was scurrying to catch up to him. Both men were unquestionably on my tail. It was seriously time for Marcus Garnet to evaporate.  
  Hurried down the escalator to the main lobby floor, then down another hall toward the swimming pools and the beach. Glanced back the way I had come and saw Ridley and the Eurasian a hundred feet behind, almost running. Turned a corner, and the new hall became a mini-mall selling thousand-dollar T-shirts, designer bikinis and Chanel No. 5. Zigzagged through connecting halls past a noisy bistro restaurant, to a small secondary lobby on the ocean side of the hotel. Away from the wall of windows facing the swimming pools and the beach was a men’s lavatory.  
  This mini-lobby had outlets and exits in five or six directions, leading to gift shops, another restaurant, a nightclub, a fitness room and outside to the swimming pools. I was at least one turn ahead of Ridley and the Eurasian, and I ducked into the lavatory. Straight into a stall, my third time today. It was a dangerous move, impulsive, maybe fatally stupid.  
  If Ridley had already posted other watchers ahead of me, they would quickly check my possible hiding places, and the men’s room would be near the top of the list. Even now they could be preparing to storm inside with guns drawn, and if that happened, I would be trapped like a rat, soon to be a dead rat. Or Ridley and the Eurasian might be working without any other support elements. In that case one of them would logically be posted outside near the intersection of corridors, instead of both of them choosing random bolt-holes to run down, thereby risking losing the rabbit for good.
  My valise was smooth brown cowhide, Mexican, hand-worked and custom made to my specifications, a little larger than a briefcase. When empty it was quite thin, yet it could widen to easily carry a change of clothes. Off went my convention outfit. On went a green-and-white Hawaiian shirt, tan shorts that could have been swim trunks, and sandals. Next my dark curly-haired wig, and on top a wide-brimmed canvas sun hat. Lastly, aviator sunglasses with gold frames and very dark lenses. My loafers went into the valise first, and then my quickly folded clothes. My leather valise fit nicely into my new black canvas swag bag, and my transformation was complete. It bulged as if it contained the expected beach towel and other gear of somebody on his way to the pool.
  I waited in the stall until I heard a gaggle of voices at the sinks. Some young men speaking a foreign tongue, German or Dutch. I left the stall and washed my hands, then walked out with them. A father and presumably his two teenage sons, all tall. They were returning to the pool area through the glass doors across from the bathroom. I walked a step behind them in my under-six-foot slouch. You can alter your appearance, but it’s harder to alter your height, and men over six feet tall make up a manageable subset of the population for watchers to screen very carefully. But in the end you have to trust your camouflage and go.  
  Glancing to the left while barely moving my head I saw Trevor Ridley a dozen yards away, slowly turning around in the connecting passage to the shops and restaurants. The standard Bluetooth was in his ear, he was staying connected, but his back was to me as I scooted across the hallway with the European family. He was searching for somebody who no longer existed while I left the building.  
 


 ****
 
 The swimming pools were indeed magnificent, as Kelly had said. There were curved interconnecting pools on several levels, with waterfalls between them. Towering royal palms. A steel drum band on a small stage. Elaborate tiki bars and waiters in white uniforms carrying trays of drinks at a brisk pace. A place I would have loved to share with Cori for an afternoon. I’d seen nothing remotely like it since Brazil. The Fontainebleau was a first-class operation, even by the first-world standards of Miami Beach.
  Past the final pool, past the lawn trimmed as finely as a putting green and up a few steps and I was on the elevated Miami Beach boardwalk. A glance behind as I descended the matching steps on the other side to the sand showed no Trevor Ridley, no Eurasian man. I was just a tourist in a big hat, a loud shirt and tan swim trunks, carrying a black canvas tote bag. A hundred yards of white sand ran to the lazy surf, each wavelet turning over at the shore like an elderly dachshund doing a final trick. Sandals went off and into my bag. 
  Supine girls were displaying their bare breasts to the sun as I trudged up the wet sand toward the north, my shirt open. I was one of countless thousands of sun worshippers, beach-combers and seekers of the opposite sex (or the same sex), from at least four continents, occupying those hundred acres of Miami Beach. Unremarkable in any way.
  From within a colorful forest of rented beach umbrellas I paused to give a good scan in all directions. No pursuit. I looked up at a biplane dragging a banner advertising a nightclub dance contest en español. No UAVs, but you couldn’t see them anyway. I sat on the sand, my canvas bag between my knees, dug out my new cell phone, and mated it once again with its battery. Once it booted up I clicked on the N, and Nick answered on the third ring.
  “Yo.”
  “I’m done here.”
  “What about the lecture?”
  “Not today. I decided to hit the beach instead. I’ll tell you all about it. I’ll be at the Coconut in five minutes.”
  “Um, five minutes?” I heard Kelly’s voice in the background but couldn’t make out the words. Nick said, “I think we need twenty. Maybe longer. Depends on traffic.”
  “Where are you?”
  “Actually, right now we’re in the drive-through lane at a Burger King. Is it an emergency? Should we bolt out of line?”
  “No. Just get here as soon as you can.”
  “We tried to call but you, but your phone was out of service,” he explained.
  “When?”
  “A few minutes ago.”
  “All right, I’ll see you at the Coconut in twenty.”
  “Roger, out.”  
  I snapped the phone closed and removed the battery again. Had Frank Bloomfield or his office just heard the call? No way to know. A Frisbee landed near my feet, and I tossed it back to a teenage girl clad in a black bikini and a gold belly button pendant. She caught it one-handed and said merci, then turned smartly back toward her friends with a flip of her hair. Walked past the Eden Roc and turned away from the ocean.
  I traded a hundred-dollar bill for a cold twenty-ounce bottle of imitation Gatorade and two soft pretzels from a push-cart vendor working the public parking lot. At eleven-forty I was standing in the shade and studying a free tourist map when the GTI turned off Collins. Kelly swung the car in a wide half circle and stopped, facing back out. Proud of my tourist disguise, I let them look around for a minute before I walked over to the car. I was almost ready to put my hand on the door when Nick finally recognized me and opened it first. He stepped out without a word and climbed into the backseat. I handed him my black canvas bag and my beach hat, sat down and buckled up. 
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 Kelly said, “Nice wig. I had no idea it was you.”
  “Thanks.” I pulled it off, shoved it in my daypack, gave my head a good scratching, and finger-combed my hair back.
  “Which way? North or south?”
  “South. But first take the batteries out of your phones.”  
  “Why?” she asked. “These phones are safe.”
  “We’re together, so we don’t need them powered up. Why take a chance? All they can do now is work as trackers. And turn off the SunPass until we need it again.” If Frank Bloomfield had captured our cell numbers, his people would learn our direction of travel if we left the parking lot while they were still on. Then his electronic surveillance programs might co-locate our three phones with the SunPass, and he’d have that to track us by as well. Or maybe he already had my Orbcom or the SunPass under watch and removing the cell phone batteries was a pointless gesture. For the time being, I decided to say nothing of my unexpected encounter with the spook. Maybe I’d tell them about it later, when the mission was over. It would just be a distraction now.
  Kelly said, “You’re sounding mighty paranoid.” But she grabbed her phone and extracted the battery, then dropped them into her leather purse. I heard similar snapping noises in the backseat. Once their phones were neutered, she turned left on Collins Avenue. We passed in front of the Fontainebleau, retracing our route of a few hours before.
  I sank into the bucket seat, my head back against the headrest. The car still smelled of fast food, but no wrappers or cups were in evidence. They had already gotten rid of the paper and plastic evidence, no doubt out of consideration for me.
  Kelly must have been on my wavelength, or maybe she caught my sniffing and looking about the car. “We’d already ordered when you called, or we would have gotten you something.”
  “No problem, I just had something while I was waiting.”
  “So why’d you leave the conference early?” Nick asked.
  “Because I ran into Richard Prechter face-to-face, and then a half hour later Trevor Ridley showed up. It looked like he had been brought there to ID me. That was my take on it, anyway.”
  Nick said, “You mean Prechter recognized you?”
  “It’s possible. Yeah, I think so. But I’m not sure.”
  I heard a loud sigh behind me, Nick audibly venting frustration. My visit to the RASE Conference had not ended on a positive note. My presence in Miami might have been known to my enemies. It certainly was known to Frank Bloomfield and whatever government agency he represented.  
  “But he might have made you?” Kelly asked.
  “He might have.”
  “So, how does that change things?”
  “It might make Prechter more careful. It might cause him to move up his plans, or change them altogether. We can only guess.”
  “Just what we need,” Nick grumbled. “A tougher mission. As if it wasn’t tough enough already.”
  What he said was true, but I had also learned some valuable information, and I’d received an invitation to a party that Prechter would be attending. I decided to save this news for later. It could keep. I had my own questions for Nick and Kelly. “So, where were you guys? I called you for a pickup and you were twenty minutes out. Where were you, back on the mainland?”
  “Here’s what happened,” said Nick. “After we called you from the condo, we drove back across the MacArthur Causeway. We were going to try to find a place to park where we could see the end of Hibiscus Isle. But we couldn’t see Topaz or Prechter’s house from any angle down at ground level, so it wasn’t even worth trying a bogus breakdown or any other way to stop that would be believable. And not with guns in the car anyway. The police would have been all over us if we tried anything cute like that. So we kept driving.”
  Kelly said, “It was really just a matter of pure luck. We saw a truck coming over the bridge from Palm Isle to the causeway. It was pulling a trailer with a pair of waverunners on it. It was stopped at the red light at the end of the bridge, and we got a perfect view of the waverunners.”
  “I’m positive they were from Topaz,” said Nick. “They’re the exact same turquoise color. I’m sure of it. The truck had a little crane on the back. It was easy to follow because of the crane, so we didn’t have to stay right behind it. It went about a mile up Biscayne Boulevard, then over 36th Street toward the airport.”
  “You followed it?” I was a little miffed. “You dropped the Topaz recon to follow a truck?”
  “The recon on Topaz was going nowhere. We could only see Topaz from up on the condo, and that was a one-shot deal. From street level you can’t see Hibiscus Isle, much less Topaz. So we took a chance and we followed the truck and the waverunners.”
  “So what happened?”
  Kelly continued the account. “There’s a boat warehouse place out there, mostly ski boats and waverunners. Trailer stuff. They have a big storage lot. It’s right next to the highway, and a lot of the boats had shrink-wrap plastic on them, like they just came from the factory. Anyway, that’s where the waverunners went.”
  “Why didn’t you call me, at least? Who made that decision?” 
 “We both did,” Kelly said rather heatedly. “It was only logical. We had an idea, which we turned into a plan. And we didn’t want you to shoot it down, because you weren’t there and couldn’t see how good it was. We knew you wouldn’t leave before Prechter’s speech was over, so we thought we had that much time at least. So, do you want to hear what we did? Or do you just want to rag on our asses for showing some initiative?”  
  She had me there. “Okay. What did you do?”
  Nick said, “We put the satellite tracker inside one of the waverunners.”
  “You did? And you’re assuming the waverunners are going back onto Topaz? How did you know they weren’t selling them? Getting rid of them, or maybe trading them in?”
  Kelly said, “No, that wasn’t what was happening. We’re not stupid, Dan. The waverunners were going in for a quick tune-up. The mechanic told us so himself. Look, we made a decision. We saw a shot, and we took it. I thought you’d actually be happy! The waverunners are going back to Topaz, and the tracker will be on board.”
  It was obviously a done deal, so there was nothing to do except roll with their fait accompli. I could rebuke them for operating outside of their instructions, but what purpose would that serve? That might be a fast way to pare my team down from three members to one tall guy without a car, standing on the sidewalk with a couple of bags. “Okay, so tell me how it went down.”
  Nick said, “We watched him back the trailer into their shop area, and after a few minutes we went into their office on the front side of the building, where their showroom is. Mostly they’re selling outboard motorboats and waverunners. Big outboards, like 250-horsepower jobs. Anyway, we faked like we were interested in buying a used waverunner. The old guy in the office really didn’t want to be waiting on us, he was more like an office manager, but he didn’t chase us away either. Then we sort of wandered from the showroom back into the shop area that opened into the back. That’s where they had some used waverunners for sale. Just one mechanic in back, and he didn’t care. He was the same guy who drove the truck. The two waverunners from Topaz were still on the trailer, but they were opened up. You know, the seats come off so the mechanics can get at everything. Kelly was great; she knew just the right questions to ask. Not too pushy, just real interested.”
  She said, “We told the mechanic that it would be a good chance to learn about waverunners while these two were open for servicing. You know, is it smarter to buy a new one or a used one, what features to look for, what wears out or gets ruined, that kind of thing. Apparently, waverunners get put away salty a lot and it really tears them up. So the waverunners from Topaz were in bad shape. One wouldn’t even start, but he said it was easy to fix. New electrical harnesses, new computer modules and stuff like that. The main thing we learned was that he has to get them fixed up and have them back where they came from ASAP, no ifs, ands or buts. He had to get some stuff from the parts room, and Nick put the tracker in while he was out of sight.”  
  “So where is it, exactly?”
  Nick said, “On the left side of the motor—but you can’t see it. I reached way down and shoved it out to the side. The engine is narrow, it just fits under the seat. But the boat is a lot wider down at the bottom. The hull sticks out there to make the foot rests. I stuck it out as far as I could reach. There’s nothing over it but a quarter inch of fiberglass, and you’d need a mirror to find it.”
  “And you turned it on before you put it in there forever?”
  “Of course I did. I’m not a complete moron, Dan.”
  Now I’d insulted Nick’s intelligence and pissed him off. Still, I wasn’t convinced that their renegade mission had been worth it. “The waverunners are kept inside of Topaz’s boat garage. That’s a lot of material between the tracker and the sky.”
  He replied, “Topaz is made of composite, not metal. Remember what Yance Mabrey said back in West End?”
  “Yeah, I remember, but the signal has to get out of the waverunner and through Topaz’s hull. And it only has an internal antenna.”
  Nick said, “The tracker only beeps once an hour, so it’s probably a pretty strong signal. It was made to go on high-value cargo, so it’s got to be powerful.”
  “So now what?” asked Kelly.
  A new concept came to me in a flash. “New plan. Back to the waverunner place. We have to get there before the truck leaves the shop.” 
  “Why?” said Nick. “The tracker is on the waverunner, and in a few hours the waverunner will be on Topaz. So what’s the problem?”
  “That’s not the point. We’re going to hijack the waverunner truck and drive it right onto Hibiscus Isle. Right up to Prechter’s house. Hell, right up to his dock! The truck is approved already because it was just on the island. So we’ll drive it instead of your buddy the mechanic, and that gets us straight to Topaz.” In my mind, we were already boarding Topaz and rescuing Cori. What a genius I was!
  Kelly reached over to the GPS, and in a few clicks our new destination was the Miami Boat Depot. I removed the Glock from the door, fit it into its plastic concealment holster from my pack, and worked it under my belt and pants on the right side. My Hawaiian shirt would hide it from anything short of a pat-down or a metal detector.
  I said, “If we hijack that truck, we’re as good as on Topaz. Then we take care of Prechter and Ridley, find Cori, and get the hell out of Dodge.”
  “What if she’s not on the boat?” asked Kelly.
  “Then she’s probably in his mansion. He’s not going to take her on a tour of Miami. We get on their island, we get inside their perimeter, and we can take them down. We can do this. Piece of cake.”
  Kelly glanced at her wristwatch and said, “Do you know what time it is?”
  “I know, it’s time to check the Orbcom.” It was almost noon. I unzipped my daypack, slid out the unit and installed its battery pack. The satcom text transceiver was the size of a brick and made of black plastic, with a keyboard and small screen.  
  She asked, “Why does the tracker send a location only once an hour? Why isn’t it continuous?”
  “Battery power. It’ll last for six months when it’s set for once an hour. It was already set that way when I got it. It’s a sealed unit, and I couldn’t change it.”
  Nick muttered, “This Cori Vargas rescue better not take six months.”
  The Orbcom screen lit up. I checked for new messages; there were none. A few seconds after 12:00:00 rolled over, a message icon told me I had mail. The subject line was the tracking unit’s twenty-digit account number. The body of the message was just a latitude, a longitude and the time.  
 I grabbed the GPS from its cradle on the dash and clicked through menus until I found the coordinates for the Miami Boat Depot. They matched the position on my Orbcom. I said, “Well, the waverunners are still at the shop. You wanted to show us what this GTI can do in traffic, right? So show us—just don’t get pulled over.”
  We were coming back down the high bridge into mainland Miami. Kelly said, “The waverunner truck didn’t take 95 to get to the shop, it took Biscayne Boulevard to 36th Street. We can save maybe ten minutes if we take the highways instead.”
  “No, he’ll probably come back the same way he went. If we take the highways, we might miss him. What time did he get to the boat place?”
  “Around ten fifteen.” She glanced at the time on the car radio’s display. “Almost two hours ago. It’s probably still there—even if it’s a rush order.”
  I looked at the GPS, the paper map, and ahead at the over-head signs. “The right lane turns into 13th Street, and that goes into Biscayne.”
  “I know, that’s how we did it before.” She decelerated from highway speed and made the turn on a yellow light. A mile and a half up Biscayne, we turned left on 36th Street. Less than two miles to go. A Metrorail commuter train on an enormous cement monorail track whirred overhead as we passed 12th Avenue. No union strikers blocking the roads, no homeless camps, no beggars wading into traffic at red lights. The five-lane street was lined with warehouses, apartments and outlet stores up to the corner at each cross street. As we neared the airport, the buildings became lower and more widely spaced. One mile to go. Traffic was not gridlocked, but it was not flowing freely and we were stopped by several long red lights.  
  The visible standard of living dropped a level at each major intersection. Away from Biscayne Boulevard, Miami was roughly comparable to Rio, Caracas or a dozen other South American cities. But for all that, a sense of order prevailed. Here in workaday Miami the trash was still being picked up. Packages were being delivered by UPS and FedEx. Life went on, even on the lower rungs of the socioeconomic ladder. Under Chief Romeiro the Metrorail was running on time and it wasn’t covered with graffiti.
 


 ****
 
 At last we were within a few blocks of the Miami Boat Depot. The next major intersection was where we would make our turn. We were in the right lane waiting for the traffic signal to turn green when a flatbed towing a trailer crossed directly in front of us and turned left to head back on 36th Street. The turquoise jet skis on the trailer left no room for doubt. Both side windows on the truck were open, only the driver was visible in the cab.  
  Kelly pounded the wheel with both hands. “That’s it! We just missed them!” The waverunners were already head-ing east, and we were trapped at a red light and facing west.


  The truck was out of sight before the light finally turned green. The cars ahead of us and in the left lane proceeded at zombie speed, prolonging our torment. Kelly finally slipped through the intersection, forced her way to the inside lane and fishtailed while hooking the U-turn. We were just in time to catch the same red light again, on the other side. We were forced to wait while the little crane on the back of the Miami Boat Depot truck disappeared.  
  Then it was green and we were through the light, but still trapped in slow-moving traffic. Kelly drove through the next yellow light as it went red, but we saw no police and she kept the gas pedal down while weaving through traffic. She braked hard for another unavoidable red light, and I was thrust forward against my seatbelt. When it turned green, she moved to the front of the pack of cars with frequent lane changes, and in a minute we shot back under the elevated Metrorail and then beneath I-95’s concrete flyways. 
 When we emerged from beneath the interstate, I saw the truck’s utility crane. “Two blocks up, see it?”
  Kelly said, “I see it. So, what’s the new plan?”
  “Get behind them at a red light. I’ll handle it from there.”
  “Handle it?” she asked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
  “I’ll still hijack the truck, and then we’ll drive it onto Hibiscus Isle. Same plan as before.”
  “You’ll hijack the truck at a red light?”
  “You have a better idea? Yes, I’ll take over the truck at a traffic light. I can do it, you have to trust me. It’ll look like I’m just a friend of the driver who’s getting in. His windows are down; I’ll just unlock the passenger door and get in before he can even say perdóname. Really, it’ll work. I’ve done it. Just get behind him in traffic, and I’ll do the rest. Then I’ll make him pull the truck over, Nick will get in with me, and we’ll drive to Hibiscus Isle and find Cori.”
  Kelly said, “You’re not going to do anything to the driver, are you?”
  “I’m not planning to. We’ll leave him somewhere safe when it’s over.”
  She shook her head. “That’s crazy, Dan. Crazy!”
  “It’s not crazy. I can do it. I’ve done it before.” Traffic was growing more congested ahead of us, slowing down and piling up as 36th Street approached North Miami Avenue. “We have to be right behind him.”
  “I’m doing my best, Dan.”
  “You’ll catch him on the next block.” We were rapidly making up the lost distance, until we were only a half-dozen vehicle lengths behind the waverunners. We were past North Miami Avenue when the traffic signal ahead of us at Second Avenue turned red, and immediately from the right there appeared a double row of police cars and SUVs rolling through the intersection. They formed a solid line all the way across 36th Street, a blockade with a hundred flashing red and blue lights. The truck’s little crane disappeared on the other side of the wall of law enforcement vehicles.
  “What the hell?” I exclaimed.  
  Kelly just said, “Welcome to Florida’s safest metropolitan area.”
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 Scores of law enforcement officers were climbing out of the dozens of vehicles now blockading the intersection, like infantry dismounting from APCs. I even saw a German shepherd K-9 springing from the back of an SUV with its handler. The police all carried carbines like our old M-4s, dangling barrel-down from one-point slings. Each carbine had a compact red-dot optical sight on the top rail. Aimpoints, by the look of them, not unlike the one on my Kalashnikov back on Rebel Yell. The cops were all wearing brown armor vests with extra ammo magazines, radios and all the rest of their military and law enforcement gear.  
  While my eyes were pulled to the amazing spectacle in front, Nick was still watching six as our rear security. He reported, “They’re blocking off Miami Avenue. What’s going on?” I checked my side mirror. Another line of police cars and trucks was all the way across the five lanes of 36th Street a block behind us. 

  “Chill out, guys,” said Kelly. “They’re not looking for us. They do this all the time in Dade County. It’s a show of force operation. Sort of like a law enforcement flash-mob. They call it a Blockdown. They put a whole block on lockdown, get it? I never saw it happen in person, but it’s on TV all the time. Everybody knows the Miami-Dade police can put forty or fifty cops into a neighborhood in like nothing flat. They even have a reality TV show. Sometimes Ray Romeiro comes out. They want people to see it and think it can happen anywhere, anytime. It deters crime in a major way.”
  Nick said, “A police state is a safe state.”
  “Don’t knock it,” Kelly replied. “At least you can still drive around Dade County, thanks to Chief Ray. Anyway, it’s better than getting carjacked and murdered up in Broward County.”


  I studied them as they formed up in squads. Under their tactical vests the Miami-Dade cops were wearing tan short-sleeve shirts with departmental patches on the shoulders. Their trousers were brown, with contrasting tan stripes on the sides. Regular police uniforms. Their brown vests were cut high to ride above the normal police belts holding their standard pistols, Tasers and handcuffs.  
 The police all looked top-heavy, artificially puffed up from wearing layers of soft and hard body armor both inside and outside their uniform shirts. The tactical vests that carried the hard rifle plates bulged even more with extra ammunition magazines and other gear in innumerable pouches attached to every available square inch. But their helmets were the most unsettling part of their appearance. They looked like GI-surplus Kevlar brain buckets, but they were refinished in gleaming gold. Was this the America that I remembered? No, it was definitely someplace very different.  
  The riflemen formed up in pairs and began walking down the driver’s sides of their assigned lanes of cars, pausing to eyeball one trapped vehicle at a time. The pairs moved out at staggered intervals. They were keeping their arcs of fire clear and avoiding cross-fire situations. This indicated either a high level of training or military infantry backgrounds. Or both. For sure, this wasn’t their first time doing an urban traffic cordon and search.  
  These cops probably kept their helmets and tactical vests in their patrol car trunks. I guessed that they had all suited up at a staging area someplace nearby, and then arranged their vehicles to roll out in a carefully planned sequence. More of the armor-plated riflemen-cops spread themselves out on both sidewalks. I supposed they were positioned to discourage anyone from bolting from a car and fleeing on foot.  
  Over the next few minutes the pairs worked their way toward us. A few cars ahead of us I saw one of the up-armored policemen speaking to somebody in an SUV. I guessed that in each buddy pair there was at least one speaker of English and one of Spanish to minimize language difficulties. The cop took a device that looked like an orange smoke alarm or small Frisbee from his vest and placed it on the roof of the vehicle. By his lips and body language I could tell that he was explaining something to the occupants of the SUV, or giving them orders. The disc began to blink; there was a red strobe light on top.  
  The pair of cops handling the right lane of traffic walked toward us between the rows of cars, speaking with the drivers and checking IDs. One of those right-lane cops placed another orange disc on the roof of a white Lexus just two cars in front of us. 
  I said, “Talk to me, Kelly. What’s going on?”
  “They’ll take the cars with the lights for secondary screening—a full-out search and background check. Fingerprints, retinal scans, all of it. I think mostly they’re looking for gang tats. They want to keep the criminal element out of downtown Miami.”
  “What about the strobes?”
  “It’s an electromagnet. I saw it on TV. When they’re activated, you can’t pry them off without a crowbar. It has a GPS tracker too, so it’s not just the strobe light. Basically they help people decide not to make a run for it in their cars, because everybody knows you can’t get away no matter what. It’s a control mechanism. It would take too long to search every car on the block right here. So they just put on some strobes and let everybody else go.”
  Nick muttered, “Just like tagging sheep. And you know where they wind up.”
  Kelly said, “Okay guys. Get your licenses out.”
  This was new for me, after my years abroad. “Everybody in the car has to show ID now?”
  She shrugged. “Didn’t we always?”
  “No,” I replied. “We didn’t always.” I examined the counterfeit Oregon driver’s license Kelly had created for me. It was only meant to be flashed to a bored rent-a-cop at the Fontainebleau, and it had never been tested. “How good is this thing?”
  “I don’t know,” she said. “I never saw a real one. Looks good to me. Except the holograms and the little shiny things kind of suck, cause they’re just 2-D instead of 3-D.”
  I asked her, “What if they scan it, or swipe the magnetic strip?”
  She smiled at me nervously. “Well, then we’re basically screwed.”
  I heard rotor blades above, leaned out just a bit and saw a green-and-white helicopter about five hundred feet up. The message was crystal: no car could escape the all-seeing eye in the sky, especially not with a blinking strobe stuck to its roof and surrounded by fifty riflemen. So surrender, and submit to your fate. You are already under arrest; we just haven’t slapped the handcuffs on yet. The penitentiary wall is already around you, you just can’t see it. So we’re here to remind you that you are not free to go.
  The riflemen-cops checking our lane finished with the Lexus and then stopped alongside the silver BMW immediately ahead of us. I could see the driver’s ID being passed to a cop for close inspection and scanning with some kind of a smart pad. I tried to guess the criteria they were using for selecting which cars to strobe. If we were strobed, we were finished.  
  The cop turned to his partner and was handed another light. The orange disc was about six inches in diameter, with a sharp edge to make removing it with fingers impossible. The police officer slowly shook his head “no” to the occupants of the car. I couldn’t see or hear the driver’s side of the exchange, but the officer activated the strobe with a key and placed it on the center of the Beemer’s roof. Then the cop made some annotations on his smart screen while he chatted with someone who was obviously elsewhere. His screen was attached to his vest with a bungee lanyard; when he didn’t need it, he would just let it dangle or slide it into its pouch. No doubt if he wanted to, he could also see the color video streaming down from the chopper orbiting above us. Fifty riflemen, interconnected this way like a single organism with a hundred eyes and one controlling brain, were a formidable fighting force. A flash-mob of SWAT cops, like Kelly said. And they owned us.
  Kelly said, “I hope he doesn’t have something against German cars.”  
  I had to admire her spunk for being able to make a joke during what might have been her last minutes living in relative freedom. She was showing a great deal of cool. I said, “Yeah, let’s hope not. Hey, you have your license ready?” I hadn’t noticed her digging into her purse or wallet.
  She flicked the card above her bare left thigh and just up into my sight. “Dan, I was born ready. Just let me do the talking, okay? Be glad you’re well dressed. You two don’t look like slobs today. You look nice. But do me a favor and don’t talk to the nice policemen.”
  Kelly was a smooth operator. My wingman sitting behind me was an unknown quantity in this type of scenario. Last chance for a sitrep. “How you doing back there, Nick? Just keeping it cool, right?” I hoped his .357 magnum was still hidden in the laptop case under the folded-down seat to his left. That he wouldn’t panic and pull it out. If he did, we’d be turned into bloody Swiss cheese.
  If we were selected for a secondary search, we were toast. That was a given. The Glock against my right hip felt as big as an anchor and just as obvious, even beneath my Hawaiian shirt. I wished that it was still in the door’s map pocket, concealed by an open mini-atlas. To even imagine that just a few minutes before I was preparing to hijack the waverunner truck on this same city street!  
  In a nervous whisper Nick asked, “What if they put a light on us? What then? What are we going to do?”
  “Nothing crazy,” I said. “Just go with the flow. Stay calm, no matter what.” I tried to sound positive, but my heart was sinking like a stone plunging down a dark well. Go with the flow, straight down the old crapper into the abyss. Giving our full cooperation like good citizens might mean at least ten years on gun charges alone. But resisting would be worse. Pulling guns or running would mean learning what it feels like to have a dozen 5.56-mm bullets ripping and tumbling through my body at three thousand feet per second. Instant hamburger. I’d seen it. I’d done it.
  The only alternative to suicide by cop was meek acquiescence and imprisonment. Tip your cap to the hangman before politely doffing it for his noose. Goodbye, Rebel Yell and limitless horizons. Hello, tiny concrete cells and steel doors, for many years or for forever. And needless to mention, there would be no rescue of Cori Vargas. Cori would be left to the cruel mercy of fate. Imagine me spinning the completely true tale of my past week to the other prisoners in the Dade County Jail’s in-processing cells. They would judge me a madman.  
  And they might be right, but not for the reasons they believed.
  Then it was our turn to receive the initial street inspection. I briefly glanced at the nearer cop and saw him smiling down at Kelly as he approached her open window. His carbine was dangling straight down along his right side by its single-point sling. He was probably about my age and probably an Anglo, but he was wearing sunglasses, and with the gold helmet and chinstrap on, it was hard to be sure. Kelly had pushed her sunglasses up on her head so that she could turn the full force of her girl power on him. I was certain that her shapely thighs made a tasty presentation from his perspective looking down into the car. Why look any further, officer?  
  Certainly nothing else in the GTI was as visually appealing as the smiling face, slim waist and smooth, bare legs of nubile young Kelly Urbanzik. Certainly not the counterfeit license held between the thumb and forefinger of my left hand, resting so casually on my thigh. Just please don’t ask to see it!
  The other cop in the buddy pair lingered near the front corner of the GTI, looking down at us through the windshield. This cop had both hands on his carbine, his head on a swivel, his eyes invisible behind mirrored sunglasses. His rifle’s muzzle was aimed down to his left, his right trigger finger indexed straight ahead. (He didn’t stand directly in front of our car. None of the police did, lest a crazed driver decide to take one of Miami’s finest with him on the fast road to perdition.)  
 At least I didn’t have to worry about an accidental discharge, as was typical in the third world. Ray Romeiro’s boys were well trained at urban warfare. And why not? Millions of us had learned the trade on Uncle Sam’s dime over in the sandbox. It wasn’t rocket science, and with minor adaptations for local conditions it worked anywhere.
  I stared forward with my most non-threatening poker face. I felt as if the Glock on my hip was glowing and pulsing out a warning signal. Like an infrared strobe visible only to cops. I turned my eyes a few degrees left and saw the police officer tap the lower left corner of the GTI’s windshield with his index finger.  
 He said, “You’ll have no problem, Miss. They’ll let the right lane move out first, all the way through. Then they’ll release your lane. You have a nice day, folks.” And then he actually smiled at us, showing even white teeth, before backing away from our car and turning his attention to the next in line behind us.
  I felt the stopped blood rushing back through my arteries in torrents. I’m sure my face had turned crimson during the stop. The cop didn’t even ask to see my ID, or Nick’s. His license was a year expired. My photoshopped and home-laminated Oregon license would have signaled “FAIL” as soon as it was laid on his smart screen. But we weren’t asked to hand over our IDs. We weren’t designated for secondary screening. We had no magnetized Judas light blinking away on our roof.
  The key frame of the entire episode was frozen in my mind: the cop touching the corner of our windshield. I asked Kelly, “What was the deal with his finger?”  
  She said, “I think we just look like model citizens. Honest taxpayers.”  
  With elation in his voice Nick said, “I told you having a SunPassUltra would pay off. It’s beige, so the cops can tell it’s not a regular SunPass. And Ultras have background checks, right? So why would we need to be checked again?”
  “No,” I said, “I think it was the military officer’s sticker.” The blue Department of Defense sticker and the SunPassUltra box were in the same lower left corner of the windshield, but on opposite sides of the glass.
  “Fucking officers always get the breaks, those bastards,” said Nick with ironic admiration. “Even your brother the ensign. From a thousand miles away, just by proxy.”
  Kelly could not stop smiling. “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth. It’s a lucky break, no matter how we got it.”  
  The relief we all felt inside the GTI was palpable and immense, a bubble of joy lifting us skyward. The exclusive SunPassUltra combined with the military officer’s decal must have provided assurance to the policeman that we were, like him, vested members of the government power establishment. Even driving a ten-year-old Volkswagen hatchback.  
 After a few more minutes the up-armored cops swiftly retraced their steps back to their vehicles. The line of police cars across 36th Street began to move forward, partially unblocking the street beginning with the right lane. The traffic signal finally went to green, and the right lane moved forward slowly, under close police supervision. I noticed that the passengers in the strobed cars all had their fingers interlaced behind their heads. These cars turned to the right as directed by knots of police officers standing near the corner. Then our left lane was allowed to go forward, and we were moving at last. 
  On the vacant parking lot to our right, a half-dozen unlucky cars and pickups were surrounded by helmeted policemen in their tan-and-brown battle rattle. Men, women and children were already leaning against car hoods, getting the old “enhanced pat-downs” with their legs spread wide. None of them appeared to be tattooed gang members.  
 A pair of German shepherds straining against their handlers’ leashes provided yet another level of safety to the grateful public. The message was clear: “If you don’t like the feel of my fingers on your groin and breasts, perhaps you would prefer to feel a K-9’s canines? Just provide the slightest hint of resistance.”
  Kelly brought me back from my reflections. “The waverunner truck is long gone by now.” She slid over to the right lane, and after a block we were turning right to head south on Biscayne Boulevard. The GPS said it was 1.6 miles to the MacArthur Causeway, and then it was just a hop and a skip over to Hibiscus Isle and Topaz.
  I said, “The good news is, we didn’t get a strobe light slapped on our roof.”
  “And we’re not in handcuffs,” Kelly added. 
  “At least the tracker will wind up on Topaz,” said Nick. “That’s still a victory, any way you look at it.”
  I had to give them credit. “That’s true. Good job, guys.” Then I had another idea. “Wait a minute: Watson Island. We can still take another shot at the truck. The waverunner truck will have to go through the inspection lanes before it gets across the causeway to Hibiscus Isle. If we go through the Ultra lane, we can get through first. Then I can get out and slide over and—”
  “Slide over and what?” Kelly snapped. “Hijack the waverunner truck in front of hundreds of witnesses?”
  “That’s not ‘another shot,’” said Nick. “That’s crazy talk. Watson Island is wall-to-wall police and security cameras.”
  “Nick’s right,” Kelly continued. “No way. Sorry, Dan, but that’s a dumb-ass idea.”
  They were right, of course. I felt chastened and made no further plea for hijacking the truck. At this point it was indeed stupid to even consider it. Missing the chance to hijack the waverunner truck left me feeling a fresh sting of defeat. It would have meant a free pass straight past security onto Hibiscus Isle, with a totally believable cover for our presence on Richard Prechter’s property and aboard Topaz. I was letting my frustration, emotions and adrenaline outrun common sense and sound tactics. When emotions go up, rational thinking goes down. That’s a good way to get dead.
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 It was time to regroup. Climb outside our mental boxes. I had an invitation in my pocket to a cocktail party on one of the private Miami Beach isles. This meant another chance to intersect with Richard Prechter, but this time by the water, and after dark. Snatching him was becoming my favored option. If I had Prechter under my control, I was sure I could persuade him to order Cori’s release.  
  But he might not even show up at the GORP party, or I might not get be able to get close to him. So it might still come down to a frogman-style surface-swimming attack directly on Prechter’s yacht and mansion. We needed a considerable amount of gear to meet even the minimal requirements of that mission, and there was not enough time to shop around town for it. Plus more driving around meant more chance of being snagged in another flying checkpoint. So that left us with really only one option: a complete outfitting at one address.  
  “Okay, guys, new plan. Forget the waverunner truck. We need to get ready for a night sneak attack on Topaz, from the water. That means we need a boat, a motor, a lot of stuff. The best place for that used to be down near the Miami River, off of Flagler.”
  “I’ll bet I know the place,” said Nick. “Pasquale’s, right?”
  “Yeah. Is it still in business?”
  “It was last year. That’s where I bought my inflatable and a lot of other crap before I split for the islands.”
  “Do you know where it is?” I asked Kelly.
  “I’ve never even heard of it.”
  “Just keep going down Biscayne, then it’s about a mile west across Flagler. It’s almost at the Miami River.” I entered the route on the GPS. Five miles and change. We were all still twitchy from our close call at the Blockdown, but we saw no unusual police activity on the way down and across Miami.  
  Pasquale’s was located in the shade of a massive flyover, one of a dozen bridges crisscrossing above the sluggish Miami River. We pulled through the marine outfitter’s chain-link perimeter fence twenty minutes after escaping the police cordon. The big hangar doors on opposite sides of the main warehouse building were slid all the way open to let the breeze through. Part of the secret to Pasquale’s long survival was its low overhead. Only about one-tenth of the floor space, just a corner office, was air-conditioned. Business was middling for a Friday afternoon. Outside, customers wandered among boats, trailers, anchors and piles of chain up to tugboat size.  
  Inside, Pasquale’s Marine Supply retained the funky flea market ambiance that I remembered. The establishment was a one-off, growing over many decades to fill its evolving niche. It was also one of the last big marine outlets which were not connected to the major national chains. Hence, its security cameras were less likely to be connected into the national law enforcement web.  
  A spry white-haired fellow in a Pasquale’s T-shirt approached and asked if we needed help finding anything. Indeed we did. I guessed he was an old sailor on leave from the sea. Or maybe he had swallowed the anchor and moved permanently ashore for his declining years. His deeply tanned skin and facial creases bespoke many years spent on the ocean. 
  I said, “We need a lot of things, but mainly we need an inflatable dinghy. Ten or eleven feet should be good. The problem is we’re driving a little hatchback, so we’ll need something that breaks all the way down and rolls up small. And we’ll need an outboard to push it, with the gas tanks, the fuel lines and everything else. We even need the gas. Can you do all of that right here, today, from what you have in stock?”
  He smiled, unfazed. “Sure thing, skipper. We can set you up with any size of boat and motor you want. New or used.” He adopted a conspiratorial tone and said, “We even have a few old two-strokes lying around.” Smoky two-strokes hadn’t been manufactured in decades, replaced by cleaner-burning four-strokes at nearly double the weight for the same power. The Evinrude 75 on my Avon was an old two-stroke.  
  “What’s the company policy on accepting cash?”
  “Cash is king. Cash makes us very happy. There might even be a discount when we ring you up.”
  “I need some snorkeling gear too.”
  “Shop around, find me when you have a question.”  
  I handed the Orbcom into Kelly’s custody while we checked out various inflatables and outboards. Everything marine from trash to treasure was spread over a few acres, both inside the warehouse and on the back and side lots. At one o’clock I was duly informed by my attractive young commo tech that the tracker beacon was currently sending its signal from the end of Hibiscus Isle. Presumably pinging away from inside the waverunner, which by then should have been put away inside Topaz.  
  Nick and Kelly showed relief at this report; I could tell that they also had been worrying about the ability of the signal to penetrate both hulls and still reach the sky. I cheerfully high-fived and fist-bumped and generally saluted both of my partners-in-crime for their utter sneakiness in successfully implanting the tracker beacon within the target vessel, in spite of the worries and protestations of their less imaginative nominal leader.
  We spent the next hour assembling and inflating a variety of used rubber boats and testing outboards in drums full of water.
When we were paid up, the GTI was tightly packed below the hatch. The big load blocked Nick’s escape route, but none of us mentioned it. He climbed into his half of the rear seat after a deep breath and only a slight hesitation.  
 Rolled up, the used gray Zodiac was the size of a misshapen beer keg on the half-deck to Nick’s left. A canvas bag containing the disassembled floor boards was beneath the boat. The outboard motor, fuel can and other gear bags were behind him. I supposed Nick was getting used to city traffic again. Hopefully this morning’s indications of claustrophobia were a one-time event. But you had to respect people’s phobias, and plan around them. Ignoring them could lead to absolute disaster. Just put somebody with acrophobia near the edge of a cliff and see what happens. 
 We left Pasquale’s after two p.m.
Kelly said, “Now what? Find a place to launch the boat?”
  “Not yet. The party on Sunset Isle isn’t till eight. There’s no rush. What I’d really like to do is kick back and eat a nice juicy steak. Something that didn’t come out of the ocean. Someplace comfortable where they won’t mind if we want to spend a few hours chilling out. You’re our local guide, Kelly. Where should we go?”
  “Around here? I don’t know where there’s a good steak house, but I know a decent Mexican place not far from here. Good food, and fairly cheap. I was there once, about a year ago.”
  “Mexican food, not Cuban?”
  “Yeah, real Mexican.”
  “Sounds good, let’s go.”
  It was near the downtown Miami bus station. Tio Pepe’s occupied part of the second floor of a Holiday Inn, above the lobby and offices. It had its own exterior staircase up to the restaurant level. The steps were around the side of the lobby and out of sight from the street. The place was about as low key and private as I could hope to find just a few city blocks from Miami’s main Federal Building in one direction and the Miami-Dade Police Department’s HQ in another. Kelly was able to park inside the security fence behind the motel. Of course, we still left the GTI locked up tight.
  We were greeted effusively by an attractive middle-aged Latina. No surprise there, because there were few other customers. She enjoyed my Spanish banter; it’s one of my most useful tricks. Español rapido is not expected from a tall, blue-eyed gringo. I explained what we wanted. Because it was the slack period between lunch and dinner, we snagged a circular booth in the narrow rear of the establishment, past the wait station and set in its own alcove. It was upholstered in red imitation leather around 270 degrees of a round table. It was as close to a private room as the place offered.  
  Our waiter came, a gen-yoo-wine Mexican in Miami. He wanted to take our drink orders, and my cohorts looked to me for guidance. “Iced tea for me,” I said. Kelly wanted the same, Nick ordered a cola. Neither of them bitched or moaned or begged for a beer or a mixed drink. I was gratified that I didn’t need to explain why alcohol, a depressant, was a bad idea before going into a mission. We could drink ourselves stupid when this was all done.  
  Tio Pepe’s was just what I wanted: a dark, air-conditioned restaurant without one single nautical reference in sight. There might have been shrimp nachos on the menu, but nothing else from the sea. No lobster pots, boat oars or fishermen’s nets adorned the ceiling or walls. We could have been in Denver, Dallas or Durango.  
  This respite afforded us time to relax and decompress while formulating our mission plans for the night. At Pasquale’s we had bought paper nautical charts covering lower Biscayne Bay. After cutting them down to just the sections we needed, we marked them with rally points, objective points and brevity codes, listed from Alpha to Zulu. It was a violation of standard security protocols to mark up operational maps with coded reference points, but there was no time to memorize them.  
  Kelly examined my party invitation closely. I had told them about my encounter with Brooke, Prechter and Senator. Sanchez. She said, “So why go to the party at all? Why not sneak aboard Topaz while you know Prechter will be away?”
  “Because Cori might not be on Topaz. If we pull an op on Topaz and she’s not there, then they’ll go on high alert and we’ll never find her. Richard Prechter is the key. If we can snatch Prechter, it won’t matter where Cori is. He’ll make the right calls, and she’ll be released.”
  Nick said, “But what if you can’t grab Prechter? Just saying, boss.”
  “Then we’ll roll into Plan B and do the waterborne sneak attack on Topaz.”
  The men’s room at Tio Pepe’s wasn’t in the Fontainebleau’s league, but it was clean and functional. I did my final changing for the GORP party in the handicapped stall. It even had its own sink and changing table for Mr. Moms with diaper babies. The fold-down table was perfect for packing and sorting my clothes and mission gear. When I walked out of the bathroom, my face was washed and my scar-hiding makeup was reapplied. My newly styled hair was combed up and back. I was wearing one of my favorite shirts, a blue silk short-sleeve guayabera from Venezuela, the same khaki slacks from the conference, and my best Docksider boat moccasins.  
  I thought I looked pretty damn good in the mirror, to be honest. Then I noticed the tan paracord bracelet on my right wrist. It was so easy to forget it was there. Was it too shabby for crashing a party at a celebrity’s mansion? A defect in my camouflage? I considered cutting it off, but it did sort of match the sports watch on my other hand, if anybody noticed it at all. I rolled it around to expose the seam where thread joined the two ends. I could probably just tear it off and sew it back on later. Or maybe just leave it off. I’m not a man with a fetish for sentimental knickknacks and keepsakes. No lucky rabbit’s foot, no special blanket.  
  But this was Marian’s bracelet, so I left it on.  



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



17   
 The Cori Vargas rescue mission was officially launched
when our Zodiac went into the water. This was a little after seven p.m., after we made a final Orbcom check on the tracker’s location. 
As long as the waverunner was inside Topaz, then Topaz had not moved since noon. 
  We had decided to launch the boat at the Miamarina, only a mile east of the Mexican restaurant. By confining our travels to the secure heart of Miami, we were minimizing our chances of being trapped in another police checkpoint. At least that was the theory.
  The marina was located a few blocks south of the high concrete bridge over to Dodge Island, the site of the Port of Miami. Dodge Island was the mother of all dredged manmade creations in Biscayne Bay. It ran parallel to the MacArthur Causeway for two miles, with ample space for the biggest cruise ships on one side, the biggest container ships on the other, and all the necessary port facilities in between.
  It turned out that Kelly and I were both passingly familiar with the Miamarina. A few years apart, we had each visited people on boats there. Kelly had occasionally shopped at the adjoining Bayside Mall after attending festivals at Bayside Park, so she knew her way around the complex and back to the marina docks and parking lots.  
  There were plenty of well-dressed shoppers on the sidewalks and footpaths between the mall’s various structures. It wasn’t Miami Beach but it was nice, about like I remembered it. There was a heavy police presence in patrol cars, on foot and on mountain bikes. All the cops were doubled up in two-man elements. They wore tan ball caps instead of gold helmets, and carried holstered pistols instead of carbines. We didn’t get a second glance from any of them as we drove around to the marina parking lot. We were obviously harmless. Just happy shoppers, already cleared to be inside downtown Miami’s security cordon.  
  The three main finger piers of the Miamarina were secured from public access behind chain-link gates surrounded by concentric rings of razor wire to prevent climb-arounds. Each locked gate had a keypad entry for the boat owners. Besides the private locked piers, there were also floating docks for the charter boats and rental concessions. These were either closed or in the process of closing for the evening as dusk began to fall. We parked next to a shuttered business that promised to take up to twenty happy tourists out for an unforgettable snorkeling experience on their thirty-foot custom power cat. There was no sign of said power cat at the empty floating dock.  
  Nobody objected to our unloading, unrolling, assembling and inflating a Zodiac on the vacant dock, or sliding it into the water and installing a small outboard motor. And why would anyone object? Marinas are transient places. Half the people here would never see the others more than once.  
  The three of us were the right age and demographic, and people putting a rubber boat together is a normal part of any marina. The main activity this evening seemed to be carrying bags of ice and cases of beer down to boats, both power and sail. If we had been able to hang around for half an hour, we could have wangled invitations to a couple of cockpit parties, easily.
  Looking around, I could see that it was a friendly place, a live-aboard sailor’s refuge right alongside downtown Miami. I allowed myself a momentary fantasy. Rebel Yell would fit neatly at one of the pier ends and Cori could live aboard while exploring her Miami options. That bubble almost immediately popped when I considered the cost of monthly dockage at the upscale city marina. It would never happen on my budget, not unless I found and salvaged the next Atocha. Not to mention that my boat would be confiscated by the IRS before I could even tie up at the Miamarina.
  Nick and I took turns stomping on the foot bellows air pump. The used Zodiac pumped up nice and tight, with hard tubes and a fitted plywood deck locked tightly below them. On a test run outside the marina Nick easily got it up on a plane with the old fifteen-horse Johnson. He would have a top speed of maybe twenty miles an hour when he was alone in the boat.  
 It was two miles from the Miamarina to Topaz on Hibiscus Isle, and another mile to the Sunset Isles on the Miami Beach side of Biscayne Bay. At full throttle it would take Nick only minutes to transit between our primary objective areas. Much faster than a car could do it on land, which meant covering three times the miles, in traffic. All of the gear in the Zodiac was innocuous except for Nick’s .357 Smith and Wesson, concealed within a fishing tackle box purchased at Pasquale’s for camouflage, along with a fishing rod.
  We went over our plan one last time. Comms were a critical part of the operation. We would turn our phones on for three minutes at the turn of each quarter hour, removing the batteries between those times for added security. At nine p.m. we would turn them on continuously until the three of us were reunited.  
  Nick took off north under the high Dodge Island bridge and was quickly gone from our sight. I knew from watching him handle his own dinghy back in George Town that he could operate the eleven-foot inflatable under all conceivable circumstances. According to the plan, he would continue under the MacArthur Causeway Bridge and loiter on the north side of Watson Island, which had public boat-launching ramps. He would blend in with the waverunners and ski boats and await communications from us. A tiny Danforth anchor would allow him to stay put in the shallows.
  After watching Nick disappear, Kelly and I climbed back into her GTI to cross over to Miami Beach and get the party started. A few quick turns and we jumped from Biscayne Boulevard onto the MacArthur Causeway. Kelly turned on the SunPass and we breezed through security on Watson Island in the Ultra lane. We rolled across the causeway with the heat of the day finally fading as the sun dropped behind us. The low rays reflected off the dozens of mirror-clad towers of Miami Beach, turning the skyline into a gleaming fantasy confection of upright molten gold and silver.
  To our right across Government Cut at the Dodge Island cruise ship terminals, twenty-decked monsters processed their cash crop of safety-minded seafaring tourists. To our left was the private bridge to Palm Isle, beyond which was Hibiscus, where I hoped Cori Vargas was. At the closest point we were less than half a mile apart, but I received no jolt of ESP or telepathic cry for help.  
  Two minutes later we were back in Miami Beach.
 


 ****
 
 I said, “Look, it’s only seven-twenty.
Do you know a restaurant called Vendettas?”
  “Sure,” said Kelly. “It’s practically on our way. It’s on Washington, a block this side of Collins. That’s the heart of South Beach and parking is terrible. After ten—that’s when the SoBe action really starts—it’s totally insane until dawn.”
  “Can you double-park if I run inside for a minute or two?”
  “What’s going on?”
  “Remember that girl I met at the convention, when Prechter came over?”
  “The blond volleyball chick from UM. The one who gave you the invitation.”
  “Right. I want to ask her something.” If Prechter had come back around to ask her again, she might have heard when Topaz was getting under way. She might have seen or heard something else of importance during the afternoon, from her position directly across from GORP.  
  Vendettas was in the middle of a block between a nightclub and an art gallery. Kelly slid into an open space directly in front and I hopped out, ignoring the approach of a parking valet. After what I’d seen and heard that day, I knew the valet wouldn’t stand a chance of budging the GTI. Instead, Kelly would have him eating out of her hand.
  The South Beach sidewalks were already starting to fill with young partiers. Vendettas’ atmosphere wasn’t Sicilian; it was more like Jersey Shore meets Las Vegas. Groups of people clustered outside the double glass doors, studying the posted menu. I slipped inside between arriving and departing parties. The dining areas that I could see were nearly full, as were the bar and a small waiting area. I headed to the reservation desk. A harried-looking guy about my age was giving marching orders to waitresses in skimpy black cocktail dresses while studying a table map on his rostrum. He had dark well-styled hair and almost no tan, definitely a night owl.  
  As soon as I could get close to him I said, “Hey, I’m a friend of Brooke Tierstadt. Can I see her when she has a moment? Just for a minute, no more.”
  The young maitre d’ looked at me carefully. I was someone who did not fit into any of his expected behavioral patterns. I wasn’t asking for a table, and I knew one of his employees. He said, “Sure, you could see her if she was here. But she didn’t show up tonight.” I detected irritation in his voice. “She should have been here by seven. Now I have to do her job too, until she shows up or I get one of the other girls up to speed.”
  “Is she late often?”
  “Never. But why should you care? What’s it to you?” He was a few inches shorter than me and wiry. The intense kind of guy who often whips my ass at racquet sports. Who probably won high school wrestling matches in his weight class. The gold name tag on his black jacket read Alonzo Marchetti, and below that it said Manager. His accent was New Jersey, or maybe Philadelphia.
  “I met Brooke today at the convention center, and I told her I might drop by.”
  “I hope she wasn’t in an accident. I’ve called her a couple of times, but I just get her voice mail. This isn’t like her. No greeter on Friday night is terrible.”
  “Is her car here?”
  “Is her what?”
  “She drives here, right? So, where does she park? I could check for her car. You know, a girl got attacked in one of those public lots a couple of weeks ago.” I didn’t know if that was true, but the odds were good that it was.
  He gave a thin smile and shook his head. “That wouldn’t happen to Brooke.”
  “I know, she’s a big girl—and she’s tough.”
  “I thought you just met her.”
  “I did, but we spoke for a while. We were at a convention today at the Fontainebleau. Renewable energy. We shared the stories of our lives, instant soul mates or something. I heard about Wisconsin, the University of Miami, volleyball, everything.”
  He studied me, hard. “Look, I can’t leave and I can’t send anybody else to check. We’re too damn busy and it’s just starting. You got a ride outside? That your car? Check the private lot at Ninth and Collins. It’s small, about twenty or thirty spots. She drives a little Japanese thing, Camry or Maxima, something like that. Red. Older model. But you’ll know it because it has a ski rack on top. It’ll only take you a minute to run up and see if it’s there. If that lot is full, she uses the one at Tenth.”
  “No problem, I’ll do it.”
  He looked at me and said, “Yeah, I know you will.”
  “You do?” His unexpected remark put me off. Was this a threat from some smirking make-believe Mafia wise guy?  
  His face changed. The all-business hard-guy mask fell away to expose a real person, a regular Joe. He said, “You were in the Army too, right? I was in the 101st.”
  “I was a Marine. I did a few tours.”
  “I figured as much.” He nodded toward my cheek and then pointed at my paracord bracelet. The story of my life, in two acts. So much for my makeup job, without glasses. Just barely audibly, so the waitresses standing behind him couldn’t hear, he said, “I got a couple of my own scars and a plastic foot out of the deal. Listen: Brooke is good people. I’d consider it a personal favor if you checked the parking lot and called this number.”  
  He passed me his card and I pocketed it. “I’ll let you know, either way.” We shook hands firmly, holding eye contact for a long time while ignoring his growing backlog of anxious waitresses and customers.
  As he said, it took only a minute to make it to the corner of Ninth and Collins. The back side of the lot was a high wall, and the right side was a thick hedge over a chain-link fence. The lot was unattended. Near the entrance was a sturdy metal box on a steel pole. You jammed two hundred dollars into a numbered slot in the box, and your car could remain in the corresponding space until seven a.m. Two hundred bucks was a bit pricey, but as the greeter at a popular South Beach restaurant and bar, Brooke would probably clear a few thousand in tips for the night.  
  Kelly pulled the GTI into the lot. A compact red sedan with a roof rack was in slot eleven, in the back right corner. The lot wasn’t full, and our presence wouldn’t attract attention if we appeared to be parking. I got out and Kelly pulled into in an empty space.  
  The red Camry was parked nose-in toward the hedge, the drivers’ side door a yard from the high cement wall. A UM student parking sticker on the front bumper confirmed its ownership. I did my best amateur two-minute CSI drill. All four doors were locked. There was no blood, no other obvious signs of a struggle on her car or on the asphalt around it. A scrap of white cloth was on the ground between her left rear bumper and the wall. I picked it up for a closer look. It was cotton, about five inches square, torn on three sides with one hemmed edge. A shirt pocket.  
  I glanced around for obvious video cameras but didn’t see any. No doubt the parking lot owners cared only about their cash box; otherwise, they didn’t want to know. Security cameras meant liability. They might be held responsible for what happened under their supposedly watchful eyes.  
  (Of course, in an age when video cameras were as small as cigarette lighters, not seeing them didn’t mean they weren’t there. Hidden micro cameras would give the parking lot owners the advantages without the assumed liability risk. The only sure way to find out if the parking lot was under video surveillance would be to apply a crowbar to their steel money box, then wait to see if anyone arrived to break your arms.)  
  Back in the car, I handed Kelly the piece of cloth and mentioned that Trevor Ridley had been wearing a white dress shirt when I’d seen him at the convention. I noticed as she held the cloth that her hand was shaking. I hadn’t seen that before, not even in the tensest situations, and there had been a lot of those that day. We were drawing close to our enemies, and we were going to get much closer.
  I was not willing to use our phones for non-mission-related calls, so Kelly drove us back to Vendettas. Alonzo Marchetti was still at the reception area. Though deep in discussion with a pair of waitresses, he came right over to meet me by the front doors. I made a quick report. “Her car is there, in the back corner in space number eleven. It’s a red Camry with a ski rack and a UM student decal. I didn’t see her between the lot and here. Could be something is wrong. Maybe she got sick, or maybe…”
  “Or maybe she got mugged. Was there like a bag in the car that you could see? She brings her work clothes in a garment bag. You know—her dress and so on.”
  “Didn’t see a bag, but I might have missed it.”
  He looked both perplexed and worried. “Okay, thanks, Marine. I’ll make some calls. We’ll get some people checking up on her.”
  No doubt he would. Tales of multi-generational mob influence in Miami Beach were probably more than rumors. Like me, he would go to the police only as a last resort.  
  I had a strong indication that Brooke’s misfortune was more than a random street crime. I considered giving Alonzo Marchetti a lead, in case our rescue mission went totally fubar. Maybe tell him a name or two to remember. Richard Prechter. Trevor Ridley. Topaz. The names would be like the cryptic message scratched onto the stick Bev Clifton left behind on the dune atop Castigo Cay. But I didn’t want to break mission opsec, and so I left without telling him. I probably should have. Insurance would have been smart, considering.  
 Kelly was still double-parked outside, the valet standing on the street side attempting to chat with her. As soon as I was in the seat, we sped north and she asked, “What do you think happened to her?”
  “I think Trevor Ridley grabbed her when she got out of her car. She’s a big girl, but Ridley is a real monster, and he has experience at kidnapping girls off the street. And he probably had help. They could have followed her to the parking lot and jumped her when she got out. Chloroform on a rag, who knows? But she got a piece of him, or at least she got this.” I held up the white cloth and Kelly eyed it again. I hoped Brooke had gotten in a few licks of her own.
  “What about security cameras?”
  “I didn’t see any, but who the hell knows?”  
  Kelly downshifted, passing an SUV. “You think she’s on Topaz? With Cori?”
  “Yeah, that’s what I think.”
  “And this Richard Prechter person thinks he can get away with doing this crap forever? One girl after another?”
  “I think Richard Prechter is both a sadist and a narcissist. That combination is the worst. They get off on seeing people suffer—in causing people to suffer. That’s the sadist part. Then the narcissists believe they’re so intelligent that nobody can ever catch them. And the more times they get away with it, the more outrageous they become. They keep raising the ante, going for an even bigger thrill. Shrinks say they’re trying to get caught, but I think they’re just mocking society. They think they’ll never get caught. They believe they’re born winners and can never lose. And if you’re a multimillionaire evil-genius type with political connections…well, maybe you won’t.”
  We passed a pair of parked police cars with blue and red lights flashing. Kelly said, “That’s why we have to kill them, no matter what. Prechter and Ridley.”  
  “Kill them?” I was a bit surprised by the cold resolution in her voice.
  “Yes. Kill them both. Kill them all. They’re vampires. We have to drive stakes through their hearts. Silver bullets and holy water. I’m speaking metaphorically, of course. But it’s the only way to stop them. They own the legal system. The entire legal system works to protect people like them, once they’re rich and powerful enough.”
  I couldn’t have agreed more. We continued driving north through Miami Beach. It was coming to life as twilight fell.
 


 ****
 


 Kelly said, “You know, you do have an invitation. Why don’t we just drive onto Sunset? Why do you want another ride?”




“Because I don’t want your car trapped on the island if things get crazy.”
  “You think it might get crazy?”
  “I’m almost counting on it. If I can snatch Prechter, then we’ll trade him for Cori and Brooke and call it a night.”
  “You’ll let him go?” Kelly sounded horrified at the idea.
  “No, of course not. But he’ll have to believe it while he makes his phone calls.”  
  I gave myself a fresh smear of makeup in the visor mirror. I was wearing no glasses tonight, not for a “twilight-to-starlight” event. This would give me a different look from the one I’d had standing next to Prechter at the conference. 
  We didn’t have to drive far to find my next ride. The Miami Beach Theater for the Performing Arts occupied the block at Washington and 17th Street, next to the Miami Beach Convention Center. A show must have recently gotten under way, judging by the number of limos loitering in the area. One line of limousines waited around the corner from the theater and halfway down the block. Most of them were sealed shut, with engines idling. A driver in a gray suit stood by a gleaming black Cadillac, rubbing the mirrors with a chamois cloth.
  I told Kelly, “Pull up by that guy.” I leaned out the open passenger window and said, “Hey, buddy, I’m going to a party on North Sunset Isle.”
  “Congratulations.” He gave me a dismissive glance and went back to polishing.
  “I’ll give you a thousand dollars to drop me off. It’ll take you fifteen minutes, max. I’d like to make a favorable impression when I show up. This Volks ain’t gonna do it.”
  He looked at the GTI and cocked a wary eye at me. “The Sunset Isles are private.”
  I stepped out of the car while showing my empty hands, and then offered my invitation for his inspection.  
  He said, “Let me see the money.” I slipped him a pair of five-hundreds. He produced a small flashlight, put on narrow reading glasses, and examined the bills and the invitation closely. He said, “Okay, but if that card doesn’t open the gate on Sunset Isle, I’m keeping the thousand and dropping you off right back here. Do we have a deal?” His accent was vaguely Middle Eastern, maybe Israeli. Arab? Jew? Or Christian, for that matter? Damned if I could tell, and I sure wasn’t going to ask. No way to win that one. He handed back the invitation, but the two bills had disappeared like magic.
  “We have a deal,” I nodded.
  “No funny business.” He opened the rear door for me, and I climbed in and sank into the luxurious leather seat. There was a flat-screen TV attached to a glass privacy partition between the front and back. No wonder the driver wasn’t concerned about his security in giving an off-the-books ride to a walk-up customer—the partition was probably bulletproof Lexan. The drive took only five minutes, up Alton Road along the Bay Shore Golf Club. We were going into an exclusive residential neighborhood. With every block closer to the water the properties grew larger and the homes more fabulous.  
  The security post was on the Miami Beach side of the private bridge over to North Sunset Isle. The limo stopped, I pushed the button to lower my window and showed my invitation to the uniformed guard. A moment later the gate rolled open. The arched two-lane bridge between Miami Beach and North Sunset Isle was about a hundred feet long. I glanced up and down the canal. Each waterfront property had a private dock, most of which were occupied by sportfishermen or sailing yachts. Then we descended onto North Sunset Isle. The road was a good fifty feet across, wide enough for even the limo to make an easy U-turn.  
  Some of the homes were visible behind decorative custom fences, but most were hidden behind walls and hedges. There were about two hundred feet of road frontage for each property on both sides of North Sunset Isle Drive. I presumed that they ran a similar distance back to the water, making them one-acre lots. That was a lot of land when the land was on Biscayne Bay, and every square foot was man-made.  
 Twilight was falling and the foot lamps and other indirect lighting gave a soft glow to the properties that were visible. Water sprinklers chugged and spun to keep the grounds verdant. Even the hedges were wet with mist from invisible spray nozzles. The home styles varied from angular ultra-contemporary to classical Italian villas. Somewhere out in the country they might have been worth ten or fifty million dollars each. Here on Biscayne Bay I could not even guess at their value. And what was a dollar really worth anymore, anyway? Hell if I knew.
  Escalades, Jaguars and BMWs were parallel-parked all along the road—overflow parking for the evening guests. During the day they would be replaced by gardeners’ and contractors’ trucks and package-delivery vehicles. At the end of the isle the asphalt widened into a traffic circle. Number 36 was to the left of the circle, 35 to the right, both hidden from view by hedges trimmed into living walls.  
  Number 37 was straight ahead, the western tip of North Sunset Isle. Across the front of Tony Marcello’s property was a shoulder-high stone wall with iron spears extending another six feet. Every twenty feet a stone tower anchored the crossbars of the iron palisades. On top of each stone tower a gas lamp flamed. If the intended effect was to awe visitors, it worked. A pair of tall iron vehicle gates were closed. To their right was an arched pedestrian portal through the wall.
  Some guests were being let out of cars near the gate. Others guests were walking up, having already parked somewhere along North Sunset Isle Drive. My driver swung around the circle and parked flush with the pedestrian gate. He adroitly hopped out and opened my door with a flourish. He had buttoned up his gray jacket and was even wearing his chauffeur’s cap. He already had his thousand dollars, and I walked away from him after just a nod of thanks. A tip was not required or indicated—a deal was a deal and both of us were satisfied.
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 I squared my shoulders and headed for the opening.
 Other newly arriving guests were presenting their invitations to a pair of security guards flanking the portal. No, not merely guards—they were actual off-duty police. Evidently, moonlighting in uniform was allowed here. And why the hell not? Times were hard and cops’ families needed to eat too.  
  Anyway, it was considered a great gig for cops to protect the high and the mighty. You rubbed elbows and chatted with Very Important Persons. You made Connections. In spite of humble origins, if you possessed some smarts and the right personality you could ingratiate yourself with somebody nearer the pointy top of the triangle and worm your way into his or her private circle. A bodyguard could turn into a personal driver, and then into Mr. Big’s trusted young confidant. It happened. I’d seen it. I’d even turned down lucrative job offers that entailed becoming Somebody Important’s personal Doberman pinscher, leash and all.
  I knew plenty of guys like these two guarding the castle’s sally port. From the ranks of the military to law enforcement to private security was a well-trod career path. The worse the economy gets, the better it is for security pros—at least as far as pulling a paycheck goes. Plenty of my old buddies worked as contractors for one Blackwater-type security outfit or another. Their paychecks were occasionally quite impressive. The downside was that beneath your business suit or casual attire you still wore body armor and a gun for a living, with all the risk that entailed. Even worse, at least from my point of view, you had to follow other people’s orders while you took their money.  
  There already were a handful of guests seeking entrance in front of me, and more coming from behind. Mostly power couples, some of the ladies junior to their male escorts by decades. The women were dressed as if they were attending a Hollywood award ceremony, in sequined dresses and shiny high-heeled sandals. Some of the men were in suits, but others wore pressed slacks and short-sleeve shirts that would have fit in nicely at a yacht or country club social event.  
  So I had guessed about right when selecting my outfit. The sapphire-blue guayabera was one of my favorite upscale party shirts. Girls often said it complemented my eyes. I think its color just gave them a ready excuse to flirt. I had heard, “Your eyes are so blue,” from girls going all the way back to grade school. Yes, they are. And thank you very much.  
  Actually, thank my parents, and their parents. I had nothing to do with the selection of my eye color. But I understood the deeper lesson: blue eyes, ojos azules, are nice to have. The scar beneath my right eye was not very nice, and so it was concealed (I hoped) with a fresh dab of makeup. Both my eye color and my scar were a matter of pure dumb luck. But you play the cards you’re dealt. I could surely attest to the fact that many doe-eyed señoritas had a tall blue-eyed gringo experience ranking quite high on their to-do list. Oh, yes, they did. Scar or no scar.
  The guayabera was cut loosely and the bottom edge was long enough to have easily concealed my Glock, but I had elected to leave the pistol in Kelly’s GTI. I felt there was too much risk of encountering a pat-down inspection or metal detectors upon arriving at the party. The two cops by the pedestrian gate might have been moonlighting, but their uniforms, badges, guns and radios were all very real. They were clearing the guests one at a time, looking at their invitations with flashlights but not requesting additional ID. All these fine folk, arriving in their silk threads and luxury cars, invitations in hand, simply must be trustworthy. Such people did not suffer intrusive questions or bodily groping at the hands of paid guards. The two policemen obviously had been given their own rules of engagement for the night, including no unnecessary harassment of the distinguished visitors.  
  They bantered pleasantly with a few of the men and women going through ahead of me, but when it was my turn they gave me and my invitation more than a cursory look. They didn’t make it obvious and weren’t rude to me, an unaccompanied young male, but they moved in close from each side. One used a discreet wand no bigger than a cell phone; the other gave me a casual, impersonal back-of-hand pat-down around my belt line. They did it with respect, almost unnoticeably. If they had groped my groin TSA-style, I’m not sure what would have happened, but thankfully they didn’t.  
 One of the officers told me, “Go on,” and they turned their attention to the next arriving guests. I had passed through the pedestrian gate and was inside the property wall. It occurred to me that I could have beaten their minimal search with a small pistol in an ankle holster, but I had no way to know that beforehand. I joined the stream of new arrivals walking along a winding path of paving stones toward the side of the main house. The path was lit every few yards with a glowing luminaria, a candle in a white paper bag.
  The first floor of the Marcello mansion was ten or twelve feet above the street level. They must have trucked in a stadium load of dirt to build the foundation. But it only made sense: during a hurricane storm surge the first floor wouldn’t get wet. The house was three stories of whitewashed stucco, pillars and balconies, topped with red barrel tiles. At least six or seven thousand square feet, spread among the levels. I never studied architecture, but from the front and side it looked like an Arabian oil sheikh’s fantasy dream house. It screamed nouveau riche, but was no less beautiful or impressive for that.
  I walked a few steps behind the couples who had entered just ahead of me. Not close enough to disturb them, but close enough that any watchers would assume we were together. The path led around the north side of the house until the twilight skyline of Miami was visible across Biscayne Bay. The several-acre backyard was constructed on different levels, beginning at the house with a stone terrace, then descending to an infinity pool, and finally a broad lawn reaching down to the water. Paths lit by foot lights led from level to level.  
 The terrace was partly covered by a second-floor balcony across much of the width of the house. The buffet line was under this balcony, I supposed to give it easy kitchen access and also to protect it from rain in the event of a sudden shower. A big wedding-size white tent, open on the sides, covered much of the terrace over to the high whitewashed wall bordering the property on the south side. It protected a stage, the dance floor and a few dozen cloth-covered tables. A six-piece Latin jazz combo was playing on the stage.
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 Now that I was inside the perimeter, I wanted a weapon.
I strolled over to the end of the buffet line, where a Haitian chef was slicing rare roast beef off a steamship round while making cheerful asides to each momentary client. His black face was round and rolling with sweat above his white linen uniform, complete with poofy chef’s hat. He must have considered his new station in life miraculous indeed after escaping the famine-wracked Caribbean hell of his birth. I diverted his attention by requesting the large end cut he had set to the side. With a plate in my left hand for cover, I palmed one of his extra carving knives from a silver utensil tray. The eight-inch stainless steel blade had been narrowed from many years of professional hand-sharpening. I accepted his beef, added some salad, and wandered off to find a table for one.
  Beneath the white tablecloth I wrapped a napkin around the blade as a field-expedient scabbard. The knife fit under my belted pants, handle toward my belly button, blade tip toward my left hip. It was an awkward and uncomfortable carry position when seated, but I didn’t plan to spend the night sitting down. I ate a few bites and left the rest for the wait staff. When I stood, the knife was securely concealed in a crossdraw position beneath the untucked tail of my shirt.  
  It was time to recon the property. The four Sunset Isles are arranged like fingers pointing westward across Biscayne Bay toward Miami. Tony Marcello owned the entire end of the northernmost finger, a property that included about four hundred feet of landscaped waterfront in an outward-curving fan. On the south side of the lawn were a tennis court and a small boathouse down by the water. On the north side was a guesthouse larger than the Delaneys’ home in Wilton Manors. I walked from the upper terrace down the steps on the left side, the south side, of the pool to the lawn. Near the water’s edge, towering royal palms were spaced about twenty feet apart. The sea breeze set their dry fronds to clattering high above. The effect was quite charming, I have to admit.
  Toward the south a wooden dock on pilings ran along the seawall for about fifty feet. No boat was tied up, and nobody was around to object to my walking the length of the dock. There were a few more stout pilings in the water thirty feet from Marcello’s dock, to catch the outer lines of large yachts. A cormorant perched atop one of these pilings, drying its raised wings in the last of the sun.
  It was an evening made to order for a dinner party at the westward-facing waterfront property. The sky would gradually transform from a blazing magenta sunset to silver moonlight across the dark waters. Very nice to contemplate, but not the reason I was there. I looked back up toward the house, analyzing the terrain and sight lines. The far end of the dock was out of view of the mansion, blocked by the boathouse and the tennis court’s high fabric-shaded fence.
  Beyond the dock a ten-foot-high whitewashed stucco wall marked the edge of Marcello’s property. He didn’t own the entire end of the island, just the choicest center cut, the fattest slice of the pie. Number 35 North Sunset would be on the other side of the wall. I walked to the end of the wooden dock and continued along the seawall to the edge of the property.
  I leaned outward from the property wall’s terminus at the water’s edge, for a look around it. Number 35 North Sunset Isle had its own dock running parallel to its seawall. A big cruising catamaran was tied alongside the dock, its twin bows a few dozen feet from me. I hazarded a glance further around the end of the wall and back up at the home of Marcello’s neighbor. Quick looks and detailed visual memory are a sniper’s stock in trade. I saw an expansive lawn interspersed with trees and shrubs. The beige-and-coral house was fifty yards from the water. Aluminum hurricane shutters were pulled down across the windows. The lawn and shrubs were trimmed but there was no sign of current human activity.  
  I turned around and studied the boathouse and the tennis court. If I could get a private moment with Richard Prechter tonight, I would bring him here for a little chat and maybe a moonlight dip. The half-moon was still high in the western sky, with us for a few more hours. Moon over Miami. Now I just had to find Prechter, come up with a ruse to cut him out of the herd, and lure him here in the dark. I was confident that shortly after meeting him one-on-one, I’d be able to convince him to release Cori and Brooke. Beneath the neighbor’s dock would be an ideal place to give him breath-holding lessons. Maybe with his hands tied behind a barnacled piling, my belt cinching his neck to it, and his weasel nose only rarely breaking the waterline. A similar method had worked wonders on Archy Mildenhall back on Castigo Cay.
  I walked back up to the house and rejoined the party, swollen with reinforcements as more guests continued to arrive. My own little team was as ready as it could be. I had Nick on the water and Kelly on land, and a phone to communicate with them. Now I only awaited the appearance of a face with close-set green eyes and black hair brushed back.  
  The band had been joined by a female salsa singer, a pretty Latina wearing a red-and-gold-sequined jumpsuit, skin-tight over a sleek body. A few couples were dancing near the foot of the stage. Plenty of trophy wives and girlfriends were on prominent display, some of them with the look of magazine cover girls and runway models. One tall brunette I spotted from behind looked so much like Cori she had to turn toward me to break the spell.
  I wondered if Tony Marcello himself would climb onto the stage and take the microphone at some point. He was a famous singer, both in English and Spanish, and he’d had some popular hits but not recently. So how did he fit into the picture? What would induce him to offer his house for the use of the GORP people tonight? Maybe he owed some political favors. Maybe he was invested in one of the GORP companies. Or maybe he was a rabid greenie who believed the hype.  
  At least two hundred guests were present and more were arriving. I was glad to see growing excitement around the band and the dance floor. That meant less attention would be paid to a certain dark corner of the lawn, down behind the boathouse where the property wall met the bay. I moved from group to group, laughing or smiling or even throwing in a witty comment when appropriate, waiting for my enemy to make his appearance. The drink in my hand could have been a Cuba Libre, but it was just a plain Coke. No alcohol to dull my senses or slow my reaction time.  
  I explored the upper limits of the grounds open to the party guests. Past the buffet line on the upper terrace, behind the stage and the tent poles and guy lines, the south property wall angled in close to the side of the mansion. This side had no path for arriving guests, but instead appeared to be dedicated to service access and utilities. Beyond the end of the catering tables, past where the band had stacked their instrument boxes and unused equipment was a high fence of vertical white boards. It ran about twenty feet between the side of the house and the property wall. The Marcello property was cone shaped, widest at the water and narrowing along the sides of the house. I watched a busboy carry a garbage bag toward the fence and open half of a double gate. He returned empty handed. It was dark back there, and secluded. No lights to bring visual attention to the dumpsters past the stage.  
  I moved from location to location; I nibbled from the buffet. Sat here, stood there. I engaged in short conversations but always moved on before getting to names. Every fifteen minutes I checked the phone as planned. At nine o’clock I put the battery into my phone one more time and left it turned on for the duration. I sealed it inside a small ziplock baggie I’d brought in anticipation of getting wet. If I didn’t spot Richard Prechter soon, I’d have to call Nick and have him pick me up in the Zodiac. Then we’d head for Topaz and go straight into swimmer-attack mode. It was almost fully dark, with just a glimmer of gray sky fading behind the skyline of downtown Miami across the bay. The half-moon would provide enough light until it set after midnight.  
 


 ****
 
 The upper terrace grew more crowded. Most of the new guests were arriving by the same pathway I had followed in, but some were filtering out of the mansion or down the exterior stairs from the main upper balcony. Far too many people were present to try to keep track of their coming and going. When I finally noticed Senator Pete Sanchez, he might have already been at the party for a while. Within a few minutes I had identified his admin assistant and two probable bodyguards. All of them wore suits and ties.  
  Anywhere else, the presence of a well-known United States senator would create a ripple of excitement in a crowd, but not at Tony Marcello’s private house party, where movie stars, recording artists, supermodels, corporate CEOs and trust-fund millionaires mingled. At this elite gathering of the Beautiful People, the senator was just one more familiar television talking head—and far less beautiful than most. I kept an eye on him while moving about the terrace and trying to blend in with the revelers. Then I saw him look up toward the balcony and wave to someone.
  Richard Prechter came down the exterior stairway. I had seen no one from the party on the terrace go up the stairs to the upper deck. Apparently it worked in one direction: down. It made sense that the boss of Tidal Power Solutions would be inside the mansion, at the party-within-a-party along with the other GORP big shots hosting the night’s entertainment.  
  Prechter waded through the mob of glitterati beneath the big tent, around couples dancing to the salsa beat at the foot of the stage. He was heading directly toward the senator. The amplified music and many chattering voices were too loud to permit any intimate conversation, but the two spent a few minutes working the crowd, shaking hands and slapping backs. Then they detached themselves, left the tented area and headed away from the terrace. They descended the wide steps on the near side of the swimming pool, closely trailed by the senator’s entourage.  
  The five men walked beyond the pool and down the lawn toward the seawall. Away from the upper terrace and past the line of tiki torches the property was darker. Perhaps Prechter wanted to have a private conversation with Sanchez away from the band and the festive crowd. The senator’s bodyguards presented a major obstacle to my ambushing Richard Prechter and prodding him into Biscayne Bay at knifepoint. They were in position to protect their boss against any unknown threat—such as a trained killer with a hidden carving knife and a lot of very ugly ideas in his head.
  The group walked along the seawall, down near the boathouse. I was backlit by the party lights, so I couldn’t leave the pool area and cross the lawn behind them without making it obvious that I was following them. Then I heard an outboard motor, a big one, and I saw a white inflatable curving in toward the dock, its widening fan of silver wake visible in the moonlight. I scurried over to the tennis court while their attention was fastened on the approaching boat. I moved between the fenced and shrouded tennis court and the property wall, down toward the water as far as I dared, staying in the shadows.
  A light atop the bay side of the boathouse illuminated the dock. The white inflatable was immediately familiar to me. The last time I’d seen Cori she had been aboard it, leaving for Topaz. I recognized the hulking fellow standing behind the controls just by his buffalo silhouette: Trevor Ridley, now in dark clothing. Another man jumped onto the dock with the inflatable’s lines and held the boat in place. I flattened myself against the side of the boathouse and overheard voices raised in heated discussion. Angry charges bordering on physical threats were exchanged.  
 Senator Sanchez had the final say; I recognized his voice from the RASE Conference. Then the boat surged forward, past my side of the boathouse, and I saw that Prechter and the senator were both aboard, sitting on the small bench seat in front of the center console. Just where Cori had been primly seated when I’d last laid eyes on her.
  I slid around to the uphill side of the boathouse and heard more angry words from the men who had been left ashore. I gathered that the senator was going off the reservation and had ditched his aide and his bodyguards. Obviously he had arranged his unexpected exit with Richard Prechter. I wondered what enticements would have been offered to make him want to be so completely off the radar screen for a weekend. Brooke had said that Prechter had promised him a weekend with “no paparazzis, no reporters, and no wives.” And now I knew the enticements included no aides and no bodyguards along to witness the goings-on.  
  So, what was the senator’s secret vice, which he hoped to fulfill aboard Topaz? From his attitude toward Brooke at the convention, it was an easy guess that he was a frustrated skirt chaser. Maybe he had an old battle-ax of a wife waiting for him at home and Prechter had promised him a liaison with an attractive and willing college-age girl. Maybe Prechter had told him that there would be young female “research assistants” or “interns” aboard Topaz.  
 A United States senator would certainly understand that Kennedy-esque arrangement. It seemed unlikely that the senator would go along for the trip if he knew that Prechter acquired his females by trickery or outright kidnapping. But that was only a guess. Hell, for all I knew, the senator brought his own date-rape drugs along with him when he expected to be in the private company of young ladies.
  By water, the white inflatable was less than two miles from Topaz—assuming the megayacht was still at Hibiscus Isle. The senator had just given his underlings the slip, so it seemed reasonable that the megayacht was getting under way that very night. My own plan had been to surprise Prechter and take him away by water in our newly purchased much-smaller Zodiac. Instead, he had beaten me to the punch with his own water extraction.  
  If I called Nick and he arrived quickly, we might make it to Topaz before she headed for the Atlantic; preparing a docked megayacht for the ocean is no trivial matter. The senator’s aide and bodyguards continued their heated discussion under the dock light on the far side of the boathouse. Too much noise was coming from the band and the guests at the party to make out their exact words, but I could tell that there was substantial confusion among them. Across the lawn a roar went up from the crowd, and a new amplified male voice addressed them speaking rapidly in Spanglish. Tony Marcello in the flesh, I presumed from the audience reaction.  
  As long as the senator’s men were there on the dock, it would not be possible to have Nick pick me up. The bodyguards were excited and agitated, on high alert. If they walked around to my side of the boathouse, it would be difficult to avoid being spotted.
 


 ****
 


 I decided to return to the anonymity of the party to regroup and make my phone calls. The bodyguards would quickly see the futility of staring across the empty water like abandoned brides, so I backtracked toward the house before I could be discovered. Once past the tennis court, I angled over toward the swimming pool and back up to the party on the upper terrace. Tony Marcello, dressed all in white, was belting out one of his hits as the crowd clapped in cadence.
  Walking up the steps along the side of the pool, I noticed that I wasn’t alone. The floodlit stage ahead of me had momentarily seized my attention, a mistake. On the other side of the pool I saw the Eurasian from the convention, Trevor Ridley’s sidekick. He must have been the man who’d stepped off the white inflatable with the dock lines. On the opposite side of the boathouse from the senator’s men, I’d lost track of the head count on the boat and ashore. And who had gone where, and when.
 My first guess was that instead of following me, the Eurasian had tried to circle around and get in front to cut me off. Getting cute. A tactical mistake on his part, if that was his intention. When had he first made me, and picked up my trail? I thrust into the crowd beneath the big tent, saying “sorry” and sliding between revelers who were all either wildly dancing or watching the stage show, or both. A young gringo in a hurry was of no mind to them. I crossed the dance floor and plunged back into the crowd on the other side and then left the tent, went past the caterers’ tables, past the band’s roadie gear stacked in the fallow space between the mansion and the property wall.
  The Eurasian had come to the party on Richard Prechter’s dinghy. He had worked in tandem with Trevor Ridley while searching for me at the Fontainebleau. Prechter might have spotted me from the balcony of the mansion before I saw him come down to join the senator. Not good. Then the Eurasian had penetrated my danger radius unnoticed. Double not good.  
  Why had he left the dinghy? Prechter had probably sent him ashore to find me and get rid of me once and for all. But if the Eurasian was one of Prechter’s hired men, did he also have a working relationship with the senator’s bodyguards? Was he just hired muscle with tunnel vision, or did he have the savvy to network with the other security pros? Private hit man, or Homeland Security?  
 With this many VIPs present, there would be plenty of undercover bodyguards, not only the senator’s. Would the Eurasian enlist their help in trapping his boss’s stalker? Did I need to worry about evading only one shooter, or were three or even more after me? And I hadn’t forgotten that two off-duty but in-uniform police officers were guarding the only street exit from the property. Shit. Not good at all.
  Escaping from multiple armed pursuers would be extremely difficult. I glanced behind and saw the tall, slim Eurasian slip from the crowd to follow me into the narrowing space between the house and the property wall. I had to make the choice easy for him. I wanted him to have no reason to feel that he needed backup from the senator’s bodyguards, the police or anybody else. From his point of view, enlisting their aid would mean elevating the incident to an official status that he could not stage-manage or control. Better to do this dirty job alone, I wanted him to think.  
  The left-side gate into the refuse containment area was open a foot. I slid through the gap into the darkness and then darted to the right. I peered out through a crack between planks and saw him ten yards away, screwing a suppressor onto the end of a black pistol. He held the pistol in his right hand, so I’d guessed correctly when I’d turned to the right inside the gate.
  No one behind him could see him holding the pistol, and he must have felt confident of making an easy kill of a cornered, unarmed man. I drew my purloined knife and flattened myself against the fence on the far side of a vertical support timber. The Eurasian approached the gate carefully, grasped the handle with his left hand and pulled it wider, then jumped inside and covered the open space with his sweeping barrel.  
 After only a perfunctory glance to his right he swept his weapon in a rapid arc toward his left, toward the house. Right-handed shooters will move this way most of the time when entering a room, especially if the hinges are on the left side of an outward-opening door, as was the case here. Just like in blackjack and other games of chance, you play the odds. The stakes were higher in this contest, but the principle still holds, even when the game is CQB. Close Quarters Battle doesn’t get much closer.
  In the darkness of the fenced trash area I saw a brilliant green laser dot shine on the side of the white-painted mansion. A half second later his shoulders and the laser dot swung back in my direction, but that was a quarter second too late. He held his pistol in a two-handed isosceles grip, too far from his body for the close work required in the dumpster corral. I charged into him before the muzzle of his suppressor reached me, sweeping both of his arms up and to the side and then going for his pistol with my left hand. A muffled shot discharged into the air. I grasped the top of the pistol behind the silencer while he tried to force its muzzle back down.  
  The next shot was close enough to my face to feel the pop of its subdued muzzle blast. This time my grip on top of his pistol kept the slide from returning all the way into battery, disrupting the feed cycle. I drove into him until we were chest to chest. Close enough to smell peppermint and garlic on his breath over the smell of the garbage. He was nearly as tall as I was, but my momentum carried us both toward the house just a few steps behind him.
  A hundred feet beyond the fence, dozens of couples were dancing to a Tony Marcello hit and I was dancing with a killer in a dumpster corral. Unwilling to risk losing control of his pistol, he still had both hands on it. He finally wrenched it away from my left hand and tried to use it as a hammer. He needed enough open space to turn the suppressor-lengthened pistol toward me for another shot and was trying to bash me with it to back me off.  
  My left hand snaked around his neck, pulling him back in, head-butting close as we slammed then rolled against the side of the house. Our knees fought their own battle, jabbing upward while also protecting our groins. We were too close together for him to get much force behind his downward swings at the top of my head, but one impact from the butt of his pistol did strike like a hammer and my vision was lost as an instant wave of nausea washed over me.  
  The carving knife was already clutched in my right hand, now behind his back. Working only by feel, I stabbed him just beneath his back ribs while directing the eight-inch blade upward. Upward because I didn’t want to discover that his torso measured less than eight inches back to front while we were pressed together. I forced the blade in until my right fist was solidly jammed against his flank as I tried to fend off his continued blows to the top of my head with my other hand.
  He inhaled suddenly with my knife’s thrust, his eyes and mouth gone wide, his body so rigid it was almost vibrating against me. I had plunged the long blade through his kidney area and up into his diaphragm. His eyes were as wide as eggs, shining at me in the moonlight. I used the knife’s handle as a lever to twist the long, thin blade inside his body, trying to sever his aorta and the other primary blood vessels descending from his heart. With the strain of engaging in mortal hand-to-hand combat, his heart kicked into overdrive and speeded up his demise. His last dose of adrenaline would do him no good.
  His arms relaxed first, and then his entire body slumped against mine. The pistol fell to the ground. Our dance over, I turned and lowered him onto his back between the side of the house and the side of the dumpster. His eyes narrowed and went flat, his muscles slackened, and I was able to withdraw the blade.  
 From the time he entered the trash area until I stabbed him, only a few seconds of normal time had passed. But what a few seconds!
 And I was still alive, man, I was still alive!
 


 ****
 
 I closed the gate until it latched behind me, and then grasped the Eurasian by his ankles and dragged his body all the way behind the dumpster. The senator’s bodyguards or a caterer or anybody else might have opened the gate at any second, so there wasn’t time for even the quickest search of his body, not even for a wallet.  
  The Eurasian was bleeding surprisingly little, externally at least, but what he did bleed would be a vivid red if anyone came back here with a flashlight, or if there was a light to switch on once the party was over. I used the tip of my knife to take some folded newspapers from a recycling bin and spread them over his blood trail, shiny black in the moonlight reflecting off the white house. Newspapers scattered on the ground would be ignored during the party, but fresh spilled blood probably would not.
  The lid of the dumpster was flipped open to make garbage runs easier for the caterers and the wait staff. I lifted his limp body beneath his shoulders and hips, slung him against the edge of the steel, and rolled him into the bin. It was already a third full, and only a man nearly as tall as me could look right over and down inside. The average Hispanic waiter would just heave trash over, not knowing or caring what lay below.  
  I spread more old newspapers over him. By the end of the party, with any luck, he’d be buried deeply under new trash and garbage. After a big blowout like this, Marcello’s staff was likely to call for the dumpster to be emptied the very next morning. There was a second wooden fence and another double gate for the truck that would come to empty the dumpster. The blood would be brown and unrecognizable by the time daylight returned. It would be hosed away with the rest of the greasy party mess. With any luck, in twenty-four hours the Eurasian would be sleeping in a landfill.
  I kept his suppressed pistol; I might need it if anybody got in my way while I was leaving North Sunset Isle. A compact laser the size of a square lipstick was fitted onto the rail beneath the barrel. I switched it off and jammed the pistol’s suppressor and barrel beneath my belt on the right side. I didn’t want the knife but I couldn’t leave it either, so its blade went under my belt on the left side.  
  I climbed up onto the side of the dumpster nearest the property wall, using only my fists and the sides of my hands, to avoid leaving bloody finger and hand prints. The dumpster elevated me high enough to reach the top of the property wall with just an easy jump. The rest of the technique had been hardwired into me on a thousand obstacle courses and Iraqi garden walls. I was extremely thankful that the top of the wall was smooth cement and not studded with broken glass set in mortar in the Latin American fashion.
  When I dropped down, I expected no more than a ten-foot fall and was unprepared to crash into shrubbery that cracked and slashed at me until I came to a stop with my head at an awkward angle and my legs twisted around branches above me. I worked myself free and removed a few shrubbery fragments from uncomfortable places. But at least it was dark beneath the foliage on the other side of the wall from the loud party. No security lights came on, and no alarms shrieked. No sound of panting Rottweilers rushing over to play bite-the-intruder. 
  The carving knife was still beneath my belt on the left side. I checked for wounds, but it hadn’t even scratched me, hadn’t even torn my pants. It could just as easily have twisted around in my fall through the shrubbery and plunged into me. How ironic if a body had been found on either side of the wall, just yards apart, dead from the same blade! Tran Hung would just say it was a lucky knife, a very simple explanation and a hard one to refute. Lucky for me, anyway.
  On the other side of the property wall, a greatly amplified Tony Marcello was singing a duet in Spanish with a Latina vocalist. I hugged the line of bushes at the base of the wall and trotted down to the water in a crouch, then slid into the waist-deep water. I stayed low and waded along the seawall until I was beneath their dock and invisible from any direction. I pulled the ziplock bag from my pants pocket, shook the water from my hands and removed the cell phone. I flipped it open and called Nick.  
  He answered on the second ring. “Zulu here.” Tonight Nick was Zulu, for Zodiac. It might be a corny system, but it works when you don’t have time to make elaborate plans and commit them to memory.
  “Hey Zulu, where you at, bro?” I didn’t hear his outboard motor, so he must have been anchored.  
  Nick said, “Between the hotel and Mike.” That meant between Hibiscus Isle and Tony Marcello’s.
  “Can you see the party at Mike’s?”
  “Sure can.” He had my eight-power pocket binos.
  “Can you see the big cat next door to Mike’s?”  
  “I see it.”
  “Well, come and get me. I’ll be waiting by the back.”
  “How many am I picking up?”
  “Just me.” I put the phone back inside its plastic bag and pocketed it. I was still flushed with adrenaline, but as it washed out a sick feeling of defeat seeped in to replace it.  
  The big cruising catamaran was tied alongside the dock, her twin bows just a few yards beyond my hiding place. The warm seawater came up to my chest as I took cover below her deck and waded between the narrow hulls toward her stern. She went fifty feet, easy. Somebody’s expensive toy that was mostly forgotten.  
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 The Zodiac nosed between the catamaran’s twin sterns. Nick had approached along the shoreline of North Sunset Isle, staying out of possible sight from the party. I set the carving knife on the inflatable’s floorboards, followed by the pistol. Then I threw a leg over the side tube and dragged myself into the rubber boat on my belly. Another minor miracle: both of my boat moccasins were still attached to my feet.  
  “Where to, Chu-tau?”  
  “Topaz, as fast we can get there.”
  “Roger that.” I felt a slight course correction while the boat got up on plane. With two men in the small inflatable it wouldn’t be half as fast as the white tender with its 150-horsepower Yamaha. They had more than a ten-minute head start, and we were at least ten minutes from getting to Hibiscus Isle. But how many final preparations would they need to make for Topaz to be ready for the open ocean?  
  I unbuttoned my guayabera and peeled it off, revealing a black under-armor T-shirt that would dry quickly. Then I kicked off my sodden leather boat shoes and khaki slacks. I already had my swim trunks on beneath them. They were just black nylon running shorts and would also dry in no time. Nick sat on the port tube near the transom board so that he could handle the throttle on the outboard’s tiller control. I sat on the opposite tube and a little forward, to balance our weight. I leaned close to him and asked, “Did you see the white inflatable that left the party about ten minutes ago?”
  He shook his head no. The half-moon provided enough illumination for safe navigation, but Biscayne Bay was miles wide. You could see red, green and white navigation buoy lights on the water and make out the general shape of a vessel, but that was all. Nick steered a path near the Miami Beach side, just beyond the docks and mansions on the ends of the other Sunset Isles, and soon we were slipping beneath the high Venetian Causeway Bridge.  
 We emerged from under the bridge with the luxury condo towers of Belle Isle on our right and Miami Beach on our left. The combined beauty of the electrified towers, waterfront mansions and docked megayachts was visually exciting, but I was in no mood to enjoy it.  
  Eyeball steering on moonlit water is no problem, once you learn to sort out the navigational aids from all types of shore lights at various distances. The lights of Hibiscus Isle were just a mile ahead across open water. Only five minutes away. A little hope crept back into my gloom.
  We both saw Topaz about the same time. She was under way, showing only her running lights. The red light on her port side indicated her course. She was leaving Biscayne Bay, turning south for the ship channel and the ocean. We both muttered heartfelt curses. Too late! We were always too late!
  “What now?” Nick finally asked.
  I stared at Topaz until only her unblinking white stern light was visible. “Follow her.” Our little Zodiac with its fifteen-horse outboard motor was a laughably pathetic vessel for chasing a megayacht equipped with a pair of 4,000-horsepower German turbo diesels. But for the next mile, until she reached the ship channel, Topaz would need to hold her speed down. We might even gain some ground on her.  
  Nick suggested, “Maybe Topaz leaving port is a diversion and they’re still back at his place on Hibiscus Isle?”
  “Nope. They’re all on Topaz. No wives, no paparazzi.”
  We passed beneath the MacArthur Causeway Bridge and saw Topaz’s white stern light disappear as she turned out Government Cut, the ship channel from the Port of Miami to the open Atlantic. The tide was running out, forming downstream eddies against the bridge’s massive concrete pilings.  
  I called Kelly on the cell phone. Nick slowed down so I could hear over the outboard’s noise. I said, “Top Hat is leaving port. We missed her.”
  I heard her exhale loudly, almost a whistle. “Where do you want to meet?”
  “At Sierra Poppa.” This was South Point Park at the bottom of Miami Beach. The park was along the Miami Beach side of the ship channel.  
  “Okay, I’m heading there now.” I picked up the pistol and its suppressor. By feel and by night sight I guessed it was a SIG 226. I dropped the magazine; the cartridges were fortycaliber hollowpoints. I tossed the mag overboard and ejected the round from the chamber into the water too.
  Nick yelled, “Where the hell did you find that?”
  “I’ll tell you later.” One way or another, the handgun would be traceable to the Eurasian. To be found with it in my possession would be as good as a murder confession. Same with the suppressor, and even the tiny laser, which would also have serial numbers. I field-stripped the SIG down to its barrel, grip, slide and springs on my lap. I wiped the kitchen knife and each gun part on my khaki pants to get rid of fingerprints, and threw them in different directions spread over a half mile as the Zodiac slid down the bay.  
 I especially hated to lose the suppressor and let go of it only with reluctance. My last good suppressor was currently in the custody of the Nicaraguan federal police, and it was unlikely they were going to FedEx it to me anytime soon. The suppressor and the other scattered gun parts would disappear into the Biscayne Bay muck, silt and sand. Nobody snorkels or skin-dives in an area crisscrossed by propellers 24/7.
  Then I called Kelly again, and she reported that she was already at Sierra Poppa and waiting for us. My boat moccasins, long pants and blue shirt went over the side next, to be carried seaward on the tide. I couldn’t keep anything that might tie me by blood evidence to the Eurasian’s body.
  After passing the Miami Beach Marina on the left we beached the Zodiac at South Point and didn’t bother to tie it up. It would be gone soon after we were, and better luck to its next owners. All of our other possessions were already in a few gear bags and tackle boxes. We carried them a hundred yards and spotted the GTI in the parking lot of South Point Park. Just another pair of jetty-hopping fishermen or beachcombers, unnoticed by dog walkers and joggers on the well-lit footpaths.  
  We popped the rear hatch open and threw in our stuff. There was a lot more room in the back without the Zodiac, the engine and the fuel tank. I found my daypack and pulled on the green-and-white Hawaiian shirt from my RASE Conference escape, belted cargo shorts and running shoes. I put them on right over my still-damp black T-shirt and running shorts.
  Kelly said, “What happened at the party? Did you see Prechter?”
  “I saw him all right. I saw him leave with Senator Sanchez on Topaz’s dinghy. Topaz just went past here, straight out to the ocean.” It was difficult to conceal my bitter disappointment, and I was glad it was dark. Nothing kills troop morale like a leader conveying an air of defeat.  
  Kelly must have sensed my black mood and said nothing else while we climbed into her car and seat-belted in. After starting the engine she just asked, “What next?”
  “Back to the Pantera. Fort Lauderdale. After we take the batteries out of our phones.” If we were already under any kind of ongoing surveillance, the three phones being switched off would be a red flag of its own. But nothing could be done about that, except to hope that we were again off the radar.  
  Once our cell phones were neutralized she put her car in gear and away we went, out of South Point Park and north on Alton Road. The same Alton Road that, further north, led to the Sunset Isles and Tony Marcello’s waterfront party. Kelly made the left onto the MacArthur Causeway, and we headed back to Miami and the interstate highway.
  Behind me, Nick groused, “So, we basically wasted a whole day and we let Topaz get away. Man, I love it when a good plan comes together.”
  I shot back, “What, you had a better plan? Why didn’t I hear it this morning? Why didn’t I hear it at the restaurant?” I immediately regretted my defensive tone.  
  He said flatly, “I just think if we’d skipped the damn house party and gone straight to doing the Topaz raid, we’d have your girlfriend right now.”
  A debate wasn’t going to restore morale and get the mission back on track. I replied with gratitude instead of another verbal jab. Honey instead of vinegar. “At least the tracker is on Topaz—thanks to you guys.”
  Kelly said, “You’re welcome,” and flashed part of a smile for a quarter second.  
  We drove over the high causeway bridge that we’d just motored under in the Zodiac. Ahead of us the night skyline of downtown Miami beckoned us onward, but its sparkling beauty only mocked my seething anger. We passed Palm and Hibiscus Isles and Watson Island in silence, rolled onto the mainland and merged onto I-95. We were driving north while Topaz was surging eastward out into the Atlantic. Every minute was taking us further away from Cori Vargas, and probably from Brooke Tierstadt as well.  
  The three of us kept our silence. The worst time for recriminations is while passions are hot and disappointment is felt most deeply. I’d seen plenty of post-mission debriefs degenerate into shoving matches and even fistfights, with threats made, punches thrown and stripes lost. That was back when a combination of tactical blunders and simple fate had cost the lives or limbs of our buddies.  
  So we let the highway hum under our wheels and the dirty wind swirl around us in the GTI, while the lights of nighttime Miami flowed past us on both sides. At least the heat of the day and the glare of the sun were gone.
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 Friday night traffic on I-95 was lighter than I remembered it. Not much nightclubbing on the mainland during a depression. When we crossed the line back into Broward County, the lights high up the steel utility poles planted along the highway weren’t on, as they had been back in Dade. We had taken the ambient light at road level for granted, and then—snap!—it was gone. Now we had only our headlights and the headlights of the few cars and trucks around us for illumination.
  “What’s the deal with the light poles?” I asked Kelly.
  “Broward County can’t pay its electric bills. Last year they defaulted and nobody will buy our bonds. We’re broke, essentially. Our local power plant runs on oil, and we can’t afford it. Dade County has the Turkey Point nuclear plant, so they’re taken care of, but Ray Romeiro doesn’t give it away to deadbeats for bad paper. Not anymore.”
  On both sides of the highway, homes and businesses were still lit. “What about these people? They have power.”
  “Sure, as long as they can pay for it, or they get shut off too.”
  Nick said, “But the traffic signals are working.” The red and green lights were easily visible when the highway crossed above the major surface roads.  
  “Don’t ask me how they work it,” replied Kelly. “You’d have to ask the politicians. They have to triage their power use. I guess highway lights don’t make the cut. They’re considered non-essential or something like that.”
  I said, “But I-95 is an interstate highway. Don’t the feds have to take care of it?”
  Both of my companions snorted with laughter. Kelly said, “Maybe they used to, but not anymore. At least not in South Florida.”
  The highway passed closely along the western perimeter fence of Fort Lauderdale International. I was reminded of this by a jet aircraft on descent crossing just above the highway to land toward the ocean. I got a quick look down the main runway in passing. Strings of white, blue, yellow and red lights blinking and pulsing to their own secret rhythms. Planes were still flying into Lauderdale, which was a positive sign. Were they bringing foreign tourists? Wealthy Americans? A few high rollers? Federal agents?
  The glowing GPS on the dashboard indicated seven miles to our exit at Oakland Park Boulevard, the scene of that morning’s union action. Kelly kept to the speed limit, staying mainly in middle lanes. She moved to the right in plenty of time before our turn and steered down the long ramp. Just a few miles now to the Pantera and the Atlantic.  
  Oakland Park was one of the major east-west arteries in the county. It was eight lanes wide, but it was unlit by any streetlights except for a few in the distance above the major intersections. I was beginning to share Kelly’s appreciation for Police Chief Ray Romeiro. At least the streets and highways were not dark back in Dade County.  
  As soon as we merged onto Oakland Park, blue lights began flashing behind us. Nick called out “Cops!” but his announcement was redundant. It was impossible not to notice the lights. Another shot of adrenalin jacked my senses into the danger zone. Had they picked us up on 95 and followed us down the ramp? It occurred to me that Kelly did not signal her final turn off the highway. Did you have to signal if you were already in an exit-only lane?  
  But was this really about a forgotten turn signal? It seemed unlikely. If this cop was determined to pull a shakedown and not just write a ticket, he would want to do it in a dark, secluded corner, like a tarantula dragging its prey into a hole to devour it unseen. 
 What the cop didn’t understand was that I wanted seclusion even more. Above all, I didn’t want to attract any more official police attention. I needed to get off Oakland Park Boulevard and deal with this traffic stop informally. Pay the bribe and be done with it.
  That’s if it was just a basic shakedown by a corrupt cop or two. This kind of traffic-stop larceny was a way of life in Latin America, and South Florida was undeniably an extension of Latin America now. But was this something more than a random shakedown? Were we tracked here, and were the lights flashing behind us merely the opening act of a well-laid ambush? I thought of Frank Bloomfield and the vast federal resources at his fingertips via his smart phone. This was certainly within his capacity to arrange.
  The police car’s siren yelped and Kelly blurted out, “But I wasn’t even speeding. God, I hate driving at night!”
  “Turn here,” I said. “After the white building.” A closed carwash was the first business to the right on Oakland Park after the ramp from the interstate. Our headlights, the headlights of the police car behind us, and its flashing lights provided the illumination on the unlit boulevard.
  “Here?” she responded doubtfully. I could hear the fright rising in her voice.
  “Yes, turn, turn!” If an ambush was in the offing, I wanted to upset the ambushers’ timing and placement with an unexpectedly early exit from Oakland Park onto a side street. Kelly had to brake hard and spin the wheel to make the corner.  
 While momentarily out of their sight behind the shuttered carwash, I pushed my outside mirror all the way out to protect our eyes and told her to do the same. She did so without asking why. I also shoved the GTI’s interior rearview mirror upward and then grabbed my Glock from the door’s map pocket. I slid it into the small of my back as the police car rounded the corner. Carrying a pistol there is my last choice. But on rare and special occasions, it is the least worst option.  
  Five grand was in the left pocket of my cargo shorts. Ten of my five-hundred-dollar bills were folded over to make a little square, a quarter inch thick and bound with a rubber band. “Mugger’s money,” some people called these handy little bundles of cash. I grabbed it, just to be ready.
  I knew this situation had to be resolved rapidly, before other police officers were called to provide backup. But if this cop is corrupt, I considered, he’ll want privacy, not company. There’ll be no backup called on a rip-off. He won’t want to share any bribe money or confiscated loot, or risk being reported. I just hoped the bribe could be paid as casually as in the Dominican Republic or Colombia. In that event we would quickly be on our way to the Pantera, a bit poorer but none the worse for wear.
  “Stop here?” asked Kelly.  
  “No, a little further. Not too close to Oakland Park.” A block up the side street from the back of the carwash was a mini-storage surrounded by a high concrete wall. The only ambient light came from above the mini-storage’s side door, a hundred feet away. The door was inset in an alcove and completely caged off with chain link and razor wire.  
  The police car behind us yelped another warning.
  “They’re really pissed, Dan. I should stop.”
  “This is good.”
  “Here?”
  “Here.” The cement wall of the mini-storage was about ten feet from the curb, set back from a wide sidewalk. It was covered with graffiti. I said to both of them, “I’ll handle this. Listen only to me, not to them, no matter what they say.” The police car, a few dozen yards behind us, gave a few more warning yelps with its siren. I’d never heard one like it.
  Kelly popped her gearshift into neutral and yanked up the emergency brake. She reached for the key to cut off the ignition, but I stopped her hand. “Keep the motor running. This won’t take long.” I pushed my door open and stepped out onto the sidewalk. The police car came to a stop about twenty feet directly behind us. Over their high-beam headlights I could make out the shape of a big sedan with blue lights flashing at roof level. The blue lights were switched off, and a second later I was hit smack in my face with a serious find-the-ship-at-night spotlight.  
  My eyes were already half closed in anticipation of being lit up, and I blinked them tightly shut and immediately covered them with my left hand. When I cracked them slightly, I could see nothing ahead of me but a brain-frying wall of light.  
 I hollered, “What the hell? Jesus, did you have to do that?” The wad of money was palmed in my raised left hand, held toward my eyes. The light was so intense that the folded cash made an opaque square against my glowing red-orange hand.  
 In a few seconds, some of my normal sight returned. As long as I kept my hand in front of my eyes, I had vision to the sides and down, while blinking and squinting against the overwhelming glare. I winked my left eye shut and kept it closed, to give it a head start on readjusting to the dark.
  A shrill voice called out, “Police! Policía! You—get down on the ground! Driver: you show me your hands out from the window!” His show sounded more like Joe, and his you almost like chew.
  I yelled back, “Goddammit, do you have to blind me here? What did we do? We weren’t speeding.” My main concern was being outflanked in the dark by a circling adversary, and I kept my eyes flitting from side to side behind my hand.  
  Another voice bellowed out, “Hijo de puta, shut the fuck up, pendejo, and get in the floor.” So there were at least two of them. And English was not their first language.
  I stalled, pretending painful, dumbfounding blindness, wincing with my hand in front of my face. If this was an official line-of-duty traffic stop, I would be seeing the flashing lights of other patrol cars any second—if I could see anything in this world of glare. The few Broward cops I’d seen had preferred to travel in packs, even in daylight. And why did these police turn off their blue flashing lights? And I didn’t hear any police radio chatter in the background. “Look, fellas, I know we weren’t speeding, and we haven’t been drinking. Is one of our taillights out?”
  The first voice answered, “I don’t say it one more time—get down on the ground! Get down on the ground NOW!”
  Unless they were going to shoot me where I stood, as long as I balked at their commands one or both of the cops was going to have to come forward away from their patrol car to deal with me. But both voices remained behind the light. If they were legitimate police, they’d probably just wait for backup before making the up-close-and-personal approach. If they weren’t legit, they’d be in a hurry to do whatever they planned to do and be gone. The center of the new sideways sun stayed in the same place, as best I could determine through squinted eyes shielded behind my hand. I could see my own shoes, the mini-storage wall to my left and the back of the GTI to my right, and these kept me oriented spatially. For the moment at least we had achieved a standoff, however fragile.
  It was time to make an offer to “pay the fine” with cash. That’s what they would want and expect, whether they were actual cops who were corrupt, or civilian strong-arm robbers masquerading as cops under the cover of darkness. It was a shakedown either way. Best case: they would accept the bribe and we would drive away without further delay.  
  That is, if they took the bribe, and if money was all they wanted. And not also a slim and trim twenty-year-old gringa, and a cute one at that. Local cops knew all of the pimps and whores in their jurisdictions on a first-name basis. In some of the nastier places I’d visited, the police were the pimps and brothel owners. Kelly’s young female body represented a preferred form of currency that paid dividends on a continuing basis. She was free money on the hoof, with the added benefit of forced sex at will. People who don’t believe that human slavery still exists in our hemisphere haven’t been to some of the places I’ve visited. If kidnapped, Kelly would be brutally broken in by pimp-rapists, and then locked in a cubicle crib in some hellish bordello.  
  But none of that was going to happen, not while I was still alive to prevent it.
  If they successfully proned me out on the sidewalk and handcuffed me, then whether they were real cops or not, I’d be finished, and so would my companions. Not only was I carrying fake ID, we had illegal guns, illegal gold coins, unexplained and probably illegal amounts of cash, the highly suspicious Orbcom sat-texting unit, the false SunPassUltra… And a few moments after I was subdued they would notice pretty young Kelly Urbanzik, barely out of her teens, quivering behind the wheel. No, I couldn’t go passive and submissive on this one, cringing and pleading and hoping for the best while reflexively obeying the orders of “authority,” genuine or counterfeit. It was time to redirect the energy.
  I said, “Look, fellas, can’t we handle this some other way? Maybe I can make a small contribution to the police recreation fund. Like, maybe, five thousand dollars?”
  The first, possibly younger, voice spoke again. “What did you say?” The question was posed with difficulty: Wha’ chew
say? I heard low, rapid Spanish being spoken. Caribbean accents, maybe. Not Mexican. I could see nothing in their direction but the blinding light, but I couldn’t let them determine the outcome of this encounter. Our night could not end either in a jail cell or a kidnapper’s hideout, or Cori and Brooke would be lost forever. And perhaps Kelly as well.  
  I repeated the offer. “How about five thousand dollars instead of a ticket? What do you say?” Before the voice responded, I slowly rotated my left hand to palm-outward while still using it to shield my eyes. Folded, ten five-hundred-dollar bills made a three-inch square. After a second for them to study it, I tossed the cash not toward the police car but at an angle to my left, toward the wall of the mini-storage. The spotlight that had been blinding me swung after the money, and I went the other way.
  The money bounced and landed at the exact intersection of the white cement wall and the sidewalk, a leaner. The blazing cone made a bull’s-eye of the little bundle. My Glock was already out. Both of my eyes wide open now, I sprinted behind the GTI’s rear hatch and out into the street. I could see the side of the police car and the backs of the two men silhouetted against the cement wall, the shine of their millioncandlepower light coming back on them.
  When their light swung back to find me standing by the GTI, I was already gone. The spotlight man searched with his white electric cone in erratic, choppy movements around the car, but I was already off to their side and then behind them in the darkness. The two men, each standing behind an open car door, were head-and-shoulder targets against the white cement wall. The range was less than twenty feet, and at that distance a Glock is an extension of my index finger. Instinctive firing, some old-timers in the Corps called it. That Glock had tritium night sights, but I was unaware of lining them up. I fired two rapid shots and saw each of their heads snap in succession.  
  Their spotlight fell to the sidewalk on the other side of the Crown Vic, shining toward the graffiti-covered wall. The back splash from the wall gave off plenty of light, enough to check the results of our encounter. The man who had been behind the driver’s door was collapsed into the angle of door and frame, his head held in place at the neck and chin, his gruesome head wound on public display. He made a few reflexive shudders and kicks, and then settled into the stillness of death as if kneeling in supplication at an altar. He was bald or shaved-headed, very dark Latino, maybe Afro-Caribbean from the look of his remaining facial features. When I walked behind him I could read POLICE across the back of his dark windbreaker. Oh, shit.
  Kelly moaned something unintelligible. I yelled to Nick and Kelly, “I’m okay, I’m okay. Nick, come on out.” 
  Nick scrambled out from under his rear hatch, his .357 in his right hand and a small flashlight in his left. He came around to the driver’s side of the big Ford. It was hard to ignore the head trapped in the crook of the door and wind-shield pillars. Especially when most of the forehead and part of the face were gone. Nick saw what was written on the dead man’s jacket and asked, “Are they really cops? Oh my God, did you just kill two cops? Oh, shit! Now we’re cop-killers?”
  “No, no, they’re not real cops. Look.” Their car was a dark Crown Victoria, but it was pure civilian except for a baseball-size blue light suction-cupped onto each side of the roof. Wires trailed from the lights down into the car. The big spotlight was not built into the driver’s side windshield pillar of the car, as on a real police car, but was a handheld model operated by the passenger.
  A chrome-plated .45-caliber pistol lay by the driver’s left knee, the hammer back and the safety off. No cop pistol that. And he was wearing scuffed cowboy boots beneath his jeans. I’d drilled him above his left ear, the massive exit wound draining down his chin onto the street. I moved carefully to avoid stepping into the expanding lake of blood, reached over him into the Crown Vic, and pushed off the headlights with the backs of my knuckles. The dead driver could keep his pistol until the next passerby came along to steal it, contaminating the crime scene with false leads, hopefully including extraneous footprints and fingerprints.  
  I looked on the ground where I expected my empty shells to have landed. The spotlight’s reflected glow beneath the car revealed the shine of two brass cases about ten feet to the right of my firing position, and in a second they were in my pocket. The shots had been spaced so closely together that they could have been mistaken for multiple echoes of one report. If anybody bothered to call it in, a single shot or even two probably wouldn’t get an official reaction. Not in a county that couldn’t afford to power the public streetlights, not even on Interstate 95 or eight-lane Oakland Park Boulevard.  
  The gunshots could have come from any moron loosing off a few blasts from his back porch. Or the shots could have been part of a gangland turf war. Either way, who wants to call the police and get involved? In a city of a million, random gunshots happened many times every night. If no real police were within a several-block radius to hear the shots, there might be no official response at all. Even if the shots were located by one of the acoustic systems in common use, would a patrol car be dispatched?
  The fact that these bandits felt comfortable pulling blue-light robberies meant they probably knew that no actual police units were in the area. If the local governments couldn’t afford to light their streets, how much nighttime law enforcement could they afford?  
  This is a predictable aspect of the downward spiral of a society in collapse. The more dangerous it becomes at night, the more afraid the police are to leave the safety of their most secure areas, except in massive force on raids executed like military operations. The absence of routine patrolling at night emboldens criminals to fill the power vacuum, and the process accelerates. It was no wonder Kelly hated driving at night.
  Nick went around to the passenger door and shut off the spotlight, now lying on the sidewalk. It was still attached to the car’s twelve-volt accessory plug with a spiral electric cord. I had shot the spotlight man first, in the left side of his head, and I didn’t feel the need to inspect him; I knew what I’d find.
  Too much was happening too fast. Time is a slippery substance to wrestle when operating in microsecond time. How much actual time had elapsed since the two shots? Twenty seconds? Two minutes? The scene was much too complex to clean up or stage-manage without leaving a dozen inadvertent clues, doing more harm than good. Genuine police cruisers could race up at any second. And I’d already retrieved my spent brass, an unexpected bonus. “Let’s go, Nick. Time to go.”
  
  I grabbed my money, still leaning against the wall, and dropped it back in my pocket. I was glad Kelly had stayed in the driver’s seat. Glad that she hadn’t seen the bandits’ faces. There are some things you’re better off not seeing, ever.  
 


 ****
 
 Nick crawled headfirst beneath the GTI’s open rear hatch and into the backseat, then pulled it down from inside. Before I’d closed my door all the way, Kelly popped the clutch and we shot past the mini-storage and behind a used furniture store that connected to the back of a plumbing supply company.
  “Did you just shoot a cop back there?” Kelly asked with raw fear in her voice.
  “No. They were just bad guys pretending to be cops.” I readjusted my mirror, and Kelly readjusted hers. 
  “You’re sure?”
  “I’m positive.”
  “Maybe they were undercover cops, or off duty?”
  “No. They weren’t cops. They were just robbers.”
  “But you killed them?”
  “It was them or us. Better it was them.”  
  “So you had to kill them?”
  I told her, “Yeah, I had to,” with more conviction than I felt. Maybe I had to kill them was closer to the truth. Or maybe they would have taken the mugger’s money and let us go. We’d never know. But they were in a dirty business, impersonating police to pull stickups. The blue suction-cup flashing strobe lights and the spotlight trick had probably worked well for them many times before, against unprepared civilians.  
 I felt zero remorse or regret for taking their lives. And if they had families waiting for them to come home with stolen money to put food on the table, well, screw them too. Starve, with my compliments. The only thing I felt was the added stress and worry over leaving more dead bodies in our wake. The mission wasn’t over, and we didn’t need any more complications. I did some silent deep-breathing exercises to calm myself down while this latest surge of adrenaline flushed out of my system.
  Another block down a narrow alley between a wall and the back of a restaurant, a quick turn and we emerged on a residential street of modest single-family homes on tiny plots. Most of them showed some lights on inside, but only dimly. The houses were all surrounded by chain-link fences or walls. Most of the higher walls were topped with glass shards set upright in mortar. I was glad that Tony Marcello considered the property wall around Number 37 North Sunset Isle too classy for such treatment.
  We were still a few miles from the Delaneys’ house and the Pantera, but Kelly didn’t use the GPS to navigate as she turned down one residential side street after another. After wiping the little nine-millimeter shell casings for prints with my shirttail, I tossed them into a row of hedges. 
  We jumped across the four lanes of Andrews Avenue, the main north-south artery in the western part of Wilton Manors. Kelly drove through another maze of neighborhoods, emerged for a few blocks on 26th, and then turned right on her own 18th Terrace. A motion-activated security light flicked on above us as we pulled up to the little guardhouse. Kelly gave a casual wave to the unseen guard behind his bulletproof window. The overhead light made a mirror of the glass.
  An old man’s raspy voice emanating from a tinny speaker asked, “Are you staying out of trouble, Miss Kelly?”
  Her voice almost cracked when she replied, “I’m trying to, Burt,” and the gate rumbled open. What the old man must have thought, with young Kelly Urbanzik bringing two strange men home at this hour.
  Just a few minutes after I’d shot the two bogus cops we were rolling up to the Delaneys’ house. We hadn’t heard any sirens behind us. It was as if the traffic stop and the shootings had never happened, but I knew that I’d kicked open a couple of major hornet’s nests behind us. Kelly pulled to a stop just beyond the Delaneys’ driveway. Their minivan was parked in the same place as when we had left that morning. Life went on here as if our fatal Miami excursion and the more recent double bandit shooting had never happened.
  I asked Kelly, “Do you have a garage at your house where you can hide your car?”
  “Yes. Yes.”
  “Then put it in there and don’t take it out for a while. Not until you get a chance to see how this all plays out. Watch the news. Somebody could have seen us. It’s not likely, but it’s possible. Or there might be a security camera that caught it. So just lie low and watch the news.” Nick had already popped his rear hatch and exited through it with our bags. I grabbed my daypack from the foot well, leaned across the interior of the GTI, and gave Kelly a quick kiss on the cheek while firmly grasping her forearm, her hand still on the shifter.  
 I said, “You were amazing, incredible. We couldn’t have done any of this without you. But now you need to go home and be invisible for a while. You don’t want to get mixed up in what happened tonight.”
  For once she was speechless, her mind full of turmoil and clearly working on too many thoughts at once.
  I stepped out and closed the door. Her GTI didn’t move. She looked through the open window at Nick standing behind me. “So, go already!” I demanded. “Get this car out of sight.”
  She worked the gearshift and rolled down the street. Mike Delaney held the inner and outer doors of his home open for us. The outer door combined painted ornamental burglar bars and insect screening, a popular tropical arrangement meant to keep out home invaders both large and small. I checked my watch just before climbing the steps onto his small porch; it was a minute until eleven.  
  Mike asked, “How did it go in Miami?” Obviously, we were not accompanied by Cori Vargas, which had been the entire goal of our operation.
  “Overall, bad enough,” I said. “But we managed to get a tracker beacon aboard Topaz.”
  “Well, that’s pretty good, isn’t it?”
  “Yeah, that’s pretty good,” I agreed halfheartedly. “And now we have to chase her to God knows where. Hey, did you find any gas for the boat?”
  Mike looked at his feet. “I couldn’t,” he stammered. “I tried, but… I siphoned about seven gallons from my own van and put it in your tank. Your fuel gauge shows almost a half full, whatever that means. And I got your spare fuel bag all tied down. Oh, and we put some drinks in your cooler.”
  “I made you dinner,” said Sharon. “Can you take a few minutes to eat, or do you want me to pack it?”
  “Can I eat while we watch the news? Switch between the Miami and Fort Lauderdale channels. Let’s see if we’re famous.” Sharon handed me a plate holding two chicken drumsticks; I tore at them while still standing. We stood between the kitchen and living room and watched the big screen while Mike hopped between news programs. A Miami-Dade police officer’s funeral after a notorious bank robbery and shootout earlier in the week, with bagpipes playing “Amazing Grace.” An apartment fire up in Pompano Beach that left a fifty people homeless. More on the twelve bodies dug up behind an old folks’ home in Coconut Creek. Nothing from North Sunset Isle on Miami Beach. Nothing from Oakland Park Boulevard near I-95 in Broward County. We waited until the first round of commercials on each channel, and I said that’s enough.
  I quickly repacked my big kit bag and my daypack. Out the back door the four of us went, crossed their patio and little yard in a few strides, Nick and I almost falling as we clambered over Doctor Zinn’s cockpit. Tossed my bags onto the Pantera’s rear bench seat and jumped aboard, followed closely by Nick, who threw our bags into the forward cuddy. Grabbed the hidden key; it seemed impossible that I had bought the Pantera only the day before. Turned the key and in a moment the engine was growling, its roar muffled as its exhaust gases were expelled underwater. Mike untied us and tossed our lines aboard. The Pantera was already pointing down the canal; I simply nudged the throttle forward into gear. No time for hugs, especially not across the gunwales of two boats. Just a sincere “Thank you!” shouted astern, big arm waves, and down the canal we went.
 


 ****
 
 Nick coiled and put away our dock lines and fenders, then mounted my handheld marine GPS atop the instrument panel in front of me. I switched on the running lights, and the tip of the boat’s nose glowed red and green. Most of the backlit gauges on the instrument panel were circular analog dials with actual physical needles, from the last century and retro as hell but they worked. The glowing GPS with its tiny chart screen was the only digital device from the new millennium.  
  I thought about all the gasoline in the boats we passed going down the Delaneys’ canal. Much of the gas was probably too old and stale to even be worth stealing. Yance Mabry had said we could expect two miles per gallon at fifty miles an hour. The fuel remaining in the tank would get us how many miles? We needed gas, but I sure wasn’t going to drive the Pantera up to the fuel docks at Bahia Mar or Pier 66 and start flashing cash. That meant we would have to refuel in Bimini, sixty miles southeast across the Gulf Stream.
  We slid down the Middle River at 1,100 rpm, trying to attract as little attention as possible in a dark and low-slung speedboat pushed along by a rumbling 500-cubic-inch Chevy big-block. Any stray manatees would just have to stay out of our path, because I couldn’t make the Pantera go any slower without taking her in and out of gear. We ducked our heads again while slipping under the Sunrise Boulevard Bridge, our water-muffled engine echoing and reverbing off the concrete and steel. Black-dark in the night shadow beneath the wide slab of steel, concrete and asphalt.  
  Then the big hairpin turn behind the back of the Winn-Dixie, where I’d first stepped back onto American soil only thirty hours before. I had spent one very long day back in the good old US of A. I noticed it was 11:19 on the glowing GPS. The eleven o’clock tracker fix had come and gone. “Nick, grab the Orbcom and find Topaz.”  
  He crawled below and came back with the transceiver. He also brought out rain slickers and life vests and laid them on the rear seat next to the cooler. Once he had the last known latitude and longitude for Topaz, he punched the numbers into my handheld GPS. That done, he held the device up so that I could see the three-inch-square electronic chart on the screen. He had zoomed it out to show everything from the east coast of South Florida as far over as Bimini in the Bahamas. Nick said, “The little circle is Topaz. At least, that’s where she was at eleven p.m. Thirty-five miles east of Miami.” He studied the tiny screen and said, “That’s on a line for Bimini, or maybe south of Bimini.”
  I said, “She won’t stop there, she doesn’t need gas. So she’s crossing the Great Bahama Bank.” This bank was a vast area of shallow water over sand between Bimini and Andros Island, but it was navigable at night with GPS. The depths were mostly over ten feet, the few dangerous coral reefs well known. No problem for Topaz or the Pantera.  
  “Does that mean she’s heading for Castigo Cay?”
  “Or Chub Cay, or Nassau, or a thousand other places.”
  “But she could be heading for Castigo Cay.”
  “She could. Sure. That’s the way she’d go.”
  Nick stretched his arms out, twisted his torso and said, “This is going to be a long night.” Then he turned completely around in his bolster to look behind us, still checking six.
  I said, “If it was easy, anybody could do it. Hey, while you have the GPS out, punch South Bimini in as our destination. It’s already on the waypoint list. We’ll refuel there.”
  “So we’re going to Bimini after all, huh?”
  “Yeah,” I admitted, “we’re going to Bimini after all.”
  “Even though your pilot buddy said it was all cutthroats.”
  “Even though.”
  “Okay, Dan, I’m cool with it if you’re cool with it. Hey, are you going to steer with your bare eyeballs or the NOD? Once we’re offshore, I mean.”
  “Bare eyes, as long as the moon is up. After that, I don’t know. But in the meantime, you can set it up. It’s in my—”
  “I know where it is.” He returned with the bowling ball bag, and in a minute he had the NOD on the hockey helmet and the helmet on his head.
  “How does it fit you?” I asked him.
  “Little loose. Not bad.” He took it off and set it on the deck at his feet. I was glad I didn’t need to mention that we couldn’t be seen leaving Port Everglades while wearing night vision. Being just harmless innocent civilians and all.
  “Once we’re offshore, you can watch the horizon with the NOD while I drive.”
  “No problem.” A moment later Nick tapped my shoulder and said, “Helicopter.”
  “Where?”  
  “Five o’clock.”  
  When I turned to the right and behind, I could see its spotlight like a white light saber coming down from heaven. It was impossible to miss when we had a direct line of sight, which we did some of the time. Directions and distances were hard to guess while on narrow, twisting creeks surrounded by houses, buildings and trees, but it seemed as if the helo was orbiting over to the west a couple of miles away, perhaps by Oakland Park and 95.  
  I asked Nick, “You think they found the fake cops?” We had to speak loudly to be heard even over the muffled engine.
  “You mean, the dead fake cops,” he replied. “Hell if I know. Maybe they found them. I just hope they were fake cops, and not undercover or something.”
  “They were fake cops. And they’ll have no reason to connect them to us.”
  Nick said, “I’ll begin to believe that when we’re out on the ocean, with nothing behind us but the horizon.”
  My biggest worry, a gnawing one, was that the entire scene with the fake cops had been captured on some security camera. I pushed the worry away. What I cannot control I should not waste time or energy fretting over.
  Easier said than done.
  The killing moon was low but still occasionally visible to our right, hidden at times by trees or condos as we turned and hooked our way south. Middle River joined the Intracoastal Waterway and we slipped under the Las Olas Boulevard drawbridge. No need for the tender up in his cubicle to leave his television program to raise the twin spans for tiny us.  
  By degrees we had reentered Fort Lauderdale’s golden zone. The owners of waterfront mansions and luxury condos clearly had no problem paying their electric bills. While passing the famous Bahia Mar marina, we observed an impressive party on a megayacht tied up on the longest outside pier. The yacht went two hundred feet, easily, and had at least that number of dinner-attired guests frolicking on the multiple decks from bow to transom.  
  Then one more broad left turn, and there ahead of us was the Marriott to starboard and the Hyatt to port. Behind them both and spanning the Intracoastal was the high 17th Street Causeway drawbridge. We slipped between its massive concrete pillars and into the Port Everglades ship turning basin. Instead of continuing south down the ICW toward the Dania Canal, where I had rebuilt Rebel Yell, I turned our bow toward the ocean.  
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 Parallel lines of blinking channel buoys, red and green, aimed us seaward. The lane between them was wide enough to allow the biggest cruise liners and warships to visit Port Everglades. We retraced our route out the inlet, past the Coast Guard base on the south and the Customs and DEA surveillance stations high atop the condo tower to the north. I hoped they were all looking at boats coming in, not boats going out.
  Goodbye, America. For another while.
  But not quite yet. One more security portal, the biggest and the last. Who could be up to any good, running an inlet at eleven-thirty p.m. in a low-profile twenty-four-foot pocket rocket? Were pictures of the escaping Pantera even now being sent to Frank Bloomfield’s office? Was it manned around the clock? Or would the video be forwarded to his smart phone? Would it be marked urgent and give him a little digital tickle to try to gain his immediate attention? Or would it be classified as routine message traffic, to be opened and read next Monday? Monday, when I’d be contacting his office by close of business, right?  
  Wrong.
  With the open ocean in front, I kicked the rpm up to two grand. The lines of blinking channel lights looked like runway markers ahead of us; the Pantera was preparing for takeoff. I’d worried that we would be alone while exiting the port, but thankfully this was not the case. A pair of big white sportfishermen came charging in and passed us one after the other, leaving us wallowing in their crossing wakes. I fell into line behind an outbound powerboat. Not much of it was visible but the transom, lit by its white stern light. I couldn’t tell if it was a commercial or a pleasure craft, but it was far bigger than us. Maybe it was a pilot boat, going out to meet a ship.  
  There was no sign of Homeland Security in any of its various manifestations. I was mainly looking for an orange Coast Guard rigid inflatable, or for the Customs and Border Protection boys in their Interceptors with their four giant outboard motors.  
 Once again, being small and dark blue helped us slide through the inlet unnoticed, or at least unmolested. At night and at low speed, only close and careful observation would distinguish the Pantera’s low racing profile from thousands of innocuous ski boats and day cruisers in her size class.
  We began to pick up some ocean swell as we left the protection of the port. The boat ahead of us turned toward Miami after clearing the south jetty. I looked at Nick, he looked back at me; both of us were grinning. Before we reached the ends of the jetties I switched the exhaust over to the straight pipes through the transom. The engine’s roar tripled, but I kept her speed to only thirty while we were still near the inlet.
  It was four hundred miles to Castigo Cay. If I could find enough gas in Bimini to fill the tank and the auxiliary bladder, a hundred gallons should give us two hundred miles, depending on our rpm. So we would need to refuel at least one more time after Bimini to make it the whole distance. Topaz could make thirty knots, and she could do it in much bigger waves than the Pantera. And she could do it all night and all day, without stopping to refuel. If Topaz was going all the way to Castigo Cay, I knew it was going to be a chase. A lot would depend on the sea state offshore. I pushed the throttle ahead until we were getting forty miles per hour at 3,000 rpm.  
  Nick replaced my GPS in its bungee cord cradle, where I could glance down at it. A bright orange arrow on the screen pointed our way to Bimini. Fifty-six miles was the given distance slanting down across the Gulf Stream, the arrow showing me a constant bearing to steer. Nothing to it—if we had enough gas. Just keep the Pantera lined up with the glowing arrow as the miles counted down to our first refueling stop.
  My copilot put on a pair of clear goggles and handed me another. He’d brought them up with the pile of foul-weather coats and life vests. The goggles had a wide elastic band in back and a rubber strip at the top for comfort. I didn’t anticipate taking a lot of spray on this leg, but eye protection was a necessity at high speed. I hadn’t even thought of bringing clear goggles, and I couldn’t wear my sunglasses at night.  
  Nick asked, “You want a life vest?”
  “Yeah, sure, why not.” We both slipped them on and zipped them up. They were medium blue, not orange, red or white. Blue for smuggling, orange for racing. It was easy to be thrown from an open racer on the ocean. Especially at night, when reading the waves was trickier. Each padded flotation vest had a small strobe light in a canvas loop up near the left shoulder, and a cargo pocket with a velcro flap on each side lower down. They contained another strobe and a four-pack of mini pop flares as big as cigars. I was impressed with how well-prepared the Pantera was turning out to be, even in these small but critical details. Yance Mabry had claimed that he never put a boat out to sea that wasn’t ready. I didn’t need any more convincing.  
  Nick picked up the hockey helmet with its mounted NOD. “Should I go night vision?”
  “Not yet,” I said. “They can still see us from the shore.”
  I looked behind us and wondered if zoom-lensed night vision cameras atop the Point of the Americas condominium tower were filming our departure for digital posterity. The half-moon, flat on top, was low on the horizon behind Fort Lauderdale. The wind had dropped and so had the offshore swells. What remained of the moonlight shone on the water ahead of us, illuminating the long, low rollers in shine and shadow and making it nearly as easy as daytime for my nightadjusted eyes to see. The fathometer readings dropped rapidly to greater than a hundred feet, then two hundred; the continental shelf is almost nonexistent along that Gulf Stream–scoured edge of South Florida. I caught glimpses of the horizon ahead of us as random flashes of heat lightning illuminated the visible tops of distant clouds over Bimini or even beyond.  
  So far I’d seen no sign of law enforcement boats, but that meant nothing. They could be watching us from blacked-out vessels using night vision, or from powerful infrared telescopes atop the condos. Or even from aircraft. But that was out of my circle of influence. Now I finally had the open ocean in front and a solid boat with both racing and smuggling pedigrees under my feet. Topaz was far ahead of us, but we were much faster. A miniature hound chasing a gigantic hare. Nick had summed it up well: it was going to be a long night.
  Both of us were settled firmly back against our encircling bolster seats, our toes against the bottom of the cockpit bulkhead. I punched Nick’s shoulder and hollered, “You ready for blastoff?”
  He gestured with his right hand as if shoving the throttle all the way forward and yelled back at me, “Hell, yeah! Do it!” Instead of a steering wheel and the instrument panel, his side of the cockpit had only a silver grab bar for him to hang onto when we went airborne, and when we slammed back down. He clutched it with both hands.
  I pushed the throttle ahead, and as the Pantera accelerated and leaped forward and the engine rose to its full roar, Nick let out his own piercing, prolonged scream that sounded some-thing like “wah-hooooo!”
  The digital speedometer on the GPS was climbing through the forties when I became aware of another sound—more of a feeling, actually. I throttled back and hollered at Nick, “What the hell was that?” Had something broken loose down below or in the engine compartment? Had we struck flotsam? Then the two cuddy doors between our legs exploded back, and a girl’s thin arms and ponytailed head appeared at our feet. She rolled over and sprawled on her back between the bolsters, shaking in pain and fear.
 


 ****
 
 “Kelly? Kelly! What the hell?” I throttled back even more, and the hull pounding stopped. Our wake caught up to us and rolled under our transom. I had to do some tricky wheelwork at the new speed as we wallowed along, and a little warm salt water slopped over the engine cover. At low speed on the ocean you needed to stand with your legs apart, as you would on a teeter-totter, even with your back against the bolster. I looked at Nick and switched the exhaust to underwater so we’d be able to hear each other. “Were you in on this?”
  He shook his head without hesitation. “Dan, I swear I didn’t know.”
  Half out of the cuddy, Kelly put her hands up, imploring. Nick and I each grabbed one slender arm and pulled her up to her feet. She was still wearing her white shorts and red top. The boat snap-rolled and she fell first against me, then back against Nick.
  “Where were you hiding?” I demanded.
  “Under the pointy bed, all the way up front.”
  “You could have been killed up there if we’d gotten into big waves. Or you might have suffocated.”
  “Tell me about it.” Kelly was still quick with a comeback, but seemed chastened.
  “Are you hurt?” I asked. “Anything broken?”
  “No. I don’t think so. I’m okay.”
  Under the triangular plywood panel of the V-berth there was enough room for a scrawny girl her size. Her back would have been nestled against the reinforced fiberglass V that cut the water. It had been okay for her up there until we hit our first waves and the hull had made a few slams. The plywood triangle latched down from the outside to keep it in place when the bow was lifting up and down. Kelly would not have been able to lock it down while hiding beneath it and the mattress. Once we were in open water, the mattress, the plywood panel and Kelly Urbanzik had all bounced up and out of position.  
  I still had an iron grip on her upper arm from lifting her to her feet. I stared at her and said, “What the hell were you thinking?” I resisted the strong urge to shake her.  
  “I’m sorry, Dan, I’m sorry! But I just couldn’t go home. Couldn’t!”
  She looked at me and then at Nick with forlorn eyes.  


My first reaction was to spin one-eighty and drop her off at the closest pier, but we couldn’t risk making multiple trips through the inlet. Going out once was chancy enough. I did not want to be tonight’s anomaly for the watchers to ponder, the contact for them to tag for further study. Kelly clearly had planned on this when she hid herself.  
  “So, where did you put your car? Not in your garage. There wouldn’t have been time.” And she was in the same white shorts and red top. She hadn’t been home at all.
  “Don’t worry—the car is fine where it is.”
  “Where?”
  “In our neighbors’ carport. They’re up in Michigan until October. I leave it there when I’m coming in late and going back out with somebody else.”
  “It’s just a carport? There’s no door on it?”
  “No. So what?”
  “So what?! Tomorrow morning every cop in Broward County might be looking for a silver GTI!”  
  “How?” she asked. “Nobody saw us.”
  “Surveillance cameras, somebody walking his dog, do I have to paint a picture? Girl, what the hell were you thinking?” We were less than a mile from the inlet and I kept the speed to a lazy twenty, steering away from the coastline. I expected more beseeching sobs and pleading for understanding, but she swept my hand away with her forearm and said, “I can still help you, damnit! Somebody needs a brain in this sorry outfit! And anyway, I’m not stopping until this mission is over.”
  I was so taken aback by her defiance that after a moment I burst out laughing. Nobody needed to remind me that we were chasing Topaz by satellite beacon only because my crew had taken the initiative. Meanwhile, their fearless leader with the rusty lance had charged at two windmills and missed them both. Oh-for-two.
  Her stubborn won’t-quit attitude must have come from Nick. They’d shared several hours in her car without me, with Nick sitting up front next to her. What had transpired between them during those hours I could only conjecture. For relationships forged under fire, a few hours can be a lot of bonding time. I’d seen this happen over and over again in the sandbox. Two hours under fire with a new battle buddy could equal two years of casually interacting with someone in garrison.
  Further, I guessed that after a day in our gravity she was simply picking up our vibe. A rapid form of Stockholm syndrome, perhaps? Or just Kelly’s youthful hormones, raging for Nick or perhaps even for yours truly? Women were an inscrutable lot. I glared at her through my clear goggles and she glared right back. “When this is over, I’m not going back to Florida, and neither is this boat. You’re on your own to find a ride home.”
  “That’s fine with me,” she snapped. “I can take care of myself.”
  After today, I hardly doubted the truth of that.  
  There was room for her to sit on the rear bench seat with her left side against the big Igloo cooler. Each bolster seat had a wide grab bar on the back for the rear-seat passengers. “Hang onto these handles,” I told her. “Sit down when you can, but when it gets too rough, stand up but keep your knees bent. Okay?”
  “Okay.” Kelly moved into position in the center of the rear seat.
  “If it gets really bad, stand behind my seat.”
  “Why?”
  “So you don’t get launched up the middle if we come to a sudden stop.”
  “That happens?”
  “Yes, that happens, among other things.”
  She moved side to side, sitting and standing, trying different positions.
  I turned around in my bolster and said, “Let me tell you this now: while you’re on this boat, you have to do what I say. We’re not going to nice places like Ireland or Spain. Before this is all over, people will die. You realize that?”
  She nodded yes and added, “People already died tonight.”
  I stared at her. “Yes, they did.”
  “But not us.” She held and returned my gaze.
  “No, not us.” I turned forward again, switched the water-muffled exhaust back through the straight pipes, and pushed the throttle ahead until we were loping along at an easy thirty, getting our legs. No more rolling. Like a motorcycle, the narrow V-hull Pantera stiffened up with speed. She ran solid and steady, as if she were on rails. I hoped the fuel sloshing around in her belly would be enough to get us to Bimini.  
  I looked forward, scanning the ocean ahead for ships’ lights. Enough well-lit vessels were out there to provide me a decent virtual horizon and prevent vertigo. There was a lot to worry about. Slamming into a small, barely lit fishing boat at fifty miles an hour would put a quick end to the mission, and probably to our lives. And although the water was flat enough for blasting forward into the darkness, there was the ever-present and unavoidable risk that we would hit some freak swell or the wake of a ship, go airborne in a bad way, and face immediate disaster. But I put all the what-ifs out of my mind: what I can’t control isn’t worth worrying about. Too much.
  Our course was a straight line to Bimini. It would have made better tactical sense to parallel the coast for a few miles, apparently on an “innocent” domestic jaunt, than to head directly offshore. But we just didn’t have the fuel to spare. I turned for a last look at Florida. Only a few miles out and already the electrified buildings along the coast had shrunk down to tiny Lego blocks. If the feds were observing us from their perch atop the thirty-story condo at the inlet, they were going to get only a view of our backs. If they had filmed the cluster foxtrot when we discovered our stowaway, I could only imagine what they thought of it.  
  I hollered, “Nick, put on your NOD and point out anything that can hurt us.”
  “Aye-aye, skipper.” He chin-strapped the hockey helmet and flipped the NOD down over his left eye. It rested against his goggles, lending them a sparkly green glow. After studying all points of the compass he declared, “We’re clean.”
  I nodded and advanced the throttle until we were making fifty, the Pantera’s best fast-cruising speed. We ate up the sea miles. Halfway across the Florida Strait I noticed a flashing red beacon far distant on the horizon. “See the light?” I shouted to my crewmates.  
  Nick said, “I’ve been watching it. What is it?” Kelly’s chin was nearly on my left shoulder so she could hear us over the engine.
  “B for Bimini,” I said. “Morse code.” The red light came on for a few seconds, disappeared, and then blinked three times. The pattern repeated every twenty seconds. Dash, dot-dot-dot. The telegraphic alphabet was invented before the Civil War, and now it lived on in just a few legacy niches, such as atop navigational aides. Each significantly inhabited Bahama Island had a tall radio tower keeping it in touch with the outer world. Only in the middle of the fifty-mile-wide Florida Straits did a mariner lose sight of the highest light towers on both sides. That meant we were more than halfway across. The GPS said less than twenty miles to go.
 


 ****
 
 Most people have heard of Bimini
and vaguely know it’s off the coast of South Florida. Ernest Hemingway drank and fished there, and he wrote Islands in the Stream based on some of his experiences there. In succeeding generations rumrunners and drug smugglers used Bimini as a launching platform. But actually there are two Biminis, North and South, a fact that matters only to those few who visit. North Bimini has Alice Town, the only settlement of note in the two-island group. Years before when I had visited for one day, it’d had a few relatively nice marinas, some bars and restaurants, and what passed for law and order.  
  South Bimini is noteworthy only because it has the sole airstrip on either island. The location of the unlit runway on South Bimini had led to much amusement over the years. Smugglers would bring in cases of battery-powered electric lanterns to light the five-thousand-foot runway for mystery planes that came and went after dark. Meanwhile, the DEA had a tiny base on North Bimini. For years they played cops and robbers, but South Bimini remained by and large a law enforcement “no-go zone.” This was part of an undeclared truce to ensure domestic tranquility on the better-off northern island.
  It was half-past midnight, early Saturday morning. I steered the Pantera to the waypoint in my GPS, five hundred yards west of the bottom tip of South Bimini. When we reached the spot, I flashed my running lights on and off, one second on, one second off, so there was no mistaking my intentions. After a minute a bright white light blinked back at me—the pilot signaling from shore, I hoped. I circled back offshore, wallowing again in the slight swell at low speed, the exhaust diverted underwater to reduce the engine’s sound.
  “Nick, get our guns.”  
  My Glock was already in its black plastic holster, and I shoved it under my belt on my right hip. The bottom of my flotation vest covered it. Kelly’s eyes grew wide when she saw the weapons. She was wearing one of the foul-weather jackets now; it was cold on the water at high speed, no matter what the air temp was.
  I looked at her and said, “Girl, don’t argue with me, but you have to go below and stay out of sight. And don’t make a peep.”
  “Is this place really that bad?”
  “I hope not. It was okay a few years ago. But places can change.” I knew it was a risk going into South Bimini. A microport where it might be safe to conduct black-market business one year might become a den of thieves in another. The thieves would prey on returning customers who did not know that there had been a change in policy from sales to theft. And sometimes the thieves wore the uniforms of the local military or law enforcement branches, so these capricious gray-zone microports had to be approached with great wariness. Kelly scuttled below into the bow without a debate. It was just Nick and me in the cockpit standing against our bolster seats, packing heat. Two white pistoleros in an anonymous go-fast, looking for a transaction of mutual benefit and short duration.
  After we’d circled for about five minutes, a big rigid-hulled inflatable came out: gray rubber tubes and hull. A little bigger than my Avon, about eighteen feet. A black man in a yellow slicker stood at the console, close enough to wave to me. He circled behind us and turned his boat onto a parallel course, converging until our hulls were almost touching.
  You didn’t come into South Bimini at night without a pilot. The coral heads were too numerous and the currents too tricky. These pilots possessed knowledge passed from generation to generation while dealing with purveyors of blockaded weapons, illegal bird plumes, Demon Rum, Mary Jane, coke, unpapered migrants and any other midnight cargo that presented a business opportunity. GPS made it easier and allowed them to retrace their intricate routes through the coral even in total darkness. The pilot dropped back alongside me until our hulls were pressed together and called out, “You want gas, right?” Enough light glowed from the instruments on his console for my night-adapted eyes to make him out.
  “Right, gasoline.”
  He looked at us carefully and finally said, “Okay. Follow me, den you turn where I turn—not before. Den tie against de barge I take you to. All good deep water for you between here and dere, if you stay close behind.” He made the fingering-bills gesture with one hand. “One t’ousand U.S., all right?”
  I nodded, gave him a thumbs-up, and waved him ahead. He made a call on a cell phone or walkie-talkie, and then he steered his boat on a path like the circumference of a puzzle piece across the seamless black water. There was no dramatic rocky inlet to run with white knuckles on the wheel, as is so often the case. There was just a diminishment in the ocean swell and chop until we were on flat water moving at slower and slower speed. In a minute we approached land, marked mostly by some dimly lit houses and a couple of moving vehicle lights. Nick used the time to get our fenders and coiled dock lines ready.  
  A few miles to the northeast, the light atop the unseen Bahamas Telephone Company tower flashed its red Morse code B. The light oversaw both Biminis like a winking red star beneath the Big Dipper and the entire Milky Way. The light would be maintained as a trivial benefit for a handful of passing mariners, but only for as long as the BaTelCo tower was needed for inter-island and inter-continental wireless communications. When the communications companies pull the plugs on the big towers and the red light on top goes out, you know you’re entering the New Dark Ages, at least in that region. I’ve been out there past the collapsed infrastructure on the fringes of a couple of continents, and very different rules of conduct apply—or no rules at all.
  Both Biminis were flat, nowhere more than ten or twelve feet above the high-tide line, so there was no background landmass to speak of. The barge became visible as a perfectly straight line of blacker black against the stars. The pilot pulled alongside us, pressing against our hull with his side tube, pointed ahead and said, “Tie up dere and pay me, okay?”
  “What about the gas?”
  “Dey be here right quick.”  
  I steered the Pantera in a tight circle to moor facing back out. This put us against the barge port-side-to, Nick’s side. The steel barge extended a yard and a half above the water. There was no fuel pump that I could see. Thankfully, the halfsunk barge was well fendered in the middle, because the Pantera lifted and dropped a good two feet on the surge wrapping around South Bimini. I hitched my flotation vest up and felt the grip of my Glock. Nick tied us off to tug-size cleats, and fit our fenders among theirs to maximize the cushioning.  
  The pilot boat nudged back against us and I paid him his thousand. He examined the single bill closely with a flashlight, smiled, spoke again on his walkie-talkie, then moved his inflatable forward and also tied alongside the barge.
  After a few minutes the gasoline entrepreneurs arrived, walking across the barge to loom above us. Seen against the stars, about all I could determine was that they were adult males, and maybe that they were black. They both carried flashlights and courteously didn’t shine them in our faces. The side shine was plenty for us to do business by.  
  The taller man said, “You want gas, right? How much you want?”
  I replied, “Maybe a hundred gallons.”
  “Two hundred dollars a gallon, nice round numbers I like. Dot be twenty t’ousand dollar, mon.” He didn’t mention giving back change if we used less than the full amount, and I didn’t ask. Change would not be part of the transaction.
  “How fresh is the gas? What octane?”
  “It’s good gas, mon. Avgas—aviation grade. De best. Let me see de money.”  
  I pulled out three wads and riffled the bills. The taller man reached for them but I pulled them back and said, “The gas first.” He grinned, his white teeth gleaming in the reflected glow from our instruments. He wasn’t worried about being stiffed. We couldn’t easily or safely escape without their pilot’s assistance.  
  Shifting a hundred gallons of gasoline across a barge onto a speedboat isn’t a trivial task. I shut down the engine and switched on the ventilation blower. Nick slid down below and opened the forward deck hatch. I couldn’t remember how much gas vapor equaled the explosive power of a stick of dynamite, but it was less than a Pantera-full, that much I knew.
  The shorter of the two men disappeared ashore past the barge and returned dragging a long hose. Nick had found the deck key and unscrewed our gasoline filling cap. It was on his side of the boat, on a downward-sloping facet of fiberglass so that any spillage would not run into the cockpit. Into the hole went a “Baja filter” that we’d found below, a giant funnel with a fine filter screen at the narrow end. It wouldn’t purify bad gas, but it would keep out the larger chunks of dirt and rust.  
  The hose didn’t have a nozzle like hoses at a gas station, just a cutoff valve. The gasoline was taking its time coming a long distance through the one-inch hose at low pressure. While the gas flowed I dug into the cooler and pulled out a couple of plastic bottles. I didn’t care what was in them and picked one at random, which turned out to be some kind of ersatz lemonade made from powder. I opened a bottle for Nick and surreptitiously tossed one forward for Kelly. No doubt it was made from the tap water back in the Delaneys’ house. It didn’t taste particularly great, but it was potable and it was cold. I toasted civilization and running water.  
  Even though we could watch the fuel gauge’s needle heading toward the F, when the tank was full some gasoline came slopping out of the hole before Nick could cut it off. Filling the forty-gallon fuel bladder was even trickier. We both kept a wary eye on the bladder while it filled. A dim cabin light let us watch the rubber tank go from pancake flat to tick tight.  
  Kelly remained all the way forward, sitting Indian-style on the V-berth facing us, silent as a fawn. The gas fumes were oppressively thick in the cockpit, so it must have been nauseating for her. Nick gradually turned the cutoff valve and only a little fuel splashed out at the end. The silence of the night was broken only by our ventilation blower, a distant generator and music from some unseen place.
  The taller man said, “Everyting good now, mon?”
  “If it’s good gasoline, then everything is good.”
  He replied with some ire, “Of course it’s good gas, mon—dot’s our bidness! Be for real, what you think?”
  I handed him the three wads of cash; he counted them quickly and checked a few at random with his flashlight. I said, “We have a little navigation work to do. Just a few minutes and we’ll take off.”
  “No problem, mon. Take your time.” The two men disappeared across the barge, dragging the black hose behind them. Nick had found an old towel below and used it to mop up the spilled gasoline, then tossed it onto the barge. I told Kelly she could come out from below, and she returned to the cockpit without complaining about the stink of fumes. She was holding the Orbcom, its screen lit up.  
  She said, “I just got the one a.m. location.”
  “Where is she?” I asked.
  “How should I know? I just have the coordinates.”
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 She turned its screen to me, and I entered the latitude and longitude into the GPS. Topaz was sixty-five miles ahead. We could nearly double her speed, but we’d still need to fuel up again before we caught her. I set my next two waypoints on the handheld GPS and drank more bottled water from the cooler. Our new course would first take us sixty miles across the shallow Great Bahama Bank. Then it was fifty miles of deep water to Nassau and, I hoped, our next refueling stop. I wondered if you could still find a gas dock open all night in the capitol of the Bahamas. I hoped so. In my experience, most economic activity usually gravitates toward the national capitols. The rest of a country might be going completely to hell, but things are usually all right in the capitol, relatively speaking. 
  While we were still tied up to the sunken barge the pilot boat circled and came alongside, bumping against the Pantera’s fiberglass hull with its soft tube. The pilot said, “Where you heading for now?” He eyed Kelly, our newly conjured crewmember, but said nothing.
  “East, to the Berries.”  
  “Dot be very tricky, mon. Very tricky. Not easy, like coming in from de Stream.”
  “I already paid you.” I stared at him; his face was softly lit from below by the backlit instruments on his console.
  “Dot was for comin’ in, mon. Not for gettin’ out.”
  I sighed but didn’t press it. I still had plenty of greenbacks to spread around. And once I’d crossed an ocean or two, I’d be hard-pressed to find a bank or money changer that would accept my unspent paper U.S. dollars. And if they did, the conversion rate would be an atrocity. Around the world, King Dollar had become a redheaded stepchild.  
  “How much?” I asked him, resigned to paying a second time.
  “A t’ousand. De same like before.”
  I handed over the bill. It disappeared and the pilot boat slid ahead of us. I had given him the Berries as my destination because he needed a rough direction to steer away from South Bimini. Finding the channels through the coral that led east to the Great Bahama Bank required a local guide, no way around it. But I didn’t want to be truthful about my next refueling destination in case informants were part of his circle of friends, knowingly or unknowingly. Any information gleaned by the DEA would wind up on Frank Bloomfield’s computer screen or smart phone in due course. If they heard I’d gone to the Berries and were intent on finding me, maybe they would expend some resources looking for me on the dozens of isles and cays that make up that minor galaxy of Bahamian islands.
  The pilot led us on another coral-dodging pretzel course. After a few minutes he dropped back alongside and called over, “All good water east from here.” Our depth meter showed only six feet. I waved a salute, and he turned away and disappeared toward his home island. We were on our way again at one-fifteen in the morning. The last dregs of moonlight had disappeared behind us. Starlight under a one-eighth overcast wasn’t much of a substitute.  
  The boat handled differently with six hundred pounds of raw gasoline in her belly, but we’d be running mostly in flat water for the rest of the night. We could make it to Nassau and maybe even further with just our main tank. Nick had the helmet on and the NOD down, and he pronounced the horizon ahead to be clear. Even without the moon there was just enough light for me to make out the ocean ahead of us with my fully night-adjusted human eyes.  
  I flipped the exhaust to the straight pipes and nudged the throttle ahead until we were making a little over sixty at an even 4,000 rpm. Our depth gauge read mostly in the teens but sometimes showed as little as six or seven feet of depth. Six feet of water could deepen to ten or disappear to zero in a blink. At sixty miles an hour, you’d strike a lurking coral head long before you ever noticed it on the depth sounder.  
  In compensation, the water was flat calm and driving the boat meant just steering after I’d trimmed her out with the tabs. The GPS’s glowing arrow pointed the way, always straight ahead as long as I kept the Pantera on course. The Great Bahama Bank was a superhighway with no lane dividers, no shoulders and no guardrails. A liquid Bonneville Salt Flats, on a much vaster scale. I could see in my peripheral vision that spray was shooting out on either side in flat sheets of glowing phosphorescence, but not a drop touched us. There was no autopilot on the Pantera, but if there had been, it would have been able to keep the little rocket on course across the table-flat water.
  After we’d been screaming along at sixty-plus for an hour, Nick pointed ahead and yelled, “See that? The first waypoint is coming up.”
  “I don’t see a light,” I replied just as loudly. The safe exit from the shallow Grand Bahama Bank onto the deepwater Northwest Channel was marked by a navigational beacon. It should have been showing a flashing white light visible from eight miles away. But I didn’t really expect to see it. These isolated navaids were low-hanging fruit for any passing boater who wanted a free solar panel and the deep-cycle marine batteries that powered the lights at night. Most governments had quit replacing them. To think that there had been a time when people had been so fat, dumb and happy that big solar panels and banks of batteries could just be left unguarded, out in the middle of nowhere! And not a single passerby would take them away! Those times had obviously come and gone in the Bahamas—and, to be frank, in most of the world I’d visited recently.  
  I held my course and Nick said, “Come a little starboard, just a few degrees. How close do you want to pass it?”
  I yelled back, “Just don’t let us hit it.” I could only dimly see the water by natural starlight. Then a vertical black hulk sprang into my view, became the shadow of a skeletal tower about thirty feet high, and flashed past us down our port side close enough to be wet by our spray. We hooted and howled and screamed. An hour of acutely focused attention and sensory deprivation does funny things to your perception of mundane objects like steel towers. Especially when passing close by them at high speed, at night.  
  It’s the realization that if we’d been obliviously roaring along just thirty feet to the left, we’d have been instantly pulverized and shredded upon collision with the unlit beacon’s steel tower legs. And then turned into barbeque flambé atop a hundred gallons of exploding gasoline. But we didn’t hit the iron skeleton, so instead we experienced a rush of adrenaline. It was like getting shot at and missed. Somewhere I’d read that a young Winston Churchill had appreciated the perverse fun in that, all the way back in the Boer War.
  I glanced down at the depth sounder. Its numbers flashed from the twenties through the hundreds, and after five hundred it just flashed zeros. After five hundred we were “off soundings,” meaning our fathometer didn’t have the punch to send its pings all the way to the bottom and hear an echo.  
  Five hundred feet, five thousand or even deeper, it didn’t matter. Anything that sank out here was gone for good. On the positive side, we no longer had to worry about running into random coral heads or unlit navigational aids. I braced for an increase in wave height, but there was no appreciable difference from back on the shallow bank behind us and I was able to keep her at over sixty. Nick informed me of some thunderheads and squalls near our course that might affect us. I could sense them only as a further blackening of a dark sky by the blotting out of the stars. We flew on through the darkness. The air and water temperatures were both in the eighties, but it was always cold at high speed in an open boat. I could handle most anything for a couple of hours, and I knew Nick was the same way. I took a quick glance behind me. The hood of Kelly’s slicker was cinched down to a tiny donut hole.
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 Our next waypoint was the light
on the western tip of Paradise Island. The three-mile-long island lies just north of Nassau and forms its harbor, with entrances at each end. I spotted the Paradise Island light with my eyes when the GPS said we were eleven miles out. We found the Western Channel with no trouble. Everything was on the GPS, matching what we saw.
  New Providence Island, where Nassau is located, is only twenty miles long, but half the population of the entire Bahamas lives on it. This meant that almost two hundred thousand people were on this one island, only about the tenth-biggest by area in the Bahamas. Besides being the capitol of the country, Nassau was the social and economic heart of the Bahamas and therefore, I hoped, a place where I could find fuel in the middle of the night. Our approach course brought us slanting down across the amply lit north coast of New Providence. It could have been Florida. The lights built to a blaze as we approached the environs of the capitol.
  You didn’t need a paper chart or a GPS map to know where to go: Nassau Harbor was lit on both sides like Las Vegas. To port, the Atlantis casino and mega-resort on Paradise Island glowed like Mayan pyramids containing their own power plants. To starboard, a pair of enormous cruise ships competed for the eye’s attention.  
  I throttled back to a high idle and switched the exhaust to underwater. Nick stashed our pistols below and prepared our fenders and dock lines. In a few minutes we slipped beneath the twin seventy-foot-high vehicle bridges from Nassau over to Paradise Island. I circled outside a marina complex with a restaurant and club built out over the water. Live reggae music competed with steel drums and hip-hop, thumping and clanging across the water from several points of the compass. All of the pier ends were occupied, with fifty-foot powerboats about par. Glossy fiberglass glistened from recent rain.
  “Find the dock master and see about gas,” I told Nick as I nosed the Pantera up to an exposed corner of pier beneath the bow of a megayacht. It took a few shots of reverse throttle to stop us. He scrambled off our bow and I backed away without touching. In a few minutes he waved us over from the end of the next pier in the same marina. There was no open dock space. Through arm gestures he communicated that we were to tie outboard of the forty-foot sportfisher he was standing near. She was the Don’t Tell, out of Palm Beach. A string of yellow Japanese lanterns dangled from each fishing outrigger. Party lights. The boat was a Bertram, top of the class.
  A dozen people were aboard her, all Caucasian, men up to their sixties and ladies down to their twenties. Polo shirts and khaki slacks on the men, designer jeans and minidresses on the ladies. Lots of high-end bling on fingers, wrists and necks of both sexes. The cocktail party taking place aboard the yacht was not disturbed by our arrival. To say they were all in a fine mood would be putting it lightly. Every hand was filled with a drink, and the aroma of burning ganja was pronounced.  
  Though there was no open dock space for the Pantera, the fuel pumps were still open. The Bertram’s owner wanted to lie alongside the pier head for the evening within walking distance of the bar and dance floor. We wanted only to gas up and split. We could both have what we wanted with just a little cooperation. The Bertram already had yard-high white fenders tied along its outboard side for just such eventualities. We came along port-side-to, Nick’s side again, the side with the fuel fill. The happy drunks on Don’t Tell took our lines cheerfully, seemingly considering us more as an addition to their floating party than simply as temporary customers for the fuel dock. I shut the engine down and switched on the ventilation blowers. We were tied cockpit to cockpit, but theirs was a good yard higher than ours.
  A dock attendant climbed behind the Bertram on its swim platform. He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt with the Nassau Harbour Club Marina logo. “How much do you need?” he asked. He was black but he had no Bahamian accent. Many of the men on cosmopolitan New Providence Island spent half their lives in the States, and when they were home they constantly dealt with American and European tourists. Half of all Bahamians lived around Nassau on New Providence Island, but in a way they were the least Bahamian of all.
  I said, “Maybe sixty gallons. Highest octane you’ve got.”
  “We’ve got eighty-nine, and it’s fresh. Eighty dollars a gallon. Give me five thousand now, and I’ll give you change if we don’t pump that much.”
  “That’s fair.” Unlike in Bimini, the water through Nassau Harbor was deep and the channels well marked with lit nav-aids. There was no surrounding minefield of unmarked coral reefs to prevent us from bolting without paying, and if we did, who could catch us?  
 I handed him a folded-over packet of bills. He riffled it and stuffed it into a pocket. In a minute he was dragging the fuel hose across the Bertram’s swim platform to our stern, the nozzle’s tip protected by a folded white towel to guard both boats against drips. A first-class operation, even at this hour.
  The partiers on Don’t Tell seemed excited by our urgent middle-of-the-night refueling. A blond in an orange cocktail dress came to the Bertram’s rail, standing a couple of feet above the Pantera. Like all of them, she was more than two sheets to the wind and leaned heavily over the Bertram’s cockpit side, spilling a little of her drink. She looked at all of us but mostly at Kelly, and with a Texas twang she announced, “My boyfriend says you’re smugglers, but I say smugglers don’t take little bitty gals like you out for the ride. Tell me who’s right.” Her right sounded almost like rat.
  Before I could think of some witty yet non-incriminating reply, Kelly looked up at her and stated, “We’re on a mission from God.”  
  The lady shrieked with laughter. “You’re on a mission from God! Aren’t we all, honey? Aren’t we all!”
  Kelly just stared up at her, and after an awkward moment the woman moved away.
  Unlike the thin black hose back in Bimini, the marina’s gas pump was set up for transferring fuel at high speed. Fifty-four gallons of gasoline shot into the Pantera’s main tank in only a few minutes, without using the Baja filter. I told the attendant he could keep the remainder of the five thousand dollars if he brought us three big coffees. He was back with them shortly, in to-go cups with lids.
 


 ****
 
 It was almost three a.m. I’d found paper charts of the Bahamas down below, and I was prepared to plot Topaz’s current position and figure out our options for overtaking her. Kelly had the Orbcom turned on; we watched the time blink forward on the GPS as the hour approached. A few seconds after three she said, “Here comes our next message from heaven.” She entered Topaz’s 0300 location on the handheld GPS and zoomed out the tiny screen until it showed both our location and our quarry’s. “Topaz is only twenty-two miles ahead of us,” she said.  
  I transcribed the new latitude and longitude to the paper chart and observed, “They’re heading for Exuma Sound. Once she passes the lighthouse at Beacon Cay, she’ll be in deep water the rest of the way.”
  Nick asked, “How far is it to Castigo Cay?”
  Castigo Cay was already entered as a waypoint on my GPS, so before I could measure the distance on the chart with a pencil, Kelly announced, “It’s two hundred forty miles from here, as the crow flies.”
  “That’s too far,” I said. “We’ll need to refuel again, but there’ll be no place open.”  
  Seeing the Bahamas from Nassau to Castigo Cay spread across a paper chart helped me to visualize the problem. “We’ll have to stop at George Town or we’ll run out of gas. And we’ll be lucky if we can get them to open up before nine. Assuming they have gasoline for sale. Then two more hours to Castigo Cay. That means it’ll be eleven o’clock or noon before we get there. By then…”  
  Kelly asked, “What if we just slow down and don’t stop for more fuel? What if we cut our speed and just lurk on the horizon behind Topaz?”
  “I don’t know,” I replied. “So far we’ve been in protected water.” I held the folded chart between us while Nick held a flashlight above it. I traced my finger down the chart. “Once Topaz gets past Cat Island, they’ll be in the open ocean. We might have big swells, so big we won’t be able to make thirty knots, much less fifty or sixty. Anyway, we can’t just aim for Castigo Cay with no margin on fuel. If we run out, we’ll be adrift on the open Atlantic.” I traced my finger further down the chart in thirty-nautical-mile jumps. “If Topaz keeps the same speed, she’ll arrive at Castigo Cay around eight this morning. I don’t like the idea of sneaking up on them in broad daylight, not with a clear horizon all the way around.”
  “Well,” Nick offered, “maybe they’ll have their minds on something else by then. Maybe they’ll be too busy to watch the horizon.”
  “Yeah, exactly. They might be real busy. No, I don’t want to wait that long.” 
 Kelly said, “So, what are you suggesting?”
  A new plan was hatching in my mind. “It’ll be better to do it at night, and on flat water.”
  “Do what?” she asked.
  “Board them.”
  Nick said, “Board them? Under way? Are you serious?”
  “Yes, I’m serious.” We all leaned over the chart. I made a pencil mark at Topaz’s current position. “Look, she’ll be thirty miles further down Exuma Sound in an hour. We can travel twice as fast on flat water. In an hour and a half we’ll be on her.” Using my finger as a ruler on the chart, I put the approximate catching-up point around the bottom of Eleuthera. Eleuthera and Cat Island were each over sixty miles long and separated by only a narrow and shallow gap. In prevailing easterly winds they kept the ocean swell out of Exuma Sound, leaving it nearly as calm as the Chesapeake Bay or Long Island Sound. Any wind chop that built up on the sound would have no effect on the Pantera’s speed.
  “Nick, you’ll drive the boat, and I’ll board Topaz.”
  “That’s crazy,” said Kelly, shaking her head no.
  “I can do it. Their swim platform is huge.”
  Nick said, “But they’ll see us on radar.”
  “No they won’t. Especially not when we’re coming up from dead astern. From the front this boat is like a fiberglass arrow. We’ll be like a plastic needle on their radar. Invisible. And when you’re going thirty knots, you think you own the ocean; you don’t care what’s behind you. And how many boats will be running down Exuma Sound tonight anyway? Just Topaz. And us.”
  “Won’t they hear us?” Nick asked. “We can’t use the underwater muffler at thirty knots.”
  “Megayachts are soundproofed like you can’t believe. When you’re inside, you can’t hear their engines even when they’re running full speed. And nobody will be outside to hear us, not at four or five in the morning. You just bring us alongside their stern and I’ll jump onto their swim platform. It’ll work. Really, it will.”
  They both stared at me doubtfully. I didn’t blame them. I had struck out twice on my big gambits earlier that day, at the conference and at the GORP party. I tried my most confident look and pressed ahead. “So, Nick, are you ready to drive?”
  He slowly shook his head as if to say no, but said, “Sure, I can drive, as long as we’re on flat water.”  
  “You want to keep using the NOD, or drive with your bare eyes?” Some folks could wear night vision all night long. Some could tolerate it only for shorter periods. 
  “I’ll keep it on. This was enough of a break.”
  “Okay then, that’s the new plan: we’ll catch Topaz and I’ll board her. If we can’t, then we’ll have to make another refueling stop and go after them on Castigo Cay. If that’s where they’re going.”
  I slid through the cuddy doors and down below to get ready. This involved maneuvering over the fat fuel bladder. Depending on the sea state, it might be impossible to do anything down below later on. Especially with forty gallons of gasoline in a rubber bag occupying the space just below the cuddy doors. Even with the forward hatch open and the blower on, the cramped bow stank of raw gasoline. A stray spark could send us into orbit.  
  I sat hunched on the V-berth and went through my kit bag. I kept on my same tan cargo shorts, black T-shirt and running shoes. I slid my Ka-bar fighting knife’s sheath onto the left side of my nylon rigger’s belt and snapped my Glock’s plastic holster loops over it on the right. Checked the pistol’s magazine: seventeen rounds, plus one in the chamber. My palm-size handheld VHF radio went into the left pouch on the flotation vest. I tried to think of anything else down below that I might need, and then I crawled back into the cockpit.  
  If I somehow missed my jump onto Topaz, I would have to tread water until the Pantera picked me up. The sea temperature was in the eighties, so no problem with that, especially while wearing a flotation vest. The little strobes attached to the vest would assure that they found me quickly. I retied my running shoes and double-knotted them. The knobby soles were very grippy on wet decks. They would need to be, when I landed on Topaz’s swim platform.
 


 ****
 
 We untied from the big sportfisherman without any notice; the party had moved to another yacht down the dock. One very fat man was left behind, passed out in the fighting chair in the middle of their cockpit. Nick put the brown hockey helmet on, but with the NOD hinged up out of the way above his left eye. There was just too much ambient light all around us to need it yet. Even without night vision, the channel was so clearly marked with lit navaids that the NOD was superfluous. Mariners had been entering and leaving Nassau Harbour at night for centuries before radar, night vision and GPS.  
  It was only a mile from the marina out the Eastern Channel until we were free of the blinking channel markers, with eight feet of water under us. We had thirty miles of banks to cross until we reached the deep water of Exuma Sound.  
  Nick said, “So, we’re still going to run at sixty?”  
  “Why not? Let’s catch that son of a bitch. We’ll slow down once we see her.”
  It was a quarter after three. Nick switched the exhaust to the straight pipes and added throttle in increments while making small course changes, getting the feel of the wheel and rudder. Once again our course was southeast, as it had mostly been since Miami. Kelly resumed her position in the center behind our bolsters.
The Beacon Cay Light, the entrance to Exuma Sound, was punched in as our new waypoint. Nick pushed the throttle ahead until we were once again rocketing over the water at sixty miles an hour.  
  At 0400 we were blasting down Exuma Sound with our running lights turned off. The fathometer was flashing zeroes again, and from my chart study I knew there were thousands of feet of water beneath us. Despite the great depth, the water was smooth enough for us to flat haul ass without fear of being launched airborne. Nick’s face was lit by the glow of the instruments and the NOD resting against his goggles.  
  The digital steering arrow on the GPS read 125 degrees true, based on Topaz’s projected route down Exuma Sound to the bottom of Cat Cay. That was where she was most likely to head out onto the open Atlantic for the straight run to Castigo Cay…if that was indeed her destination.
  I turned and yelled, “Nick, we need the GPS. Can you use the compass?”  
  “No problem,” he yelled back. The big pathway arrow on the GPS screen was easier for steering at night. But there was also a backlit magnetic compass on the instrument panel floating in a glowing glass orb as big as the top half of a grapefruit. While the GPS could do many tricks, the magnetic compass knew only one, but it was a damned good one and it didn’t require batteries.  
  Behind me, Kelly had the Orbcom ready for the new check on Topaz’s position. She yelled out the latitude and longitude and I entered the numbers into the GPS. I clicked back to the map display and called out, “She’s only six miles ahead!” I zoomed out the GPS map screen until it showed the unseen islands around us as we flew through the blackness. We were about ten miles west of the southern tip of Eleuthera.  
  Nick said, “I see a steady light in front. It’s got to be Topaz.” While underway at night, motor yachts are required to show a white stern light as well as the red and green bow lights. I guessed that Topaz was burning her running lights as a matter of self-preservation, not because of maritime law. On a black night like tonight, the moon long gone, it would be easy for two unlit boats on a crossing course to collide unseen.  
  Radar was greatly overrated for spotting small wood or fiberglass vessels. If ships and other big vessels turned the gain up high enough to show every possible small craft, their display would be cluttered with false images. This was why I wasn’t overly concerned about sneaking up on Topaz from behind. I gestured for Nick to ease back on the throttle and yelled, “Let’s try fifty.” Six miles behind Topaz, our low-slung racer was still over the horizon from them.
  The Pantera’s motion was more comfortable at fifty than at sixty, and the engine was noticeably quieter. After a few more minutes I could see the white stern light with my bare eyes. It was time to get ready. I turned behind me and pulled Kelly forward, pressing against her as we passed in the tight confines between the bolsters and the cuddy doors. I took my position on the starboard side behind the driver’s seat and hung onto its grab handle with my left hand. Nick, on the wheel directly in front of me, would have the best view of Topaz’s stern and swim platform, so I was leaving from his side. Plus there wasn’t a big Igloo cooler strapped onto the starboard side of the bench.
  A mile behind Topaz we could smell her diesel stench. Her pair of 4,000-horsepower MTU turbo diesels drove a vast amount of exhaust gas out astern, below her waterline. The exhaust system was designed to shunt the hot gases underwater for quieter operation, but Topaz would still make quite a roar. I couldn’t hear it yet over our own engine’s sound, but I hoped it would be enough to mask our approach, especially when you factored in her luxury-yacht level of soundproofing.
  Topaz’s stern light grew in brightness as we approached, but we didn’t need it to find her. Her wake was a glowing highway fifty yards wide, as billions of phosphorescing microcreatures were tumbled and swirled into a bioluminescent comet’s trail. Its laser straightness ahead of us told me she was running on autopilot.
  I was standing behind Nick and no longer had to yell over the engine. “Okay, slow down—we’re catching up too fast.”
  Nick eased the throttle back until the analog speedometer showed just under forty miles an hour. He was doing it all by feel, not looking down, his NOD-boosted left eye locked on Topaz. At 3,000 rpm our engine was quiet enough for almost normal conversation. “How’s this?” Nick asked.  
  “That’s good.” I began to be able to make out the hulk of her shape blocking the stars. We continued our approach at what seemed like a walking pace. The smell of her big diesels grew stronger, and I began to hear her engine’s throb. I leaned over the bolster to talk directly into Nick’s ear. “Stay out of her prop wash. It’s mostly bubbles and you’ll lose steerage. We have to expect a lot of spray. It’s going to be wet. Just bring her in until we’re alongside her swim platform.”  
  “What if we bump?”
  “Try not to, but we need to be close.” I felt the grip of my Glock against the bottom of my vest. I hoped the tension screws in the plastic holster would hold the pistol securely, come what may.
  “I’ll put you on her. You ready?”
  “I’m ready.” I slapped him on the shoulder and gave a thumbs-up in front of his face. Kelly, now standing in the left bolster, returned my thumbs-up with a terrified smile more like a grimace. Topaz’s glowing green wake shot past our starboard side, a seething bubble freeway. At a hundred yards the silhouette of Topaz was visible against the stars. Nick trimmed the throttle, matching our speeds, walking the Pantera forward.  
  Topaz’s stern light was mounted on the centerline above her garage door transom. The light illuminated her full-width swim platform, twenty-five feet from side to side. A curved stairway on each side of the swim platform led up to the aft deck. Handrails on the stairs were my grabbing target. Glowing foam shot out beneath her swim platform as she flew through the salt water at thirty knots.  
  Nick continued to bring us in, reducing throttle until we nearly matched our speeds, our bow even with her stern. The 120-foot megayacht was up on a plane, creating a monster bow wave that shot out both sides, curling outward from her hull like the tops of breaking waves. Solid sheets of salt spray pelted us, their force like hail at that speed. The Pantera rolled inward as it climbed the portside hull wave. The gap between us widened and narrowed as we gained the final yards. Nick leaned forward, both hands gripping the wheel. I knew our boat would be hard for him to control as our hull climbed out of solid water onto Topaz’s seething hull wave.
  My left hand was on the bolster’s grab bar, my right on the Pantera’s gunwale. I crouched and prepared to spring across the gap. The Pantera nudged against Topaz’s hull as we edged past her stern. Another few seconds and I was looking across at my landing zone. Her transom and swim platform were well illuminated by the white stern light. The gap between our vessels opened to a few yards and then narrowed again. I worried that we’d be sucked against the hull and rolled, or thrown outward and capsized by the curling hull wave if Nick couldn’t hold her straight on course in the frenzied water.
  I couldn’t wait for a better chance. No guts, no glory! I stepped onto the Pantera’s six-inch-wide gunwale and without pausing vaulted through a yard of slashing spray.
 


 ****
 
 The Pantera was sliding away as I pushed off, so the gap was greater than I had anticipated. I hit the outer edge of the swim platform, leaving my left side dragging overboard, but I managed to hook both arms around the bottom support of the stairway’s outer handrail. When my legs struck the ocean it felt solid, the way it feels falling from a ski at high speed. The force of the water bounced me upward and I was able to twist my body onto the swim platform. The water still roared beneath me, but I was out of its grasp.  
  I pulled myself forward onto my knees, crouched low against the bottom of the stairs and took inventory. My pistol and knife were still in place. My goggles had been swept from my head. My left leg felt as if it had been blasted with rock salt and my shoe was gone, torn away by the force of the water. I yanked off the other shoe and tossed it astern. The padded flotation vest was a bit restrictive, especially since it rested along the top of my knife and pistol, so I unzipped it and took it off, leaving it on the swim platform beneath the bottom step. I might need it later if I was leaving Topaz in a big hurry. My black T-shirt would not give me away in the darkness, so I left it on.
  I looked behind but could see no sign of the Pantera on the black ocean. Topaz continued to roar along at the same speed, on the same course. I could feel her powerful German diesel engines rumbling, as well as hear the turbine exhaust. Other than being unexpectedly barefoot, I was in perfect shape to take control of Topaz and liberate Cori and Brooke. I crept up the portside stairs to the aft deck. Above and in front of the white stern light I was in nearly complete darkness again. The circular hot tub, empty now of water, occupied the center of the fantail.  
  There were about thirty feet between the hot tub and the back of the raised superstructure. I scurried past the permanently mounted deck furniture until I was against the sliding doors that led inside. They were solid up to waist level and glass above. There was no reason to keep these doors locked while underway at sea, but if they were, I could move around the superstructure on the narrow side deck to the bridge, all the way forward on this level. There would be doors on each side of the bridge and a watch stander inside, just a few yards away. But if I encountered any problem with the bridge wing doors I would immediately lose the all-important element of surprise, so those openings were not my first choice.
  I pressed my eyes against a bottom corner of the glass. I could see by the subdued interior night lighting that the aft part of the superstructure closest to me was a saloon or living area, with couches and tables on both sides. I didn’t see any sign of anyone still up. And why would they be up, after four in the morning? Topaz was running on autopilot, making a routine night passage down the protected waters of Exuma Sound. At this hour only a single watch stander would be on duty, sitting in a padded captain’s chair, glancing at the radar display now and then while trying not to nod off.
  I’d been on a few two-deck megayachts like Topaz. The typical layout of the superstructure had the saloon and formal dining area all the way aft. Amidships would be the galley and kitchen prep area, and maybe a dinette. All the way forward would be the nerve center of the yacht, the bridge. I was heading for the bridge, but I wanted to get inside the yacht as far away from the watch stander as possible. The owner or another crewmember coming onto the bridge from the galley would be a normal nighttime occurrence and would not alarm him. If I could sneak up on the drowsy watch stander from behind and take him out, I would leave Topaz running on autopilot exactly as before. Then I would invade the private cabins on the lower deck one at a time, with a high likelihood of success as long as surprise was maintained.  
  My plan to ninja my way forward through the saloon would require stealth and utter silence, so I unsheathed my Ka-bar knife and transferred it to my right hand. The unsuppressed Glock would remain holstered on my right hip until and unless I needed to go loud. I grasped the curved metal door handle with my left hand and pushed it down ninety degrees. It was not locked. I slid the door open just an inch. No alarm sounded, no lights flashed. I stood fully erect so I could slip through the narrowest possible gap, and then I was inside and gently sliding the door closed behind me.
  As I turned to move forward I was hit with what felt like a red-hot ax between my shoulder blades. My next memory was being face down on the cabin sole, jerking and twitching. I thought every cell in my body was exploding, that every muscle had ripped apart. After a time—seconds? minutes?—the all-encompassing pain disappeared as quickly as it had come, leaving me with only spasmodic muscle control.
  I heard a voice. “Enjoyed that now, did you?” I was surprised that I could hear anything, surprised that any of my senses had returned to functional normalcy. It took me a few moments to get reoriented and identify the man’s voice. English accent, deep and confident. A bouncy, jolly voice. I willed my head to turn to see him, and tried to get my arms and legs to follow my commands to force my body to rise. All I could see in the direction of the voice was a blinding white light. He barked, “No moving!” and the paralyzing pain was switched back on. There was no warning, no warm-up period, just the full agony again in an instant.  
  After another interminable period spent locked in a silent scream, the pain disappeared and I heard Trevor Ridley’s voice again. “Okay, Danny boy, we’re going to put handcuffs on you now. Just you relax and lie still, and you won’t get another shot of lightning. Think you can manage that?”
  I knew what had happened: I’d been Tasered. A pair of thin electric wires leading to needle-tipped darts had produced that red-hot ax cleaving my spine. I pretended to comply until I felt someone else brush my shoulder and I rolled that way, knocking him off his feet while sweeping my arms around my sides like a drunken Frankenstein. I was given another jolt but it lasted only a second, and when it stopped I knew that I’d dislodged a dart or broken a wire. I went to my knees and left hand, reaching for my Glock with my right, ready to shoot while charging like a blind tiger toward the sound of Ridley’s voice behind the glare. I was rewarded with another blast of high voltage, this time originating in my chest. As I toppled to the deck I was momentarily conscious of a white-hot explosion detonating inside the back of my skull, and then I was conscious of nothing at all.
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 I was under a great waterfall. The waterfall became a plunge into a millrace. Then I was being tumbled by a wave, the way it feels after a surfing wipeout. I was thrown on the shore and blinked my eyes open. I was half lying on my side while being pulled upright into a sitting position.  
  The Jolly Boy squatted on his heels in front of me, holding a metal pitcher and grinning. Cold water was streaming off my head and face. Ridley was wearing black combat boots and cutoff camouflage pants in the old British Army disruptive pattern. His massive thighs practically filled them where his skin burst from the roughly cut hems. A green wife-beater tank-shirt revealed the lurid tattoos extending from his thick forearms up to his ox-wide shoulders. If I weighed two hundred, he easily went two-fifty, and not an ounce that I could see was fat. Multi-colored snakes, skulls, daggers and naked women cavorted in unlikely poses across his rippling muscles. I tried to lunge forward at him but was stopped short. My wrists were bound to something behind me.  
  Smiling, he said, “How’s your head, Yank? You have a nice nappy-nap?” This was my first close-up view of Ridley. He had squinty blueberry eyes and the same red, peeling nose and unkempt mouse-brown hair I’d seen before. Thinning in front—in five years he’d be bald on top.
  I stared at him and then looked around. The world swam back into focus. I was in the main saloon on Topaz. My hands were connected to something behind me. I looked up and around me and put it together. My back was to a wet bar, and my wrists were chained around a raised footrest. Beige carpeting beneath me. A few yards across the saloon were a cream-colored leather couch and matching leather easy chairs. Glass-fronted shelves displayed small Greek, Roman, African and pre-Colombian sculptures. Prechter’s taste leaned toward satyrs, nymphs, and phallic statuary. It was daylight outside and the yacht wasn’t moving. That meant we were either docked or at anchor someplace. I’d boarded Topaz to rescue Cori and Brooke, and all I’d managed to do was get myself taken down like a bleating calf in a roping contest.
  Ridley said, “You thirsty?” He held the stainless steel pitcher to my lips and tipped it up. A lot of it spilled, but I managed to get a few good swallows of cold water into me before he took it away. I noticed that he had two fresh gouges across the left side of his throat from below his ear to his Adam’s apple. He’d left them undressed, and they were still livid and seeping a little blood. Somebody had recently marked him, and I thought about the shirt pocket I’d found by Brooke’s car.  
  I looked down at myself. It was not a hopeful picture. My chest was bare, and there were still-oozing wounds on my right pectoral where the second pair of barbed Taser darts had been ripped out. I was still wearing my tan cargo shorts, but without my belt, my knife or my pistol. My eye was drawn to Ridley’s wide leather belt. He had a sheath knife fastened to it on the right side. Not just any knife—my own USMC Ka-bar knife. Black nylon sheath, and brown stacked-leather grips. Bought years ago at the main Exchange on Camp Pendleton, back in California. Damn.
  Ridley said, “Chin up, Yank, all’s not lost. Pull yourself together! I don’t want to chase a beaten dog. What’s the sport in that?”
  I could think of nothing to say in reply. What would have been the point? Right then, I was a beaten dog. Maybe a shred of pride left, but no realistic hope.
  “Danny boy,” he said, “you have got to be the biggest fucking idiot I ever met. We saw your boat on the infrared FLIR video from miles and miles away. You should see that camera up on the radar mast. Sixty-power zoom telescope for day, infrared and starlight for night. All gyro-stabilized it is, steady as churches. Point it anywhere that you like by remote control, just like a bleedin’ video game. Fantastic bit of kit. What’s this, says I, a hot little speedboat coming up our wake? Bears watching, says I. Oh yes, bears close watching!”
  Then Richard Prechter entered the saloon and sat on the leather couch a dozen feet across from me, his arms spread out on the backrest, his legs crossed casually. He was wearing new-looking trail sandals, khaki shorts and a matching shortsleeve safari shirt. His gold Rolex on one wrist, a gold bracelet on the other. Black hair gelled and combed back. Lively green eyes and ferret face, but somehow attractive, at least when he was smiling at you.
  “Well, well, well. Dan Kilmer, in the flesh! I’m so glad you could make it. Cori has told me so much about you that I feel like we’re already old pals. We’ll explore how you managed to do it later. For now, I just want to focus on our having a truly memorable weekend.”
  So it had all come down to this. After days of dogged pursuit of these people, on the one-yard-line on the last play of the game, I’d been ambushed, Tasered, knocked out cold and chained to a wet bar’s footrest. Neatly mousetrapped within twitchy whiskers of the cheese. The only thing that kept me from considering it the worst possible moment of my life was the thought of what was coming.
  Prechter turned to Ridley and said, “He doesn’t look so scary down there, does he?”
  “Just another skinny Yank is all I see. I sure hope he perks up.”
  Prechter relaxed into the center of his leather sofa and studied me. “From listening to Cori, I’d thought you were seven feet tall. She told us you were some kind of superman. You were going to find us and cut off our heads if we didn’t let her go. Really, she said that. Cut off our heads!” He chuckled, and Ridley joined him in their private joke.  
  “Cori thinks the world of you,” he continued, “but I wasn’t too worried. I mean, she was sleeping with you, right? You’d expect talk like that from a girlfriend. But then one of my men went missing under, ah, unusual circumstances. Archy Mildenhall ring a bell? Yes? No? Maybe?  
 “Well, let me tell you, that bit of news set my antennae spinning, oh yes it did. After that, I listened more carefully to what Cori had to say about one Dan Kilmer, a Marine sniper at one time. And then, surprise of surprises, you popped up at the conference in the Fontainebleau. I wasn’t even sure it was you—not until I did a background check on Marcus Garnet and found out he was an invention. Then I knew. Let me tell you, I was floored—and that doesn’t often happen.
  “So naturally I was watching for you on Sunset Isle. You do seem to have a talent for improvisation. Impressive. Most impressive. But that wasn’t all, you weren’t yet out of tricks, oh no! You managed to climb right up onto my yacht, underway, and at night.”  
 Prechter slowly clapped his hands in a mock applause. “High marks for that, my boy, high marks. Yes, it was all quite impressive, right up until then. Eventually you’ll tell me all about how you did it. Who helped you—because surely you’re not doing this on your own. Who gave you the false symposium credential. Who gave you the speedboat. How you followed us. Who’s driving your boat. Oh, I have a long list of questions you’re going to answer for me. Somebody has been helping you, and I intend to find out all about him.”
  Ridley asked, “Are we going to interrogate him before, or after?”
  “Oh, after! I wouldn’t want anything less than Dan’s very best efforts this morning.”
  “But he might not be alive to interrogate…”
  “Hmm…that’s true. But I’d hate to diminish our enjoyment. You know me, Trevor, all too well. Pleasure before business! I’ve spent the last hour thinking up a truly delicious scenario. But it won’t work unless Mr. Kilmer is at his very best.”
 


 ****
 
 The door to the aft deck slid open. The same door I’d slipped through with such high expectations. Two men entered the saloon.
One of them was older, tall and hard looking. The second man was younger, shorter and softer. 
They had to be the other Topaz crewmembers Archy had mentioned. Andre the chef was a Belgian, and there was a Serb, Milan Vukosomething. Vukojebina? Yes, Milan Vukojebina.  
  It was a simple matter to determine that the younger of the two was the Belgian chef. Perhaps thirty. Sloping shoulders, a weak chin and down-set hound dog eyes. Over a white T-shirt he wore an off-white photographer’s vest with a dozen cargo pouches. They might have been full of cameras, lenses and batteries, or guns, C-4 and grenades, for all I could tell.  
  White stretch jeans bolstered and girdled his pelvis and squeezed his belly upward, and then I understood the extra-long vest better. It hung low enough to mostly hide his spare tire. So Andre was vain, at least about that aspect of himself. On his feet, what else but white leather high-top sneakers. I wondered, did he always wear white, or did he wear different colors for different occasions? Maybe the white theme was the chef in him. Maybe it just simplified his dressing. Or maybe he dressed all in black on alternating days.
  Milan Vukojebina was the tallest of the crew, standing at least six-five. He was older than Prechter, so he was in his late forties or early fifties, with deep creases around his eyes. He was not as physically intimidating as Ridley, but he was still an imposing man. The Serb was more of a wiry type, with a hawk-like intensity in his black eyes and a small mouth that seemed stuck in a smirk.  
 He had a two-week stubble from his neck to the top of his head, like a man who from time to time takes a razor to everything above his shoulders and then forgets it for a while. His face and arms were sunburnt and chapped except for two pale ovals around his unblinking dark eyes. Tactical sunglasses hanging around his neck by a strap explained the raccoon effect.  
  He was wearing a soldier’s web gear and harness over a green T-shirt, and faded camouflage fatigue pants in a national pattern I didn’t recognize. He had four GI magazine pouches on the front of the green web belt. They could each hold up to three spare thirty-round M-16 magazines. There were also a pair of canteens on the back of the web belt. I wondered if the Serb was a veteran of the Balkan wars in the nineties. He was old enough to have been there. A lot of older guys still liked the retro-style web gear and H-harness instead of more modern tactical vests. It was sort of minimalist, but it got the job done. No body armor, just the green T-shirt beneath the webbing straps.
  The Serb had a carbine slung over his back, muzzle down. If it was fully automatic it was a military M-4, or an AR-15 variant if it was only semi-auto. They were just civilians on Topaz, so it was probably an AR clone. The compact rifle was a “flat-top” without the signature M-16 carrying handle. Instead, there was a full-size telescopic sight mounted on the top rail. Somewhere around a four-by-twelve zoom, judging by the diameter of the big objective lens in front. Bare glass on the front lens; there was no kill-flash screen to hide it.  
 The scope had large adjustment turrets, and although I couldn’t make out its brand name I had no doubt that it was of good quality and perfectly zeroed. To serve as the ship’s engineer he needed to be an expert on the German turbo diesels and all of the many complex hydraulic and electrical systems on board the megayacht. He would be intelligent and detail oriented. A scoped precision rifle would be a simple tool in his hands. No more than a 5.56 millimeter fly-swatter.
  If I got my hands on that AR, I could turn the tables in an instant. I’d used dozens of nearly identical M-16s and M-4s with every type of scope made. I’d taken out a score of enemy insurgents with them when the lighter and faster-shooting gas operated rifles were a better mission fit than my bolt-action 7.62 millimeter M-40A3. I could kill these four men with four shots. But with my hands bound behind my back, the chances of that ever happening seemed damned unlikely.  
  Still, my mind spun out escape plans. Escape fantasies, more like it. Did every condemned prisoner have them on his way up the gallows steps? Perhaps it was a standard neurological reaction to imminent death. Did every doomed man have a final dream of bursting from his restraints and flying away, or of miraculous rescue? The cavalry riding over the hill, the Quick Reaction Force fast-roping in, throwing flash-bangs and making head shots on the bad guys? Nothing like that was going to happen here, four hundred miles southeast of Miami.
  The Serb approached his boss and made his report in heavily accented English. “All the lines ashore are tied fast. The tender is launched and ready.”
  Prechter stood and said, “Excellent. Bring up the girls.” Then he disappeared forward, through the galley toward the bridge.  
  Ridley restated and expanded Prechter’s orders like a sergeant major. “Right, Vuko, you get the big blond whore and bring her up first. Tell her to come easy or she’ll get more of what she got last night. Andre, you fetch the brunette slut. She’s more your size, so you should be able to handle her by yourself, right?”  
  Then Ridley turned to me. “And I’ll take care of you myself, Danny boy. Oh yes, you and I are going to get to know each other very, very well today. Intimately well.” He smiled at me, nodded and patted his knife in its sheath. Check that. My knife. My Ka-bar fighting knife.
  I wasn’t surprised to see Brooke Tierstadt pushed from the galley into the saloon, but she was certainly shocked to see me. Shocked and confused. She was handcuffed behind her back, with a length of quarter-inch nylon rope tied around her neck. In one hand the Serb held the end of the rope like a dog leash, and with his other hand he grasped the knot at the back of her neck. She was wearing a loose-fitting white University of Miami T-shirt and knee-length blue shorts. The clothes that she’d been wearing for her walk to work, the clothes she’d been kidnapped in. The left side of her face was scraped raw, as if she’d taken a bad fall from a bike. Or been tackled to the ground on a parking lot. The scrapes to her cheek and jaw had been cleaned but not dressed or bandaged. She squinted down at me and said, “Marcus? Marcus Garnet? What in God’s name are you doing here?”  
  “It’s a long story,” I muttered. It was not my best morning for clever comebacks. Beaten dogs are rarely bubbling fountains of wit, despite what you may have seen in Hollywood movies.
  Ridley said, “That blond bitch put up a better fight than you did, Yank. Before I could even handcuff her, she gave me these lovely stripes.” He grinned and felt the grooves gouged across his throat. “She’s a prize catch, oh yes she is! My kind of lassie—full of piss and vinegar. Oh, we’re going to have a fine day together. A fine day!”
  Next into the saloon was Cori, prodded along by Andre, the monochrome chef. They were the same height, so he was about five-nine. Both girls were barefoot, like me.  
 Cori was also handcuffed behind her back, and there was another noose around her neck. These freaks knew how to control prisoners. Lots of practice. Probably bought their police handcuffs by the case lot. And their Tasers.
  Cori still had on the clothes she’d been wearing when she left Rebel Yell. Skintight Capri jeans and the snug turquoise top that showed off her flat tummy. No bra, and with her hands cuffed behind her back her breasts were thrust out. But not at all sexy, of course, under the grim circumstances. Her manifest sensual beauty only heightened my fear of what was to come.
 


 ****
 
 I looked up and said, “Hello, Cori.”
  “Hello, Danny.” She didn’t appear to be surprised to see me. Her captors must have told her the news of my capture.
  “I tried to find you. I tried. I really tried.” It was all I could do not to weep at the hopelessness of our situation.
  Her long uncombed chestnut hair hung around her face and down almost to her waist. Her eyes were puffy and red from crying. “But at least you came for me. At least you came.” Her voice was subdued, almost blurred. Sorrowful, yes, but something else too. This was only a shadow of the spirited Cori Vargas that I knew so well. I guessed that she had been drugged into a compliant stupor for the past few days. Or perhaps she’d already been beaten or raped into a state of physical and mental collapse.  
 “What do they want, Danny? What do they want? They have money. They have everything. What do they want?”
  What should I have said? Everything will be fine in just a minute, once we straighten out a few misunderstandings? I saw no point in sugarcoating the truth. “Richard Prechter is a psychopath. Something’s broken inside his head. And he’s gathered a little crew of madmen who share his psychosis.” I looked at each of Prechter’s men in turn. They just seemed amused by my analysis. Not bothered at all by my words. In fact, my observations only increased the breadth of their smiles. They were proud.
  Cori said, “This is true, de verdad? You are in serious?”
  “I wish I wasn’t.”
  Prechter returned to the saloon and sat again in the middle of his sofa, obviously pleased by his audience of ebullient crew and terrified, bound prisoners. He patted the leather couch on each side of him, and gestured “bring them” to the Belgian and the Serb with casual waves of his hand. The girls were manhandled and shoved down to sit on either side of him, Cori to his right, Brooke to his left. I was the audience of one seated on the floor at his feet. Brooke tried to push herself away from him and the Serb gave her noose a sharp jerk and slapped the top of her head. Both girls were trembling with fear. I wasn’t doing so great myself.  
  Prechter looked at me and said, “And nothing is broken in your head, Dan Kilmer? How many people did you line up in your sniper scope and shoot down in cold blood?”
  I stared straight back at him. “There’s no comparison. I shot terrorists who were planting bombs, and I shot fighters who were holding weapons in their hands. I’m nothing like you, Prechter. I never hunted innocent women the way you do. Not even close.”
  “Oh, get off your high horse, Danny boy—killers are killers. Takes one to know one, right? And you don’t do so badly for yourself in the woman-hunting department, do you? The dashing young captain of his own sixty-footer, sailing into third-world ports and taking his pick of the young ladies…” He ran his fingers through Cori’s long hair and she recoiled away from him, but he only laughed and continued.  
  “Oh yes, I know about you and your little schooner. Cori told me all about you, and I found out a lot more. Lovely little mermaids like this one everywhere you drop your anchor.” He trailed his fingertips down Cori’s shoulder and arm and then squeezed her thigh. She jerked her knees away from him and tried to slide away. Prechter looked at her in mock sympathy, then back at me and said, “What young lady could resist such a generous offer when your offer is a free ticket out of third-world poverty?” He laughed again and threw me an exaggerated wink.  
  Cori shook her head defiantly and cursed at him in Spanish that was much too rapid for me to follow after her first maldita curse.
  “We’re not so different, Dan. We both enjoy the ladies, each in our own special ways. And we use what small assets we have to attract them, true enough. Really, it’s only a matter of offering them a better lifestyle, isn’t it? I suppose even your decrepit old rust bucket would have a bit of charm in some of the poorer third-world ports.”
  Cori cut her eyes at him and hissed, “I was never poor, you o-gly pig!” She was getting some of her spirit back.
  “We’re nothing alike, Prechter. Guests come onto my boat by their own free will. I don’t need to send a goon squad out to kidnap girls off the street. And anybody can leave anytime they want.”
  He feigned a yawn and then pointed at me. “You do it your way, and I’ll do it mine. To each his own, but really, the sanctimonious crap gets rather boring. Next, somebody is going to bring up my everlasting soul.”  
  Leaning against the bar and looming above me, Ridley grinned and said, “Oh, I do love it when they go on about Jesus bleedin’ Christ. It’s more laughs all around then, oh yes it is. And that’s when I like to use a big brass cross on ’em. Right up the old—”  
  Prechter held up a hand and said, “Not too vivid, Captain Ridley. We wouldn’t want to upset the ladies.” Then he clapped his hands together, rose from the sofa and said, “Now, unchain the sniper and let’s get started.”
  Ridley crouched and dropped a slip-knotted noose over my head. He took out all the slack, cinching it down like a snug necktie. It was the same quarter-inch braided nylon line around the girls’ necks. He held the noose against my neck, looked in my face from only inches away and said, “Danny boy, if you get tricky, if you cause me the least little problem, I’m going to take your knife and cut that pretty Venezuelan lollipop’s face to ribbons. Then you can tell her you’re sorry for being stupid while she bleeds to death. So for once in your life don’t be stupid, okay?”  
  He grabbed me behind my neck with a powerful hand and slammed me forward, head down to the carpeted deck. I felt a blow to the back of my head and saw stars. Probably an elbow to encourage me to stay down. Another pair of handcuffs were applied to my wrists, on the other side of the footrest, and only then were the first pair removed. He stood and pulled me up to my feet by my noose. The handcuffs were ratcheted painfully tight, but I wouldn’t beg for lenient treatment from Trevor Ridley.  
  Prechter said, “Take them down to the tender and wait for me. It’s time to awaken Sleeping Beauty. I’ll be along in two shakes.” He disappeared forward past the formal dining area into the galley. Somewhere up there out of my sight were interior stairs leading down to the staterooms. To think that just a few hours before, I’d planned to infiltrate those rooms one at a time, killing the men with my Ka-bar and rescuing Cori and Brooke.  
  We were dragged though the saloon and out onto the after deck. Topaz was tied bow and stern to the land, moored in the center of the mini-harbor on Castigo Cay. This was my first close look at the yacht’s exterior in daylight. Even under the circumstances I couldn’t fail to note the first-class teak decks, the gleaming turquoise paint job and custom-made stainless fittings. Some “research vessel.” Richard Prechter was a sadistic serial killer with a nearly unlimited budget for fulfilling his evil fantasies, but I had to admit he had very nice taste in yachts. Obviously, his money, power and perverse charm were enough to attract a small crew of like-minded deviants to serve him.  
  We were shoved past the hot tub and down the starboard-side transom stairs to the swim platform. The white inflatable was tied alongside it, the big Yamaha engine idling quietly. The girls were made to step over the side tube onto the rigid-hulled inflatable’s fiberglass deck, and then pushed down to sit on the small padded bench seat extending from the front of the console.  
 As I stepped across, Ridley tripped me and shoved me facedown to the deck, then nimbly followed me over and put a boot on my neck, mashing my face against the non-skid just behind the center console. “Don’t get any ideas, Yank.” He kicked me in the ribs and then jerked me up to a sitting position by my noose, then sat down on the side tube above me. A leashed dog brought to heel. Sit. Stay. Choke collar and all.
 


 ****
 
 We waited there for about five minutes. The water in the little harbor was calm and clear. Ridley sat on the tube behind me, holding my noose. I looked up at the sandy hill that ran the length of Castigo Cay and found the precise spot where I’d peered over the berm. I could have built a sniper’s hide up there two mornings ago and just waited. Topaz would have pulled in this morning directly beneath my Savage’s barrel. I could have picked these assholes off with ease, one after the other. Dead before they knew what hit them. When they were all on the dinghy would have been perfect.  
  And now look at me.  
  But who knew anything, two long days ago?
  Richard Prechter came down the steps behind Senator Pete Sanchez, who was dressed in sapphire-blue silk pajama bottoms and a lighter blue cotton tank T-shirt. His chest hair was snow white, contrasting the silver-gray hair on his head. He stepped down onto the teak-decked swim platform, rubbing his eyes against the early morning sun and complaining of a lack of coffee. He seemed disoriented and agitated, as if he’d been abruptly awakened and told the yacht was on fire. He looked at the six passengers already seated aboard the tender and noticed something unusual about half of them. He spun around to his host and cried, “What is this? What is this? Richard, who are those people? Why are they tied up?” He stumbled backward against the closed boat garage bulkhead. “Wait—that’s—that’s the blond from the conference! What the hell is going on? Is this some kind of practical joke?”
  “Pete…just get on the boat. Please.” Prechter was holding a brown daypack by its carry strap.
  “Oh, no, I’m having nothing to do with this. Nothing!”
  “But Pete, you already have everything to do with this, I’m afraid. Everything.”
  “You’re out of your mind!” The senator turned to go back up the stairs to the after deck, as if some magical refuge of sanity would be found inside the yacht. Perhaps he would bury his head beneath a pillow and wish himself all the way back to Miami or Washington.
  Prechter grabbed him by the neck and spun him back around. “Where are you going, Pete? What do you hope to accomplish up there? Nobody’s there to help you.”
  “Ah, I, uh…well, um…it’s not—”
  “Pete—let me be very clear. Do you see the ropes around those young ladies’ dainty little necks? If you don’t get on the boat—right now—I’m going to tell that large man with the colorful tattoos to tie the other ends of those ropes around your neck. Then I’ll tell him to toss you three into the water like pond kittens, and we’ll see how far you can swim while they’re drowning.”  
 Prechter grinned, all collegial joviality once again. “Or we can all have a truly memorable day together on my island. It’s your call.” He patted the senator on the back and steered him toward the inflatable.
  Trembling, eyes wide and mouth agape, the senator paused, reconsidered, and then stepped over the side tube of the boat. Prechter was the last to board. He stood behind the console and took the controls while the Serb cast off the lines. It was only a hundred feet from Topaz’s stern to the beach. The boat nudged up to the sand and the girls were dragged stumbling onto Castigo Cay by their rope leashes.
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 We were met at the beach by the other island guard, the second man I had glassed through my rifle scope only—it seemed impossible—two mornings before. Edward Medina, if memory served. Medina appeared to be Hispanic, was slight of stature and build, in his mid-twenties. He was wearing sneakers, blue jeans and a New York Yankees long-sleeve T-shirt, white with blue sleeves. He was unshaven and his dark hair was matted and unruly, as if he had only recently rolled out of his rack in the dormitory trailer. A black MP-5 submachine gun hung over his shoulder by a strap. It had a thin, curved, thirty-round magazine, and the collapsible stock was pushed all the way forward.  
  As soon as Prechter stepped ashore, he had immediate harsh words for his caretaker. “So, Eddie, your text said that Archy just disappeared into the ocean.”
  “That’s right. He disappeared.”
  “Nothing was taken? His clothes were left behind? And the gun was still there?”
  “Everything was there except Archy—every damn thing. This is the gun. It was laying right across his shoes.” Eddie patted the MP-5 where it rested against his hip. He had a New York accent, so his Yankees fandom was probably legit.
  “You’ve had a few days to look around since then. What do you think happened?”
  “I guess he drowned. Went swimming, and drowned.”
  “So you said in your report.” Prechter looked disgusted. “Where’s his body?”
  “Who knows? Out in the ocean. Where else?”
  “I don’t remember Archy being much of a swimmer. Do you, Captain Ridley?”
  “Not especially.” Ridley was the last one of us leaving the inflatable, after pushing me off. At least he didn’t trip me this time.  
  Prechter said, “The landing craft is coming on Tuesday with the grader. So tell me, Eddie, how much of the survey did you finish?”
  “Well, without Archy, it would have been pointless. I mean…I’m not trained at it.”
  “Didn’t Archy leave you the plans? Didn’t he go over them with you? The corner stakes were already roughed in, I saw to that much myself. We’re not building a super highway here, just an earthen runway. Nice and level. The concept of level is not too hard for you, is it?”
  “Mr. Prechter, I’m not a surveyor, I’m not…”
  “So let me guess: you just sat around and got drunk? Got high? Spanked your monkey and played computer games?”
  Eddie flushed and stammered, “No, b-but I—”  
  Prechter put a hand up, cutting off Medina’s excuses. “Okay, forget it. It doesn’t matter. They can finish the survey when the grader arrives.” He turned away from his island guard to face Senator Sanchez, who still appeared dazed. Prechter gestured around him and said, “Down here we’ll have the power station, the docks, the workshop and the boathouse. That sort of thing.” Instant tour-guide mode.
  He gave his hand a last airy wave, dismissing the dull infrastructure and logistical projects, and said, “Come along, children. Up the hill, like Jack and Jill.” The three handcuffed prisoners, including yours truly, were standing huddled together and hemmed in by our captors, one per neck leash. Prechter slung on his daypack, then put a hand on the senator’s back and guided him past the pallets and drums and concrete mixers and pumps and up the slope toward the high dune. The construction trailer dormitory, the fuel and the water tanks, the backhoe and the other heavy equipment under their camo netting were between the harbor and the dune hill.  
  Prechter and the senator led the procession. The girls and their handlers were in front of me. Ridley pulled me along by my noose. The other end of the rope was wrapped around his ham-fist. I tried to envision a brilliant escape plan, but none came to mind. A futile kick or head-butt at Trevor Ridley would do nothing but cause general hilarity and lead to immediate retribution against Cori and Brooke.  
  It was already growing warm, especially on the leeward side of the island now that the sun was over the hill. I was wearing just the tan cargo shorts I had been captured in, without my belt. My hands were behind my back and I had to hitch my pants up occasionally. I buy them a size too big, in order to comfortably fit a concealed pistol and holster inside the waistband, so without a belt it was a problem keeping them up. Especially after barely eating for several days.
  We walked through loose sand up the hill at the north end of Castigo Cay. The short hike left the senator panting and wheezing. Prechter offhandedly mentioned that the path would be finished with paved steps at a later stage in the construction process.  
  Near the top of the fifty-foot dune it was bisected horizontally by a floor and roof and walls, all made of reinforced concrete panels. They appeared to have been precast off site, then barged in and assembled in place. The roof level extended several yards out over the openings for the doors and windows on the leeward side. The top slab of concrete had been covered over with sand and planted with sea oats and other transplanted island shrubs.  
  Satellites and high-flying planes would see just a continuation of the natural dune running up the Atlantic side of Castigo Cay. Only the rare boat that passed close by would be able to see the recessed windows, and only when the sun was shining just so. Sand-colored shades outside the windows could easily be lowered at those times of day, rendering the house invisible from any direction.
 


 ****
 
 Ridley dragged me inside behind Prechter and the senator. The interior was just roughly finished concrete. PVC pipes emerged from the slab where water would eventually be connected. The only electrical wires visible were the orange contractors’ cables snaking along the floor.  
  Prechter led us through a dark passageway into a room about thirty feet long by twenty across. The long axis of the room ran parallel to the Atlantic surf, which was maybe forty feet lower and a hundred yards away. As on the lagoon side, the ceiling of the room had a wide concrete overhang extending out past the floor by five or six feet. The overhangs were why I’d been able to see only a dark shadow on the dune when the men had disappeared from the Raven UAV’s view.
  Our tour guide assumed the tone of a proud home owner, addressing himself to Sanchez but making sure we could all hear him. “When all three phases are complete, the entire complex will be around four thousand square feet. This will be my living room. There’ll be tinted picture windows here. Triple-pane, of course, because it will be air-conditioned. Electricity won’t be a problem.”
  “Wind generators?” the senator suggested helpfully, trying to evoke a bit of normalcy in a day that was anything but. Putting on a good face, pretending he was simply on another fact-finding junket to a project funded with taxpayer dollars.  
  “No, not wind generators. You can see them from miles away. Might as well put out a welcome sign. Noisy, ugly bastards too, and they blow down in hurricanes. No, for this island the only right solution is tidal power. Completely invisible. Come on, follow me, I’ll show you. It’s just a little way down there. Mind your step, ladies. This path will be paved with natural stones when all the construction is complete.” 


Prechter guided the senator out, the rest of us following behind. We walked a hundred yards downhill and north along the ridgeline of the dune to where Castigo Cay ended abruptly at a segmented and broken rocky cliff. A few yards from the edge we stood on an acre of relatively flat, sandy ground, covered in sea grass with randomly scattered coconut palms. The Atlantic waves were breaking down on the beach to our right. The lagoon between the four Castigo Cays was to our left. In front of us was the fifty-yard-wide channel over to the smaller and rockier island that was the northernmost of the Castigo Cays.
  Both sides of the channel were broken and irregular. Peninsulas and small rocky islands projected from both sides. The color of the water in the channel varied from shallow white to deep blue. It was hard to imagine Topaz negotiating the tighter bends of the deepwater passage, but obviously it could. I guessed it was only five or six feet deep in places, just deep enough for Topaz. Practice makes perfect, along with twin props and a good bow thruster. Just wait for slack tide and no current. Any patches of shallower coral had been dynamited into submission, completing the navigable route from the Atlantic into the lagoon and then the little harbor.
  Prechter said, “We’ll have four of our medium-sized turbines down there. They’ll generate enough power to run an industrial desalinator. We’ll make enough fresh water on Castigo Cay to keep two cisterns and a swimming pool filled. In fact, we’re standing where the pool is going to be. What a view, eh?”  
  The palm grove was about twenty feet above the channel, with vistas of both the Atlantic beaches and the calm lagoon. Prechter spread his arms and turned in a circle, gold-clad wrists sparkling.  
 “Picture it, right here. The swimming pool will be round, so it’ll look like a blue hole from up above. Did you know that the Bahamas are the blue-hole capitol of the entire world? One more won’t make anybody take notice. We’ll have all the fresh water and electricity we’ll ever need. Enough for gardens to supplement the food we bring in. Plus ocean and reef fishing, and aquaculture in the lagoon. We won’t go hungry or thirsty no matter what happens on the mainland.”
  “Your own Shangri-La,” I commented sarcastically.
  “That’s the idea. It’ll certainly be nicer than Florida, once the power goes out for good—and it is going to go out. It’s just a matter of when. But by then we’ll have everything we need to live a comfortable, first-world life out here.”
  “And all the beautiful girls that Igor can drag here to lay at your feet.”
  Ridley, just a yard behind me, didn’t even snap my leash at the provocation; he just guffawed pleasantly. “And I do a splendid job of it, Danny boy. A man who loves his work is a lucky man indeed.”  
  I ignored Ridley and addressed his boss again. “You’ve thought it all out.”
  “Of course I have. Come on, Dan, you’re certainly not blind and I don’t think you’re stupid. You know what’s happening. In Florida, in America, in most of the world. It’s not just the Greater Depression—that would imply a full recovery in our lifetimes. This is the big one. The thousand-year event, the ‘grand super cycle.’ The debt bomb is finally blowing up and we’re on our way to a new Dark Ages. Exactly what that’s going to look like, nobody knows, but it isn’t going to be pretty. It’s a slow-motion tsunami, and it can’t be stopped. Too many people and not enough food, water or petroleum. The overbuilt past is crumbling and disintegrating, and the future won’t feed six billion hungry mouths. Not even close. Malthus was right in the end—he was just ahead of his time. Everybody with vision has seen it coming for at least a generation—and they’ve known it was irreversible.”
  He waved a hand toward the dropoff along the channel. “Only the dumbest sheep are unaware of the cliff that lies ahead of the herd. All of the shepherds are false prophets, leading them to their doom. Everybody with vision has been preparing their parachutes and their life rafts. Or building castles. Preparing for le deluge. And for the big die-off.”
  “Aprés nous, le deluge,” said Andre, making sure the reference wasn’t missed. That much French I did know, as well as the familiar quote from their blood-soaked revolution.
  I said to Prechter, “And you’re loving every minute of it, aren’t you? You’re having the time of your life getting ready for the great flood. As long as you can ride it out in style, who cares if the peasants are busy ‘dying off’?”
  “Dan, please don’t bore me with moralizing that even you don’t believe. You saw this train wreck coming and, like me, you stepped away from the tracks in good time. You had a sailboat, I have an island. Well, islands, and not just here. Actually, I own properties all over the world. No sense in putting all your eggs in one basket, right?”
  Prechter looked around at each of us individually and lastly at Trevor Ridley. “Did we miss anything, Captain? Anything I forgot to mention?”
  “No,” said Ridley. “I think you covered all the high-lights.” Bragging and gloating in the presence of their bound victims increased their pleasure, that much was obvious.
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 “So, what should we do now, Captain Ridley?” It was clear that he was being prompted for the next line in a script.  
  He replied, “Well…it might be a good time to see if the senator has any talent as a hairstylist.”
  Prechter and Ridley exchanged meaningful glances and sly smiles. So much animal electricity was flying between them that I wondered if they had a gay thing going on. Prechter said, “Yes, I think so too. It’s definitely haircut time.” He pointed to a coconut palm that was leaning away from the ocean breeze. “Tie the sniper to that one.”
  Ridley pulled me over and tied me to it with a half-dozen quick windings of the tail of my leash around tree and neck. No fumbling, no uncertainty. He had done this before, more than once. The left side of my face and my neck were mashed against the roughly pebbled gray bark. I was able to stand up without much pressure on my throat but if my legs were repeatedly kicked out from under, I would dangle and strangle. Ridley had deliberately tripped me when I stepped from Topaz onto the tender, just to plant the idea. I wondered if he was about to trip me again, but he didn’t. No, I wasn’t intended for an early exit; he just wanted me plenty worried, and I was.
  Once I was secured to the tree, Prechter said, “Now tie both girls to that one.” The Belgian and the Serb dragged Cori and Brooke to another palm about twenty feet nearer to the ocean from mine. The Serb tied both of their rope leashes to the trunk, but without wrapping the extra rope around their necks, as Ridley had done with me. This left them with a little slack, allowing them a few inches of movement. They were standing shoulder to shoulder facing me, Cori on my left, Brooke on my right. Behind them was a sandy beach visible between rocky heads, and beyond the surf zone the entire Atlantic. I could move my head no more than a half-turn in either direction. An empty horizon, no help out there within the range of my view.  
  Prechter stood in front of them, his hands on his hips. His back was to me, but I could hear him perfectly. “I know every young girl dreams about being carried off to a desert island by handsome pirates. And here you are—you two won the contest. I suppose you girls are just naturally lucky.”  
 They reacted passively to being bound to the tree. They were probably taking their cues from me. If big, tough Dan Kilmer was so easily immobilized and rendered as helpless as a newborn, what chance did they have to resist? When your hands are cuffed behind your back and your neck is tied by a noose to a rough-barked tree, you are not going to even risk moving your feet. Not when losing your balance could mean strangling and losing your life. Under the circumstances, you will stand quite still; to that I can attest.  
  Once he had tied the girls, the Serb moved back up the dune toward Prechter’s future home. He was still carrying his AR slung muzzle-down on his back. Milan Vukojebina was the backup, like the professional white hunter on an African big-game safari otherwise consisting of amateurs and dilettantes. The insurance against untoward events. The stopper.  
  Prechter slipped off his daypack and set it on the ground. He crouched over it, balancing easily on the balls of his feet, showing the superb calf definition of a serious long-distance runner. He unzipped a side pouch and produced a pair of long scissors with black handles. They had at least six-inch blades; they might have been kitchen poultry shears. The girls stared at them with obvious fear. Prechter looked up at them and tauntingly snapped the scissors open and closed a few times; they made an impressive swishing sound. Then he hopped lightly to his feet.  
  The senator was not tied up, but he was just as passive and compliant as the bound prisoners. Prechter laid a friendly arm over his shoulder. “Everybody needs to pull his weight on my island, Pete. No freeloaders. Everybody needs to help. We all have a role to play. Are you following me so far?”
  Sanchez’s mouth worked, but no words came out.
  “I’ll take that as a yes. So now it’s your turn. We’re all going to see what kind of talent you have as a barber. You’re going to give the ladies a little trim. Don’t worry, nothing fancy.” He held the open scissors against Brooke’s head, at the level of her left earlobe, the side away from the tree. Her eyes bulged at the sight of the approaching blades as her right temple pressed against the trunk.  
  Prechter said, “Right along here should do it. Then cut straight around her neck around to the other side.”
  The senator took an awkward, stumbling step away from his host and stammered, “I-I-I won’t.”
  Ridley walked over and stood behind him. The senator seemed to physically shrink in his proximity.
  Prechter looked at his guest as if he were mildly disappointed. “Well, Pete, if you don’t, I will. But you know what? I might make a mess of it.” He held the shears so that Brooke’s left earlobe was in the cutting arc. “Your choice. I’m warning you, though: I’m not much of a barber.”
  Sanchez slowly shook his head no. “I won’t do it.”
  “Trevor, give the senator a little tickle.”  
  Ridley drew his knife—my knife—and prodded Sanchez in the kidney area with a few pricks. He said, “Come on, guv’nor, it’s just a little haircut. What’s the harm in that?”  
  The Belgian chef was holding a palm-size video camera, taken from one of his vest pouches. He spoke with a lilting accent. “Look at it zees way, mon sénateur. We are simplement making a reality show. Cinéma vérité, n’est pas? And you are zee handsome leading man in zees project, so smile for zee camera, oui?”
  The senator held his hands up toward Prechter and said, “Richard, please, this is madness, this is—”  
  “Madness, is it?” Prechter responded, tipping his head side to side, rolling his eyes and wiggling his fingers in an exaggerated pantomime of insanity. “Well, then, it’s a fine old madness. Ain’t it, boys?”
  Ridley grinned. “Oh yes it is, m’lord; it’s a fine old madness. The best, I’m thinking.”  
  Prechter held the scissors out to the senator, correctly and politely, with the black handles forward. “Pete, either you do it or I will. But my way will be a lot messier.”
  The two men stared at each other, and after a few seconds the senator took the scissors but remained standing in place, staring at Prechter.
  “Go ahead, Pete. Under the ears and all the way around.”
  “You’re j-joking. You’re j-joking, r-right?” It was the same voice I remembered from the talking-head shows years before, but he hadn’t stammered then. The pundits had called him silver-tongued. Not today.
  “Joking?” responded Prechter. “Hmm…perhaps. Soon we shall see, shall we not?”
  It was actually a valid question. So far, nobody had been hurt, other than the road rash on Brooke’s cheek and a few Taser wounds. Prechter could have called it a day at any time. No fresh blood had been spilled. Senator Sanchez balked, staring at his host.
  “Now, Pete, cut her hair. That, or give me the scissors and I’ll do it myself. The messy way.”  
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 Reluctantly, Sanchez did as he was ordered, clipping Brooke’s straight shoulder-length hair in ragged chops. Sheafs of her golden hair fell to the sand with each cut. He gently guided her head with his left hand so that he would have room between her and the tree as he worked behind her neck. She appeared utterly numb, her eyes closed, tears streaming, her lips moving, perhaps in silent prayer. When the senator was finished, she had a crude pageboy haircut.  
  Andre held his camera up at shoulder level, watching his viewing screen and moving around to tightly frame the senator’s well-known face with the girls.
  “Now the other one,” said Prechter, his face squirming with delight.
  Cori’s thicker chestnut hair took longer. She hung her head a little forward, making it easier for Sanchez. Like Brooke, she wept while clumps of her hair fell to the ground. When the senator was done he was sweating profusely, his sky blue tank shirt dark around his arms and chest. Cori’s remaining hair, released of the weight of her long tresses, stuck out in unkempt thatches.
  “There,” Sanchez whispered. His eyes were closed, his body swaying. Sweat was pouring off his face despite the sea breeze. “Now can we be done with this monstrous charade?”
  “Not quite yet,” said Prechter, his excitement visibly increasing. “It seems a shame to keep all that pretty young girl-flesh covered up in such a beautiful tropical setting. But I suppose that under the circumstances we can’t ask them to remove their tops, now can we? No, I’m quite sure they’ll need some assistance. So, Pete—cut them off.”
  Sanchez’s eyes slowly lidded open. “W-what?” The scissors were hanging at his side.
  “You heard me.” Prechter pointed at Brooke. “Start with her again. The blond.”
  “I can’t…”
  “Sure you can. Why did you come on this cruise, anyway? You know why. For the girls, of course! Why else? Good God, man, you’ve been winking and nodding at me for months about going on a weekend boat trip without the wife. Oh, come on now! The swinging-est senator in the Senate isn’t going to turn shy on me all of a sudden, is he?”  
  “No…but…I just can’t. No.” Sanchez refused but without any conviction behind his words.
  “You’ll cut their shirts off, or so help me, I’ll really hurt them. Come on, Petey-Pete, snip-snip! Right up the front.”
  The senator looked at his host and whispered. “Richard, you’re insane. Insane…” His voice cracked. I was afraid he was going to keel over at any moment. Maybe that was Prechter’s intention all along. Andre kept moving and filming, occasionally dropping to a knee or even sitting on the ground to get a better angle, but consistently framing the girls with the senator.
  “Insane? No, I’m just a man who isn’t afraid to do what he wants.” He reached into his daypack and produced a pair of orange-handled pruning shears with two-inch curved blades and force-multiplying hinges. He squeezed the big grips and the blades snapped open and shut several times, making a grinding metallic clack each time. I’d used shears like these; they could cut through inch-thick branches like butter. Or through fingers...
  Prechter approached Cori, who pressed her back against the trunk. She recoiled from him, her face angled away and leaning against Brooke’s shoulder. Tears ran down her face in a continuous stream from her tightly closed eyes. Prechter ran his left hand through the thatchy chopped remains of her hair and placed the open blades on either side of her nose. She had moved her head away from him until her noose was stretched tightly around her neck. At some point she had urinated, turning the legs of her faded capri jeans dark.  
 My mind flashed back to Sister Katterina’s photos of Marian and the other tortured and mutilated Baghdad girls. This time I wasn’t only going to see pictures, though. I was going to watch it happen just twenty feet away. And then it would be my turn.
  Prechter said, “Let’s get on with it, shall we? Snip, snip, Pete.” Behind me Ridley guffawed, while Andre filmed it all.
  Sanchez started to do as he was ordered, but then began weeping, the scissor blades held at the bottom of Brooke’s T-shirt.
  “Stop that! You stop that unmanly blubbering, or I swear I’ll cut her nose off, right now. Senator, do you really want to test me?”
  “Please…,” Sanchez begged.
  “No, you please! Right up the front. Snip-snip!”
  Sanchez held the bottom of Brooke’s white T-shirt with his left hand and began to cut upward with the oversize scissors. Andre moved in with the camera for a close-up as her white brassiere and cleavage were exposed. The senator con-tinued to cut through the thin cotton fabric above the valley between her breasts, missing her bra.
  Prechter yelled, “Oh, no! No-no! Back up and cut it off.”
  The senator stared at him, pleading with his eyes. Prechter held his gardening shears just inches away from Cori’s nose and snapped them shut, chopping only air, and the senator flinched. With great care, almost delicacy, Sanchez placed the bottom blade along Brooke’s sternum and worked the scissors up between her breasts, between the white cups of her underwire bra. The blades parted the delicate fabric between the cups without effort. Sanchez lowered his head and closed his eyes.
  Prechter said, “Finish the job! All the way up. Snip-snip, Senator!”
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 With a few more cuts Brooke’s T-shirt fell apart and open like an unzipped jacket. She rested her shorn head against Cori’s, her eyes closed, her chest heaving. It was impossible not to glance at her untanned breasts, which clearly was Prechter’s intention in having me tied facing the girls. Tears streamed from Brooke’s face onto her chest. With her hair shorn and her hands cuffed behind her, she could not cover herself in any way. She could not even lean forward, not with her neck tied to the tree.
  Prechter stepped back from Cori and said, “Now the brunette. Snip-snip.” He again clacked his pruning shears open and closed for emphasis. I noticed that he was also breathing heavily, his eyes darting between Brooke’s chest and the senator’s scissors.
  Cori was not wearing a brassiere beneath her tight turquoise top, and the senator completed his task with just a few clips as she leaned against the tree, her face blank and numb. Both girls were handcuffed behind their backs and held upright by their necks so that their naked breasts were thrust forward. This extreme cruelty was meant to be the last thing I ever saw. The man had indeed thought everything out.  
  Andre continued filming, ensuring that the senator always shared the viewfinder with the bound and now topless girls. This would be impossible to explain to his Texas constituents. A career-ender if the edited film were ever released onto the internet. No matter what else happened today, the senator would be implicated in something indescribably evil. His own aides would testify that he had deliberately and with obvious forethought eluded them to go on the fateful trip.
  It became clear that this was the entire point of the weekend voyage. Blackmail of the very worst kind. This was why Prechter didn’t murder Cori the first night out. She was being saved for this moment, for this “scenario,” as he had termed it. And this was also why Brooke Tierstadt had been kidnapped in Miami Beach, to add to the “fun.” And add to the cinematic possibilities.  
  Richard Prechter had correctly sized up the senator as a late-middle-age horn dog who would jump at the chance to go on a weekend voyage on the promise of liaisons with beautiful young “research assistants.” No wives, no reporters and no paparazzi, indeed.  
 Now it was too late for him to extricate himself. No explanation could ever possibly be sufficient to restore his reputation once this got out. He had leapt into the honey trap with both feet, and he would never be able to escape its stain. Even if Senator Sanchez went to the FBI and told them the truth, he’d still be destroyed. The only way to retain his status as a political power broker would be to keep the events of this weekend a secret to his grave.  
  Which meant that Richard Prechter owned him. Senator Pete Sanchez would be his eager bitch for the rest of his life. And very likely Prechter had hosted this reality show before. The scissors, the pruning shears, the palm trees—hell, Topaz and the entire island—were made for special moments like these.  
 I wondered how many other politicians he owned. That was real power, having a stable of United States senators in your pocket. One of them might even become president one day. And when Richard Prechter told his captive politicians to jump, they would jump extra high. Unlimited government funding for GORP and Tidal Power Solutions would never be a problem. Neither would legal protection for Richard Prechter, despite any crimes he might commit.
  Surprising me, Sanchez spoke up, his voice raspy and on the edge of cracking. “Richard, Richard, I know this is some kind of joke, but it’s gone too far. Okay, you got me, you got me good. Now, let’s go back to the boat and have a few Bloody Marys. We’ll have a good laugh about this later.” His forced smile was a parody of happiness; he was still trembling, caught between fear and a last glimmer of hope. His downcast eyes darted up to Prechter’s face like a whipped dog groveling to his cruel master with pathetic hand licks.  
  But maybe the senator was right? Maybe it really was all just a colossal bluff, a gag gone much too far, but nothing more. Hope springs eternal for the condemned man as his final hour approaches! Other than the scrapes on Brooke’s face and the bad haircuts, no physical damage had been done. Time would cure the scrapes without leaving a mark; hair would grow out again. That was the slender reed the senator was clinging to.  
  I knew better. The three of us who were handcuffed and tied to trees by our necks would never be allowed to leave the island alive.
  Prechter continued to toy with the senator, a cat releasing a maimed mouse and batting it between paws. He snuggled against Cori, pressing her slender, tanned body to the rough bark. His left hand wormed behind her back and around her waist like a lover’s while she shook with fear. When her face could move no further away, he placed the cutting arc of the pruning shears over her nose again. “You know, Pete, you could be right. Maybe it’s all just a great big joke. And Bloody Marys do sound like a fine idea.”
  I gritted my teeth and braced for the sight of Cori’s delicate nose dropping onto the sand. I wondered if Prechter was sick enough to actually drink the blood fountaining from her mutilated face while she screamed in pain and horror. He delayed, prolonging his pleasure by looking at each of us to memorize our faces at that moment of breath-held terror. If Cori fainted or passed out, she would immediately begin to strangle to death. The same could be said of Brooke, her shoulder pressed against Cori’s.
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 Instead, after an agonizing half minute Prechter removed the shears, playfully tousled Cori’s remaining hair like an overly friendly uncle, kissed her tearstained cheek and said, “You’re right, Pete, it was all a joke. You’ve been punked! Got you good, old man—it was all an act. Ha!” Prechter’s glee was authentic; he was enjoying his mind games tremendously.
  Sanchez brightened up, color returning to his drained white face in a rush as a broad smile of relief swept over it. “Really? Really? Thank God! But Richard, honestly, this went much too far.”  
 Andre moved in to film the suddenly joyful senator in front of the two girls, still tied to the tree, still naked from the waist up. The damning scissors were still clutched in his upraised hand. More film that would be impossible to explain. Not in a hundred years. Not in a thousand.
  Prechter’s scenario was about more than producing a blackmail film, however. He and his crew were not afraid to capture their crimes on video. They wore no masks; they spoke freely and showed their faces brazenly. Indeed, they were proud of their work on Castigo Cay. They wanted to preserve it. I imagined the kinds of snuff films the Marquis de Sade would have created if he’d had access to modern video technology two centuries earlier.  
  But I didn’t need to imagine. Prechter and these men were the living heirs of the Marquis. Like de Sade, they were proud of their cruel deviancy. Satisfying their twisted cravings trumped every other human consideration. They were such manifestly evil narcissists that they happily filmed their most depraved adventures, to re-experience the sick pleasure for years to come.  
 Prechter must have considered these weekends to be the masterpieces of his “art.” If he was ever arrested or killed, the sadistic snuff films would doubtless be released automatically onto the internet, achieving for him a dark immortality that could never be erased.
  The choreography of Prechter’s scenario was carefully staged. I could still turn my head just a little, and I looked for the other cast members. Ridley was standing somewhere behind me, unseen, armed with my Ka-bar knife. Andre was prancing around between us all, the gleeful videographer capturing this midsummer day’s nightmare for posterity. The Serb rifleman had wandered fifty yards to my right. I could see him on the higher ground to the south, back up toward Prechter’s under-construction dream house. His carbine was no longer barrel-down along his back, but had been swung up to level in front of him, both hands on it at the ready.
  Eddie Medina was standing on the other side of our little palm grove, as far from the girls and me as he could get, near the cliffs plunging into the tidal race between the islands. The senator was standing in front of the girls, still smiling, a spark of optimism now growing to a flame, believing what he wanted to believe.  
  Prechter said, “You really think it went too far, Pete? Maybe you’re right. Maybe you’re right.”
  “Yes, of course you went too far,” replied Sanchez, clearing his throat and trying to force his voice back into a memory of his senatorial authority. “For God’s sake untie them, Richard, and let’s head back to the boat and drink those Bloody Marys.”  
 He forced a laugh and it came out shrill and maniacal. Andre filmed him with the bare-breasted girls still bound to the tree behind him. The senator handed the scissors back to Prechter, who dropped them and his pruning shears into his daypack and zipped it closed. Both of the girls watched the disappearance of the cutting tools with wide eyes, their open mouths too dry to cry out. Something like new rays of hope flickered across their eyes.
  Prechter said, “Back to the boat? Hmm…let me think about that.” After a long pause, while he looked around at each of his crew and each of his victims, absorbing the rapt attention of his audience, he said, “No, Pete, I don’t think so. Not quite yet.”  
 He then pointed a finger toward Eddie Medina, who was standing with his back to us, probably trying to block out the reality of what was happening, staying as far from it as possible. Medina’s submachine gun hung at his side from its strap, but his hands were in his pockets. Trying hard not to be there at all, staring across the channel at the north island. Wondering why in the hell he had ever left Brooklyn or the Bronx.  
  Then Richard Prechter nodded uphill toward my right, and changed the pointing hand into a thumbs-down gesture.
  I strained at my neck bindings and saw Milan Vukojebina pulling his carbine up into his shoulder. In a moment a single shot rang out, dividing time into before and after. I looked back to my left where he was aiming and saw Eddie Medina collapse in a heap. A big chunk of the side of his head was gone. He kicked on the ground a few times, like a dog having a dream, and settled into the sand, diminishing like a cut air mattress. 
 Everyone stared at Medina’s body. Everyone knew at that moment that this was not an elaborate, cruel practical joke. The irrevocable line had been crossed. Blood had been drawn, a life taken in front of eight living witnesses. The senator fell to his knees and clutched his heart with both hands, hyperventilating, gasping like a landed fish.  
  Prechter said, “Andre, get his gun.”
  The cameraman walked the dozen yards and stood over Medina’s corpse, still filming with the camera held near his shoulder. “But it’s all bloody.”
  From behind me Ridley mocked him in a falsetto voice. “But it’s all bloody! What, afraid you’ll get a blood stain on your pretty white outfit?”
  “You take it if you want it,” replied Andre. “I already have a gun. Anyway, my job is the camera.”
  Ridley said, “You call that three-eighty a gun? Maybe for a little old lady it is. Or maybe a cook—a queer Belgian cook.” He laughed loudly. Trevor Ridley carried only a knife on him, obviously a point of pride to show that he didn’t need a firearm today. A little .380 caliber pocket pistol would fit anywhere in the Belgian’s vest. True, it wasn’t much of a gun, but against prisoners handcuffed and tied to palm trees by their necks, a lot of gun wasn’t a requirement. Certainly not an MP-5 submachine gun.  
  “Oh, just leave the damn thing for now,” said Prechter. “We can get it later.” Blood soaked into the ground beneath Medina’s head. His weapon was hidden beneath his body.
  The senator had curled into the fetal position on the sand between myself and the girls, his hands over his face. Prechter crouched and reached into his pack and pulled out a belt and holstered pistol. My tan nylon rigger’s belt, with my black Bladetech holster holding my Glock pistol. Like Ridley with my Ka-bar knife, Prechter was adding a touch of ironic insult to my already hapless situation. He stood and threaded the belt into his pants and then attached the holster and gun.
  Prechter unbuttoned his safari shirt and stuffed it into his pack, then swung the pack over his bare shoulders. It had a camelback drinking tube clipped onto the right strap. The triathlete was ready for an arduous morning. Hydrate or die. He was wearing only khaki shorts and fancy running sandals. Prechter, the marathoner getting ready for the next phase of his scenario. The real show was about to begin. I ignored the sight of my Glock pistol on his waist, unwilling to please him by showing surprise, just as I’d ignored the fact that Ridley was wearing my knife. Of course they were taunting me, and I wouldn’t give them the pleasure of a predictable reaction. Such minuscule victories were all I had left.
  Trevor Ridley just had to bring it up, though. “Richard, what are you doing with that piece-of-shit Glock?”
  “Oh, this? It belonged to our boy Dan. You know, the famous Marine sniper. I figured I’d give him a chance to take it back. Like his knife. If he wants it, he knows where it is.”
  Ridley walked around in front of me, into my view. He unsheathed my familiar knife, with its shaving-sharp seven-inch blade. “Oh, he’s not getting this back. Not until I stick it into him and drop his guts on the ground.”
  “Stick it into his dead body, maybe,” said his boss.
  “With all respect, sir, but I don’t think so. If and when you finally shoot him, you’ll find this already sticking into his corpse.” He tossed the knife in the air end over end, caught it by its grip and winked at me. “Beautiful knife, Dan. A fine piece of American steel. A worthy addition to my collection. Something to remember you by.”
  Ridley and Prechter continued to banter back and forth, pleased with their humor at my expense. Andre continued filming, shifting about for better angles. The Serb stayed well off to my right on overwatch. The senator was still curled on the ground, wheezing and whimpering.
  I said, “At least you have the balls to do it up close, Trevor. I’ll say that much for you. Unlike your boss, who has other people do his killing.”
  “Don’t worry yourself, Danny boy,” responded Prechter. “Rest assured, I’m going to do my own killing today.”
  “Not if I catch him first,” said Ridley.
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 “Listen to you all!” I said. “A Belgian queer, a Serbian hired killer, a circus freak-show act, and all led by a half-wit half-Brit. I’ll admit, I don’t understand it. I guess it’s an European thing.”
  “I’d say it’s an intelligence thing,” Prechter snapped back. “That might explain why you’re tied to a tree and I’m not.”  
  “Oh, sure, it takes a real mastermind to send Igor Ridley out to snatch women off the street. Tasering women on parking lots takes real genius.”
  Prechter bowed slightly, made a flourish with one hand and said, “Yet here we are, and there you are—bound to a tree on my little island paradise. And there are your two ladies-in-waiting, waiting for the miracle that won’t come. Must be hard for you to watch this, eh?”
  I said, “Of the four of you, I think only Trevor has even one testicle. At least he’s willing to use a blade. The rest of you need guns against handcuffed prisoners.”
  Ridley grinned and said, “Oh, no, Yank, the knife is for your pleasure alone. All I ever use on the lassies are me hands and me cock. And when I fuck ’em, let me assure you, they stay fucked. The very last thing they ever see in this world is good old Trevor, smiling down on ’em.”  
  “I know, good old Archy told me all about that. They’ll have to invent a new category of psycho just for you: the trans-necrophiliac. He told me all about it, before I fed him to the crabs.”
  “So—you did kill him!” said Prechter, his eyes widening in sudden interest.
 “Archy Mildenhall told me about lots of things. Like Beverly Clifton, who you kidnapped in Nassau and murdered right here. Yes, I know all about it and so do a couple of reporters for the Miami Herald.” I was making it up as I went. I hoped the mention of Archy and Bev would lend credence to my ad-libbed spiel. It was hard to talk with the noose already tight and my neck bound against the palm trunk.
  Prechter scoffed and said, “Am I supposed to be impressed? Afraid?”
  I gritted my teeth and continued, struggling for air after every few words. “Not by what I say. By what the Miami Herald is going to write. And the New York Times and all the rest.” I wished it was true, and I hoped that they believed me. It wasn’t much but it was all I could think of, my mind spinning escape fantasies on the gallows.
  “What are you talking about?” asked Prechter, suddenly interested.
  “Don’t worry, the story is already in safe hands. The senator, Topaz, Castigo Cay, everything. Everything except Brooke being kidnapped, but we already have plenty of names for them to start with. If Cori Vargas and I don’t turn up in Miami by midnight Sunday, this story will be the Monday morning lead on every network.”
  “Obviously you’re making this up,” he said. “But I sup-pose I’d try the same ploy, were I in your shoes…well, your bare feet.” He turned to the Belgian and said, “Andre, turn off the camera.” He returned to me, walking up to just a yard’s distance from my face. “You’re out of plays, so you’re bluffing. That’s completely understandable. I’ve seen it before, this last desperate measure of false bravado. Right before they start crying, and then begging. And then screaming.”
  I kept the best face I could. No crying or begging, not yet. “Won’t it be interesting, sailing into the Port of Miami and being met at the dock by a thousand television cameras. They’ll probably send helicopters out to film you coming in. A Coast Guard escort. You’ll be famous by Monday, no matter what happens today. Famous, and locked away in a jail cell. Or a padded cell.”
  Prechter laughed, but his jaw was twitching. “You’re the crazy one, Kilmer. You’ve been away from the States for too long. Things are different now. They’d never run a story like that without independent verification. Which means asking the senator and me about it—and we’ll deny everything. You’re just throwing a Hail Mary pass with this fairy tale. I don’t blame you, though. You don’t have anything else.”  
  I tried to laugh. It probably wasn’t very convincing, not with my knees quivering. “Prechter, I want some of what you’re smoking. This story has beautiful girls being kidnapped by a multimillionaire. It even has a missing United States senator involved up to his eyeballs. What are they going to say, that Pete Sanchez was out hiking on the Appalachian Trail?”
  “You’re extremely naïve, Kilmer, and you’ve long passed the age when that can sometimes be considered a virtue. Nothing like that gets printed anymore. Nothing. There are controls in place now to promote social stability. You’ve been out of the country, maybe you don’t know, but talk radio and the internet have been neutralized for years. The First Amendment and all that other rubbish is passé. Too bad you’re such a slow learner.”
  I was grasping at straws, trying to prolong the conversation, in no hurry to get to the next act. “I might be a slow learner, but I learned you’re a coward. Using a gun instead of a knife, like Ridley.”
  “If you think you can appeal to some higher sense of so-called honor and goad me into being less prepared, then you’ve underestimated my intelligence—again. Frankly, Kilmer, you bore me. I had hoped for better. First your asinine bluff, and then trying to dare me not to carry a gun. You, of all people! You’ve killed plenty of people with guns. People who never even knew you existed on the same planet with them. Walking down the street, and then bang—life over—because of Dan Kilmer’s trigger finger.”  
  Prechter drew his Glock—my Glock. He held the muzzle against my forehead, his finger on the trigger. Three pounds of pressure would permanently remove me from his carefully crafted scenario. The lightened after-market trigger suddenly seemed like a very bad idea. I wondered, as I had a few times in the past, if I would see the flash or hear the bang. If I did, I sure wouldn’t hear it or see it for long.
  But instead of firing he said, “Okay, Trevor, it’s time. Cut him loose.”
  Ridley moved in close behind, grabbed the short chain and unlocked the cuffs, springing them free from both wrists. Then he slid my Ka-bar’s blade between the palm trunk and the lashings around my neck, laying the back of the blade vertically against my throat and ear. “We’re not done yet, boy,” he whispered. “The next time you feel this steel, it’ll be sliding into your guts.” Then he jerked the blade back, cutting through the rope. I was released from the tree. I considered and rejected the idea of trying to grab the pistol Prechter held in front of my face: the Serb’s rifle was still up at his shoulder, now aimed at the girls.
  Prechter kept the Glock’s muzzle to my forehead and said, “We’re letting you go, and hardly a scratch on you. Then after you run away, we’re going to have some fun with the girls.” He smiled devilishly. “You know, I’ve always wanted to bury somebody up to their neck on a beach at low tide. Well, actually, I have. But never two at the same time. So we’re going to have a contest and see which of them can hold her breath the longest.”
  I heard the senator say, “Richard, you can’t do this…you can’t.” I glanced down between my two tormenters. The senator was sitting on the ground Indian-style, leaning far over and raking sand between his fingers. He was mostly covered in sand, a human sugar cookie.
  Prechter ignored him and held eye contact with me, above the barrel of my Glock. “So this is what will happen next. We’re going down to the beach, and a United States senator is going to dig a nice big hole. Big enough for two girls. But you’re not going with us, Kilmer. That would be boring. Trite. Where’s the sport in that? No, I have something much more interesting in mind than that. A test, actually, to see what kind of man you really are. If you’re only a sniper who does his killing from long range, then one of the girls will drown. And all the while that they’re holding their breaths they’ll be waiting for big, brave Dan Kilmer. Waiting longer and longer between each wave, until one of them can’t wait any longer. And when you don’t come back, they’ll know what kind of coward you really are.” He slid the pistol barrel down until it was resting lightly against the bridge of my nose and stepped in closer, until our faces were just inches apart.
  “If I don’t see you by then, we’ll pull out the winner and let her catch her breath. And after we’ve had our fun with her, then it’ll be your turn. We’ll hunt you down, Danny boy, no matter what hole you’re hiding in.”  
 Prechter dropped his voice. “Now Andre, he’s not one for the ladies, but he thinks you have a très joli derrièrre.” In full voice again he said, “Oh, it’s going to be a terrific morning! Dan, I can’t thank you enough for providing me with such topflight entertainment. Boredom is the very bane of my existence.” He gave a large sigh of exhilaration, but his close-set green eyes never blinked. “Trevor, see to the ladies. Give our Dan a reason to mind his manners.”  
 Ridley moved over behind the girls and placed my Ka-bar across Cori’s throat while clamping the fingers of his other hand into her remaining hair. Prechter carefully backed up out of my kicking range and lowered the Glock to aim at my torso. Never taking his eyes from me, he said, “Okay, Mr. Sniper, here’s your cue to exit stage left. I’m giving you a sporting chance, which is more than you ever gave all the people you assassinated in cold blood. Jump in and swim for the other island. We’ll give you time to find a hiding place, and then we’ll have our little beach party. And what happens after that will be entirely up to you.”
  Of course I was glad to be released from the tree but I was still not free, not with a Glock aimed at my stomach and a knife held against Cori’s throat. I looked across at the girls and they returned my gaze, wild desperation in their eyes.
  Prechter turned and said to them, “There he goes, your big hero. Running away. But will he come back in time? Will he come back at all? Only time will tell. Tick-tock, Dan! Time and tide wait for no man, but the girls will be waiting for you. And so shall I. Isn’t this just great? Isn’t this just fun?”
  It was only a dozen yards over to the cliff. On the way I passed Medina’s body in the sand, the MP-5 still under him. I considered making a grab for it and diving into the water, but the carry strap was around his torso. I turned back and saw the Serb fifty yards away, rifle raised, glassing my magnified image through his scope. He could empty his entire magazine into me before I could get the sub-gun loose. I gave him a mock-friendly wave. He took his left hand off the rifle’s stock and waved back, but his barrel never wavered off target.  
 After a last look at Cori and Brooke, I turned toward the channel, picked a pool I hoped was deep enough, and dove headlong out into the briny blue.  



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



6
 I speared the water and flattened out,
arriving in a spot sufficiently deep to avoid an immediate and anticlimactic end to Richard Prechter’s scenario. Pain lashed the outside of my left leg from knee to foot. My unbelted cargo shorts were halfway down my hips and I had to waste effort pulling them back up before I could even begin swimming in earnest. Little things you almost never consider, like belts, can really nag you with their absence. I breached the surface and freestyled across, head in and out of the water because there were serious dangers to account for both above and below. Every few yards I had to grab my pants and yank them up.  
  The tidal current was rushing in, so when I reached the opposite side I was more than a hundred yards west of my jump-off point. I assumed that the Serb had kept pace with my lateral progress and was still directly opposite. It was no trouble for me to get out of his line of fire by swimming around an outcropping of rocks, but it was always tricky to climb out of coral. Stepping onto an urchin or fire coral (not to mention a poisonous lionfish or stonefish) would add one more degree of difficulty to an almost impossible mission.  
  Above the high-tide mark the going was easier, although the sharp corners and points of the tumbled and cracked rocks were hard on my bare feet. They were ancient gray limestone slabs that were broken, eroded and undercut by a million years of battering waves. The pain I’d felt on my left leg turned out to be three deep gouges running parallel to my shin and oozing blood. I considered myself fortunate to be on dry land with only that reminder of all the coral I had just negotiated.
  The north island was maybe eight to ten acres in size. This was only a guess, based on my memory of the Raven video and Nick’s little chart. I sure wasn’t going to stand tall on a promontory for a look-see, not with the Serbian rifleman just across the channel and watching for me.
  This island would probably never be developed, not even in the limited and secretive way that Prechter was developing Castigo Cay. It was just too craggy and uneven. Only the toughest plants survived here in sheltered pockets, some cactus and other indestructibles. Not a single palm tree. Salt water sluiced through crevices and canyons that provided me with a means to negotiate the terrain while staying out of sight, but their mazelike twists often led toward dead ends. Some were partly blocked by ancient shipwreck timbers wedged into impossible places by hurricane waves. Sharp coral underwater forced me to hop, skip and jump wherever I could between boulders just above the waterline.
  I had the basic idea that the shipwreck I’d seen on the video might be useful in some way. There were no better ideas coming to mind, so I headed back to the east, out of the sight of watching eyes.
  Plastic trash, driftwood and other flotsam marked the serpentine high-tide line. Cori and Brooke would soon be buried on a beach with their heads below that level. My watch was gone, so I could only guess at the time, but it seemed likely that in a little over an hour one girl would be dead and the survivor would be treated to the cruelest tortures that Richard Prechter and his henchmen could devise.  
  I stayed low and scurried up a slanted ravine made of tumbled gray rocks the size of cars. The north island was so different from Castigo Cay that it was hard to imagine the natural processes that had thrown them so closely together. Only the northern edge of Castigo Cay approached the rockiness of this island.  
  Some bristly vegetation grew in a cleft near the top of a boulder. It gave me cover to peek over the crown and back across the channel at Castigo Cay. There, less than a hundred yards away, I could see the Serb’s head and torso down to his waist. He was glassing the north island with the scope on his rifle. Most of his attention was directed at the lagoon end of the channel, and not toward my concealed location. He was the only person I could see on the opposite side. The little palm grove where we had been tied by our necks was empty. Not a hint remained of the psychodrama torture session that Richard Prechter had conducted there.  
  I could see the upper deck and radar masts on Topaz a few hundred yards behind the Serb. He had to be wise enough in the ways of soldiering to know that he was skylining himself. If he had been a fighter during the Balkan wars he’d know the risk, so clearly he didn’t care if I saw him. Or did he want me to see him? There is a difference between care and desire. He obviously realized that I could do him no harm from this island. Was his presence intended to drive me in a direction favorable to them? On this hunt was the Serbian rifleman a shooter, or just a beater?
  I slid down into a small space between boulders and took stock of my situation. Tide-driven sand had made a dry and level place between rock walls. Surrounding me was only flotsam, loose rocks and shells. Some old netting made of faded black polypropylene rope, killed by ultraviolet light and crumbling at the touch. Detergent bottles and other plastic trash, some new enough to be usable as containers. Nothing I needed, nothing I could use in a rescue attempt.
  But I was not without a weapon. I slipped off my soaking cargo shorts. They had a double layer of sturdy cloth at the belt level all the way around, as most men’s pants have. This creates a channel that is useful for concealing small things. Lengthwise-folded emergency traveling money, for example. A well-timed bribe to the right port captain or border guard can mean the difference between freedom and a third-world prison cell.  
  My shorts had a big metal button to close them in front, like Levi’s jeans. The button was a decoy. I used my teeth to gnaw at a thread I’d hand-sewn to keep a little treasure hidden behind it. In a minute I’d opened up a gap on the inside of the waistband and worked the thin cargo near enough to the opening to pull it out.
  It was a narrow X-acto blade, size number eleven, made of surgical-quality stainless steel. The blade was an inch and a half of trouble with a thousand uses, heat-laminated inside plastic ID card stock, trimmed for just a little overlap. The razor’s angled cutting edge was an inch long, culminating in a wicked needle tip. The half-inch base had a hole for attaching it to its handle, which of course I didn’t have.  
  I’d learned to hide escape-and-evasion tools in my cloth-ing when I’d been operating in a part of the world where an infidel’s on-camera beheading was considered must-see TV for the kiddies. Scout-snipers operated in small teams and we really didn’t want to get captured. But if it happened, we were not going to spare a single trick to pull an early escape. It was even better to make a furious charge in a mad escape attempt and be killed in a hail of AK bullets than suffer the far crueler last rites of the prophet’s mujahideen. That unholy sacrament was when they brought out the long knives and the video cameras. And the black flag of jihad, to pin on the wall as a backdrop to human blood sacrifice in the name of their allah.
  So I’d sewn an X-acto blade into these pants. Lots of use-ful items could be hidden in your clothes, but your pants would probably be the last article taken before you were stripped naked and handed a prison uniform or shot. My pockets had been emptied and my belt removed, but my shorts had not been thoroughly examined by my captors. The blade in my hand was the proof.
  Hiding the little crafting scalpel in front allowed it to live in the magnetic shadow of the innocent metal button. A handcuff key would also fit there, but when you really need a handcuff key, your hands are usually behind your back. Some very flexible people—girls mostly—can work their cuffed hands under their bottoms and to the front, but I can’t. There were plastic handcuff keys that could beat magnetic detection, but I’d never gotten any when I’d had the chance, before leaving the States. Ceramic blades can also be hidden. Next time. If there was a next time.
  No guard feels every inch of clothing, actually fingering and bending it, when conducting a pat-down search. Trevor Ridley hadn’t. And that’s the only way the thin blade would ever be detected. (Well, except maybe by one of those back-scatter X-ray machines with an eagle-eyed operator. I tend to avoid first-world airports for that and many other reasons.)
  Having the blade with me today came down to the luck of the draw, the pair of pants I had thrown into my kit bag when I left Rebel Yell. I have lots of shorts and I lose track of which bit of metal is hidden where. But today I had an X-acto blade. Nothing to attach it to—yet—but I had a blade. I pulled the clear plastic back against the sharp tip and freed it. It could cut rope or a throat. It could be made into a knife, a spear tip or an arrowhead, depending on what I found to make a shaft.  
  And I had something else besides the blade. I looked at Marian’s bracelet on my right wrist. Faded desert-tan paracord, darker for being wet. I turned it around to expose the seam where the two ends were sewn together with thread. The seam Trevor Ridley hadn’t noticed, making it appear to be permanently woven around my wrist. It meant less than nothing to him, some old macramé thing. Not even worth the minor effort of cutting it off an unconscious prisoner.
  I pricked at the joining thread with the tip of the blade, found the buried ends of the paracord and untied it. Seven inches of woven bracelet unraveled into seven feet of paracord. It had been tied so tightly for so long that it sprang back in crazy jagged accordions. The cord was faded where it had been exposed to the sun and coyote brown where it had not.
  Seven feet of cord and an X-acto blade. It wasn’t much of an armory, but it wasn’t nothing.  
  I squatted in the sand, held the bundle of wet paracord, and studied it. After so many years on my wrist, Marian’s bracelet was no more. But I knew that she would understand. More than that, I knew that she knew. Right then. She knew. If anybody was ever in heaven, ever, it was her. If anybody had ever died a true martyr’s death, she had. Saint Stephen himself had surely vouched for Marian and adopted her as one of his own.  
  On my knees in the sand staring at the bundle of string, in that little grotto tucked between gray walls, I prayed silently that they would watch over my endeavor today. Old Saint Stephen and young Saint Marian. I knew that it was too much of a stretch to ask the Big Guy directly. God knows, I didn’t deserve that kind of consideration, not me. But perhaps Sister Katterina would put in a good word?  
  Was the elderly nun still among the living? It seemed very unlikely. She had been over seventy years old back in Baghdad when she was doing the most dangerous job on earth: rescuing tortured girls from evil monsters in the darkest depths of Mordor. Unarmed, protected only by her faith. Unpraised, unthanked, unknown except to God. It would surely have been a miracle if she was still alive. But living or not, maybe, just maybe, could Sister Katterina ask the Big Guy for a minor miracle today? Please? I haven’t been to church since, well, a long time, and that was only at somebody’s wedding. I’ve been a sinner, God knows I have, but please, can I get a little miracle today?  
  Not for me. I don’t need it for me. I don’t ask it for me.
  But for Cori Vargas, and for Brooke Tierstadt?  
  Please?  
 


 ****
 
 I pulled my shorts back on. Half of the paracord went for a belt, tied in front with a square knot. Before leaving the grotto I looked around again at my surrounding ring of high-tide debris. Luck was with me, or perhaps something else guided my eyes. A tiny scrap of driftwood in a pile was straighter than the rest of the flotsam. I pounced and it turned out to be a small wire brush, not much bigger than a toothbrush. The short steel bristles at one end were rusted to a memory. This left an honest seven inches of hardwood, dry and tough. Tossed overboard and promptly forgotten by a ship’s sailor on painting duty, once its stiff wire bristles had folded over or fallen out. To roam the seven seas and land here almost at my bare feet.
  I used a boulder for a work bench and a rock for a hammer. I tapped the edge of the blade into the end of the wood, going with the grain, to create a mounting slit. Then I tapped the base of the blade sideways into the new slot with my hammer stone. This talented X-acto blade could create its own handle from ordinary trash, a neat trick indeed.  
 A nylon strand from the paracord’s center, tautly wrapped around the end of the wood handle, fixed the blade in place as firmly as any Apache’s war arrow. It was only a seven-inch knife with a one-inch blade. But it was a knife. I stuck a soft chip of rotten wood onto its tip, so that I could keep it in a pocket without it stabbing me or cutting its way loose. I put it in my back right pants pocket, point down, ready at hand but mostly concealed. The other half of the paracord I balled up and shoved in a front pocket of my shorts.
  It was time for a plan. The Serb had been standing in the open across the channel. I was glad that he wasn’t afraid to show himself. If I stalked him and took him out—and got his rifle—I would have a good chance to rapidly eliminate the other men. A very good chance. If I got his rifle.
  And then there was Archy Mildenhall’s MP-5, last seen beneath Eddie Medina’s fresh corpse. The scoped AR and the MP-5 outgunned anything else I’d seen on the island. I only had to swim back across the channel unnoticed by the Serb. Pick a crossing spot far from him to the east, toward the Atlantic. But it would not be easy to avoid being swept under his rifle. Not with a four- or five-knot tidal current racing in from the ocean.
  Nope. Bad idea. That’s the way they would expect me to go. And as far as going after the MP-5, that little item fairly screamed sniper bait at me. If the gun had been left behind, it was not by happenstance. In addition, it was very bad luck. At least it had been for its last two possessors.  
  The Serb was probably under orders not to kill me outright. A clean, early kill by their underling Milan Vukojebina would deny the two big dogs their own maximum enjoyment. He was around only in case things got out of control, so he would probably aim for an extremity if he shot me at all. Or he might just use harassing fire to drive me toward Prechter or Ridley.  
  And of course he served a purpose merely by standing somewhere in the open, with his menacing rifle visible to me. That’s where I wouldn’t go. So they thought.
  I crept between boulders, always careful to stay out of any possible line of sight from Castigo Cay and the Serb’s rifle until I was fairly lost in the middle of the rocky labyrinth. The sun was all the compass I needed. I studied each bit of debris piled in corners above the tide line for more useful tools. Many Asian brands of products, tossed off ships to arrive on this otherwise pristine rocky shore. I could have had a dozen good drinking-water containers, but I had no drinking water and what I really needed were weapons.
 


 ****
 
 In a few minutes I could see the rusted bow of the wreck. The ship must have been steering due west when it plowed into the reef. It came to rest with its flaring bow smashed against the rocky Atlantic-facing cliffs of the north island. I estimated the vessel at a hundred fifty feet in length. It was all red-brown rust, not a flake of paint left. It might have been there half a century or even longer. The ocean swells blasted against the rocky shore and erupted in white explosions, keeping the bow of the ship soaked with spray. In another century it would be just a red-brown discoloration across the reef.
  But there would probably be some useful items on it even now, something to use as a weapon or a tool. And the ship’s stern stuck fifty yards out into the ocean, so it would give me a clear line of sight down the Atlantic side of Castigo Cay. I snaked my way up between the highest boulders until I was even with her prow, then hopped over and down. The triangular foredeck was lower than the hull sides by a good four feet, so that crew working the bow in rough weather were protected by solid bulwarks. Now they concealed me from anyone looking north from Castigo Cay.  
  Thirty feet back from the bow was a square two-story superstructure. The starboard bulkhead door was gone and I slipped inside. Light slanted in through round ports long devoid of glass. Wind-driven salt spray penetrated even inside the deckhouse. There was evidence of many generations of seabirds nesting inside, but no birds were in residence today. The wood steps of the ladder up to the bridge deck were gone. I walked through the lower level gingerly, afraid of putting a leg through a vestigial skin of rust.  
 I used a piece of driftwood to rake through ancient trash and flotsam trapped in low corners. At the bottom of one pile I spotted something dark and straight that turned out to be a round bastard file, twenty inches long and over half an inch in diameter in the middle. I recognized the tool from its spindle shape; the file teeth were long since corroded away. I hefted it. The steel rod weighed over a pound, as much as a small pistol. I flipped it end over end, catching it right-handed and left-handed, learning its balance. Both ends were pointed, but especially the skinny forged rat tail that had once fit into a wood handle. A minute of sharpening the tail against an iron bulkhead removed the rust and gave it a silvery needle tip.  
  As long as the target is a tree of sufficient girth, I’m a pretty fair knife thrower, given a few practice tosses. I’ll nail an unsuspecting tree nine times out of ten on a good day, from point-blank to twenty feet or even more. I use the modern no-spin technique, the blade flying tip forward all the way to the target. My index finger puts a touch of reverse spin on the top of the grip as I release it from my hand, countering the rotational forces and sending it straight on its way.
 But the art of throwing knives is, at least for me, more of a parlor trick than anything I would want to use in an actual fight. Particularly when I have only one knife to throw and one chance to make a hit. A knife in your hand is a far better weapon than a thrown knife that deflects off a moving enemy, or that misses altogether. The round steel file was an honest weapon, though, and it raised my spirits. Even with no cutting edge, it was a twenty-inch-long dagger that I could plunge deep into an enemy. I slid the old file under my new paracord belt on my left side, twisting it through a belt loop to hold it firmly in place.
  I rummaged around in another pocket of debris and found a rusted hex nut, the mate for an absent one-inch-diameter bolt. Once again the heavy metal was under the flotsam, like a gold nugget at the bottom of a miner’s pan. The four feet of paracord not occupied holding up my pants was given its first job. I tied one end of the cord to the plum-size iron nut and put a small bowline loop for a handle in the other end. I gave it a few fast whirls and figure-eights around my head to get the feel and the range of it, and then put it in my right-front pants pocket with just the loop poking out. Contemplating the sum of my armaments made me laugh. A rusted file, a hex nut on a string and a toy knife.  
  Through the long-absent side portholes of the superstructure I had a perfect view of the Atlantic side of Castigo Cay, or at least of its rocky points. The beaches formed long scallops between the rocky heads, so they were invisible to me. On one of those beaches, Cori and Brooke were probably buried up to their necks by now. How much of the tide had already come in? Was the water already splashing against their faces?  
 Soon, the waves would engulf them between breaths. Who would last longer? Cori was an expert swimmer and breath-hold diver, comfortable in surf, but Brooke was also an athlete, and she was taller.
  Don’t go there, I told myself. Instead, think and plan. From the ship I could drop into the Atlantic beyond the breakers. From the land, the morning sun would turn the seascape into a dazzling wall of glare and hide my face when it crested a wave. And they would never expect me to approach from the open Atlantic, directly in front of them. Not unless they had stood on this rusted wreck and studied Castigo Cay from this vantage point.  
  But perhaps they had. Perhaps Richard Prechter was outthinking me even here. Always one step ahead, that bastard.
  The back of the deckhouse terminated halfway along the ship’s length. From there I again dropped below the top of the bulwarks and crawled aft. The deck plates had rusted entirely though in places, and I could see some big grouper loitering beneath me in a few feet of clear water. Spray continued to fly across the wreck as each wave slammed into her side. Soon I was all the way aft, with nowhere to go but into the water. I studied the set of the waves and watched the foam and the flotsam to gauge the set of the alongshore current. If it was running north, I’d have to abort this strategy. After a minute of observation I determined as best I could that the current was going my way.  
 


 ****
 
 The stern of the ship lay in deeper water
and the transom was fully submerged, creating a coral-encrusted steel beach with swells rolling across it but not breaking. I rechecked my gear (such as it was) and then on a crest pushed off into the ocean and began to sidestroke toward Castigo Cay.  
  It was not a comfort to realize that my maximum swimming speed was only a fraction of the potential speed of the ocean current. If I had misjudged the current’s overall direction, I would be swept toward Bermuda or Puerto Rico or anywhere else. Gone forever, about as gone as gone gets.
  Kick, stroke and glide. I swam on my left side so that I could see the land and keep oriented, at least while the lift of the swells permitted me a view. A look behind at the shipwreck told me that I was heading in the right direction. The current at least doubled my speed through the water. I had to head even further offshore, to put more distance between myself and any watchers on the beach.  
  The main swells were running about four feet high with maybe thirty feet between them, and I could see land only when I was lifted on the crests. I saw the open mouth of the channel between the rocky northern island and Castigo Cay for only a moment and then I was past it. I wondered if the Serb was scanning this part of the ocean through his rifle scope. It had been probably a half hour since I’d seen him at the other end of the channel, and he could have walked across to the ocean side in just a minute or two.
  Would his polarized sunglasses defeat the morning sunshine reflecting off the water that I was counting on to hide my approach? I was in easy range from the shore, less than two hundred yards off. A rifle shot exploding the water near me would answer the question.  
  Then on some high ground near the top of Castigo Cay I glimpsed a person standing alone. He was dressed all in white so it had to be Andre the chef, today serving as Richard Prechter’s videographer. He had chosen a spot where he could watch the ocean side of the channel. It made sense. The two of them could observe the entire channel and report my return.  
  Or they could report to their boss that I was still hiding on the north island. If they thought I was still on the rocky islet, they’d soon figure I was not coming to rescue the girls. Then they would make plans to deal with me later in the day, ferreting me out of a coward’s secret hiding place.
  I continued making rapid progress to the south. On another swell I caught sight of some people on a sandy beach between rocky points. Normally at two hundred yards I was capable of identifying people, but not with salt water burning my eyes while getting only a quick look from a random wave crest. Maybe a half second out of every ten. A few glimpses told me that the senator was working with a long-handled shovel and Trevor Ridley was standing nearby. I didn’t spot Cori or Brooke on my first fleeting views, and when I did see them my heart sank to the bottom. Only their faces were visible above the sand. They were already buried.  
 I didn’t see Richard Prechter at all.  
  Then I was past them, and it was time to come in hard and fast lest I be swept past Castigo Cay to drown in the middle of the ocean. I changed course for the beach, making little progress landward as I continued to be set by the alongshore current. I really started motoring then, switching from sidestroke to freestyle, more worried about being carried out to sea than being seen. I had over two hundred yards to make toward shore, and I was still being dragged south by the alongshore rip.  
 The green mangrove tops on the small island below Castigo Cay came into view. I changed to breast stroke, swimming directly for shore, then felt a new pull, and suddenly I was shooting toward the land. I saw the sand inlet between Castigo Cay and the mangrove island and then I was pulled through it.
  The tidal race I had forded with Nick Galloway three nights before had sucked me in and slung me into the lagoon between the four cays. If one of my enemies was watching the inlet, there was no way he could miss seeing me. On the positive side I was behind them, in their rear, and nobody had shot at me or raised the alarm. The downside was being in calm gin-clear water with absolutely no cover or concealment nearby. I could swim into the mangroves on the south island and hide, but I could accomplish nothing in there except to visit Archy Mildenhall’s final resting place.
  Cori and Brooke were on the ocean side of Castigo Cay. I hoped that the Serb and the Belgian were still in position observing the north channel. Ridley and the senator were with the girls on the beach, across the dune ridge from me. Only Richard Prechter was unaccounted for, and I had to assume he was someplace where he could both see the girls and watch for my approach.  
  My Glock 17 gave him maybe a hundred-yard range, if he was a skilled pistol shot. But he wanted to chase me down, not shoot me from a distance. Or did he? For all I knew, he had a high-powered rifle stashed in his future dream house, and from some high place he was following me in his scope even now. I’d seen so many men in my own crosshairs that I felt the target on my forehead like a burning tattoo. I breaststroked and then crept through the shallows toward dry land as stealthily as I could, no splashing, just my nose and eyes above the water.  
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 I crawled out in a place with only a narrow strip of sand before I would reach the concealment of a few scrubby palmettos. I looked back at my footprints across the wet sand. I pulled off a fan of palmetto leaves and brushed them out. It looked no better after being swept; the incursion was obvious. Prechter didn’t have enough manpower to patrol the beaches yard by yard during these critical minutes. The rising tide would erase them, but by then the fate of the girls would have been determined. Maybe my tracks across the wet sand wouldn’t matter. A lot of things wouldn’t matter in a very short while.
  I crouched in the concealing shade behind the palmetto and studied the island from the south. Pulled out the rusty round file, hefting it again, flipping it end over end. The steel spindle had a nice weight and balance. I kept it in my hand, nervously spinning it like twirling a baton between my fingers. It was over a pound of steel, pointed enough at each end to do some real damage. The X-acto knife was still in my right rear pants pocket. The bolt on a string was still in my right front pocket, the loop protruding. My weapons were ready.
  I was standing on the sandy leeward side of Castigo Cay, the calm lagoon side, and with luck all four of my enemies were looking in other directions. I knew that the girls were across the ridge and little ways north, but that area would be a well-prepared killing zone, the girls serving as the ultimate sniper bait. Rushing over the ridge and charging down upon them would be suicidally stupid, and it would squander my greatest tactical advantage, my having infiltrated their rear unknown.
  But stalking and killing the four men over the course of a few hours would also serve no purpose. The outcome of the struggle was measured by the tide, and the tide wasn’t going to wait for Dan Kilmer. Without any cover or concealment between widely spaced vegetation there was no point in moving slowly, so I trotted northward along the lagoon, a little inland where the sand was talcum dry and my prints would not be as obvious. The land broadened and flattened out along the western side of Castigo Cay. From the south I could see most of Topaz, but she looked as though she were planted in the sand, because the little harbor itself was still invisible to me across the ground. After traveling another few hundred yards I could see the turquoise water of the formerly landlocked salt pond around the megayacht.  
  There was more cover and concealment when I reached the area around the harbor. This was where most of the construction equipment and materials were located. There were pallets full of bagged cement under plastic sheeting and stacks of every type of building material, and a front-end loader and backhoe combination beneath a drape of brown-and-tan desert camouflage netting. I lay in shadow below the yellow machine and observed the island to the east. Boxwoods and myrtle topped the coastal ridge along this part of its length, several hundred yards away. I thought I saw some unnatural motion near the top of the hill and studied it. I wished I had a spotting scope, but hell, I wished I had a lot of things. At least I still had my twenty-fifteen vision.
  After some study of a stand of dry bushes I saw two anomalous black dots that became the soles of shoes, toes downward. The sand below the feet was disturbed, not wind-smooth. Somebody was lying in the shade under concealment near the crest, observing the ocean side of the island. Most likely Richard Prechter, since I had previously located his three henchmen.  
  Could he have seen me being carried through the inlet into the lagoon between the cays? Not likely. If he had, he’d be facing this way, not away from me. He was watching over his live bait: Cori and Brooke. Could I sneak up the steep sand hill and take him unawares from behind? It would be a few hundred yards across mostly open sand. Possibly it could be done, but then what? There would still be the Serb with his scoped rifle to contend with. And Trevor Ridley down on the beach with the girls.
  Next I studied the rest of the island to the north and northwest, looking for the Serb. Castigo Cay was much wider at the north end. I remembered from the Raven video that it looked like a tadpole, with the dredged salt pond as its eye. Actually it was more of a tear drop, much bigger at the top. There was good cover to be found around the construction material, so I rapidly leapfrogged north. Much of the cargo seemed to arrive on the island on trailers, towed off landing craft and left ashore. The most interesting of them was a desert-tan five-hundred-gallon tank trailer marked DIESEL. The original U.S. Army numbers and markings had been sprayed over with brown primer paint.
  While hiding beneath the diesel tank I saw a flash of light toward the north end of Castigo Cay. I’d seen it many times in many settings, and knew immediately what it was. It was a lens, being turned so that it sometimes was aimed between the sun and my position. The Serb was a few hundred yards away but I could make him out plainly enough. He was still skylining himself, visible above his shoulders. I studied his movements and picked up the rough timing. He was primarily facing toward his northern sectors, scanning across the channel, but occasionally he turned a full circle.
  This was enough to go on. I dashed forward and soon was beyond the construction zone and came to the dredged cut connecting the lagoon to the little yacht harbor. Topaz was moored with her bow toward the south. For a while her hull and superstructure concealed me from any observation from the east. I had assumed that all hands were accounted for, that all of Prechter’s crew were ashore. If any others were left aboard Topaz, they would be able to see me from behind the megayacht’s many tinted windows. 
 The wide rectangular radar atop her mast was not turning. It would make sense that Topaz was operating under strict radio and electronic silence, considering the purpose of her murderous mission. In the wireless digital age, Prechter would not want any electronic record of his weekend here. He would use passive GPS to find his island, but he would emit nothing. Obviously, he had no clue that the tracker beacon in the waverunner was sending its hourly signal into space.
  The little yacht harbor was a few football fields in size. I reached its mouth, waded in and silently breast-stroked across its twenty-yard width. This mini-channel from the lagoon into the salt pond had been blasted through solid coral to a fathom’s depth, six feet, measured using my body’s length. Once on the north bank I lay half in the water and waited for the Serb to do his periodic scan through all 360 degrees.  
 


 ****
 
 There was only one more opportunity for concealment ahead of me, a rusted fifty-five-gallon drum lying on its side and half buried in sand. When the Serb turned away from me I was up the bank and scrambling across open ground until I was able to drop flat behind it. I was in clear sight of anybody behind me or high up on the coastal sand ridge. It was only fifty yards ahead of the drum to where the Serb was scanning across the channel toward the north island. Apparently he had brought no binoculars, because he was still using only the scope on his AR.  
  Sometimes he dropped his rifle to the low-slung position and waited a minute or longer before shouldering it again for a look through the scope. Sometimes his 360s were made with the rifle down, just using bare eyes behind his wraparounds. Either way, most of his attention was focused on the north island. The rifle was unwieldy for him to use as a telescope for long periods, and it was down more than it was up. The Serb should have brought binoculars.
  Occasionally he paused for only a short time before turning another complete circle. Sometimes he just stared at the north island for a minute or two at a time, his rifle hanging horizontally from its sling. I had to pick a moment and go. If I reached him from behind unawares, I’d slash the X-acto knife across his throat and take his rifle. Until I was that close, I’d keep the round bastard file in my right hand. The heavy steel comforted me. I removed the protective soft wood from the X-acto’s tip and gripped the little knife in my left hand. Time and tide waited for no man. My chance of success all came down to the randomness of this Serbian hired killer’s mind. Not much for hope to hang onto.  
 I couldn’t hide behind the rusty steel drum all day; the status quo could change at any moment. I was not visible to the Serb, but I was plainly visible from half of the island behind me. From that point forward there was no cover or concealment until the final yards of Castigo Cay grew rocky. If I made it that far unseen, I might find a fissure or some dead ground where I could lie in wait for the Serb to complete another 360.  
  He went through another scanning cycle, walking around on the same patch of high ground above the channel. After a rotation he dropped his rifle back down to the low-ready position, slung in front of him across his belt line. He removed a green canteen, unscrewed the cap and took a drink.  
 Next to his rifle, I most wanted the contents of his canteens. Trevor Ridley hadn’t splashed much water down my throat back aboard Topaz, and swimming in the ocean leaves you crazy to drink fresh water. The Serb’s hands were occupied with getting a drink, so I was on my feet and running in a trot, my bare feet making a soft crunching in the dry sand, nothing that would be heard over the steadily pounding ocean surf just a couple hundred yards east.  
  While I ran toward him, the Serb pulled a walkie-talkie out of one of his ammo pouches. So not all of the pouches were carrying magazines full of cartridges. Not that it mattered. The thirty-round mag already in his AR held all the bullets he’d ever need. But now both of his hands were occupied, and neither was on his rifle. Luck was smiling upon me.
 


 ****
 
 He spoke into the radio and began to turn, maybe to face whoever was calling him. By now I was fully committed, out in the open. My chances were better in completing my surprise charge than in turning to flee. There was no cover nearby that I could reach before he shot me, and you can’t outrun a bullet. Even if I managed to make it back to the rusty oil drum, I’d only prolong my death or capture by a few seconds.
  The Serb spotted me and dropped the canteen and radio. His hands flew back to his rifle. When he swung it up to his shoulder, I was less than fifty feet away and still coming hard. It was now a sprint over loose pebbles as the ground turned rocky. The blood roaring in my ears was louder than the surf. Slo-mo, microsecond time. I knew I was totally screwed, but I had to finish my assault to have any chance at all. To take to my heels and show him my back would mean that I was finished, and so were the girls.
  Reality is reality and sometimes it just plain sucks, but you still have to face it. The Serb’s muzzle leveled on my chest, and at twenty feet from him I came to a sudden halt. I turned my left shoulder to him to minimize his target, as if it would matter to a rifleman at seven yards. The round bastard file was still in my right hand, concealed behind my right hip.
  This wasn’t a Mexican standoff, this was a sucker’s standoff and I was the sucker. I’d taken my chances by rushing across the open ground, and at the last moment lady luck had turned her thumb down on me. Now I was at the Serb’s mercy, and I’d seen how much mercy he’d shown Eddie Medina. But still he didn’t shoot. Perhaps his rules of engagement forbade him to kill me? This had to be the case, otherwise he could have begun firing at me from the first moment he had turned and raised his rifle.
  We were too close together for him to sight through his high-magnification scope, so he slightly lowered the barrel, staring at me above it through his wraparound sport shades. His bristly face cracked in a crooked smile, revealing a missing upper tooth. Instead of demanding that I get down on the ground—which I expected—he asked me, “Which foot you like more? I only destroy one foot. Which foot not so good? Which foot give you problem? I fix. No more problem that foot.” 
  He lowered the muzzle some more, using the top of the scope and the barrel for alignment, a crude form of aiming. Some people were very good at that type of instinctive snap-shooting at close range with a rifle. I was. But was Vuko really that good, or was he just pretending to be since I had snuck inside his close-range danger zone?  
  And did that even matter, with a thirty-round mag in his rifle at twenty feet and his finger on the trigger?
  He moved the barrel’s point of aim back and forth between my knees and my feet, making lazy sideways eights. A torso shot would have been dead easy at that distance; he literally couldn’t have missed if he’d just gone for center of mass. I was certain now that he had firm orders from Prechter not to kill me outright. For once in my life, somebody else’s restrictive rules of engagement were giving me a break. I could smile at the irony later, if I was still alive. This was a novelty to me, and I wondered how best to exploit it for tactical advantage. Only one plan came to mind.
  His barrel aimed at my right foot, then wavered toward my left. At that moment I pushed off to the right and brought the file up overhand. He fired almost at the same instant that I let it go. I gave that bastard file a baseball pitcher’s release and follow-through, giving it all the velocity I could, but I had no expectation that I would actually wound him. I threw it only as a diversion, hoping to strike any part of his body in order to give me another second or two to rush at him with my tiny knife.  
  As soon as the file was out of my hand I dived into a roll, then scrambled to my feet and swerved toward him, fully expecting to be riddled with bullets before I could reach him. Continuing the charge was the least bad of the terrible choices confronting me. I braced myself to receive his shots…but no shots came.
  Instead, he let go of the rifle and clutched at his throat. I hadn’t seen the file strike him, but now I could see it plainly enough. It was sticking out the left side of his neck, just above the collar of his green T-shirt. The Serb’s eyes were hidden behind his shades and he made no sound, so I couldn’t tell if he was gravely injured, but he sure seemed to think he was. He gripped the steel with both hands and stopped, looking down at it as if unsure if pulling it out would do more damage than good. For that second all of his focus was on the heavy steel dart that had invaded his neck. I was forgotten. The game changer—his scoped rifle—was nearly in my grasp.
  Just before I could reach him he caught his heel on something and fell backward while spinning away. I clutched after him, trying to grab his webbing but only touching his shirt sleeve before he fell over the edge. It was a dozen feet down to the water in the channel. I looked over to see if there was any chance for a rapid salvage of his rifle.  
 He was submerged facedown in a forest of staghorn coral. He was squirming, but I couldn’t tell whether he was struggling for life or the still-flooding current was moving his limbs. He’d fallen face-first into the water, so his original wound might have been compounded many times over if the file struck bottom and was driven even deeper. I’ve never had a penetrating neck wound, but I suspect it’s not so easy to recover from one, especially not when you unexpectedly find yourself underwater a few seconds after impact.
  I would need to climb down into the water very carefully, or risk being torn up on the same sharp coral surrounding him. Growing among the white coral antlers were countless black urchins, up to the diameter of melons, each with hundreds of brittle barbed spines. Obviously, it was no place to rush into with bare feet.  
 Before descending, I grabbed the Serb’s open canteen from the ground. It held only a few swallows, which I drained. I’d take his handheld VHF radio with me, leaving it in some dry niche above the channel while I went into the water after the rifle. The other canteen was still on his web belt. I could get it when I removed the weapon from his body. I returned the little X-acto knife to my back pocket, swung my legs over the edge and dropped onto a narrow shelf to study the best approach to take to get to the Serb’s body and his all-important rifle.
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 The radio squawked, and the squawk was followed by Richard Prechter’s flattened voice. “Vuko, what’s going on, over?” Another squelch break when he released his transmit button.
  I was tempted to use the radio to taunt him, or to offer him some kind of bargain. Perhaps I could bluff him that I already had the Serb’s scoped AR. But it would have been stupid to do so. Instead, I pressed the transmit key while blowing on the radio’s microphone pickup. I pressed and blew a few times, an old trick. Radios frequently malfunctioned, even good ones. Batteries weren’t charged properly, or they wouldn’t keep a charge. If it wasn’t one thing, it was another. “You’re breaking up, Lieutenant!” had saved many a grunt from following especially stupid orders radioed from faraway command posts.  
  “Vuko, Vuko. Report, please, over.”
  After a few seconds I gave him one more click of squelch. Dead battery. Salt-air-corroded contact. Anything. Happened all the time.
  Prechter tried again. “Andre, can you see Vuko from your position, over?”
  A long wait, then, “Ah…non. Not from here.”
  “You heard one shot, over?”
  “Oui, one shot. You heard his radio?”
  “I’m not sure what I heard.”
  It sounded as if Prechter couldn’t see either of his two northern scouts guarding the channel between the islands. If he was perched in his future home on the highest point of the island, or almost anywhere on this side of the summit of the ridge, he’d have been able to see the north shore, where he had posted Vuko and Andre. So Prechter was the pair of shoes overlooking the beach. The beach where Senator Sanchez had been busy with a shovel. Prechter was on the dune ridge, but on the lower south side of his future summit home.
  The radio squelched and Prechter spoke again. “Andre, go over there and see what’s happening with Vuko. He might be having a problem with his radio. That might have been a signal shot he fired. Or a warning shot. Over.”
  It was only two hundred yards east of me to the little palm grove where we’d been tied and psychologically tortured. The grove was on sort of a grassy plateau where the island’s dune ridge ended at the channel. Andre was probably another hundred yards on the other side, at the Atlantic end of the channel.
  After a long pause I heard the radio squelch again, and then Andre’s voice. “Ahh…I think I am already in the best place for me.”
  Prechter came back immediately. “Andre, I think you’d better go check on Vuko, or I’m going to send Captain Ridley to check on you, over.”  
  I wondered if Prechter was reconsidering his hobby of fighting boredom with murderous psychodramas. He had to at least consider the possibility that I had the Serb’s AR, with its easy five-hundred-yard range. His first option was to send Andre across the top of Castigo Cay as a recon scout. No, as a pawn, to be sacrificed if necessary. He wanted current information about Vuko, and even more, current information about the status of Vuko’s rifle. Andre’s life would not be much of a price to pay for that crucial intel.
  After a pause the radio crackled again. “Merde. Okay. Okay. I’ll do it.”  
  I didn’t have Vuko’s rifle yet, but his radio was turning out to be useful. If Andre was still on the ocean side, it would take him less than a minute to walk to where I was crouching. Could I climb down into the water among the coral and get the rifle before then? If I didn’t, Andre would be looking down over the cliff edge at me, an easy kill shot even with his little .380 pocket pistol. Or he might already have Eddie Medina’s MP-5, in which case he could open fire on me from a much greater distance.
  So I decided to take out Andre first and then go for the Serb’s rifle. I turned off the radio, lest it betray me now with an untimely squawk, and stuck it in my empty back left pocket. I crabbed my way east along the rocks toward the ocean, staying below the broken rim as much as I could. I sneaked a few quick peeks toward the palm grove.  
 In a minute I had covered less than fifty yards from where the Serb had gone over, always staying below the cliff’s rim in the ten or fifteen feet between the inflowing sea and the escarpment. My bare feet were cut and torn from the sharp rocks, but I ignored the pain. I could worry about them later, if I was still alive.
  Another quick glance above the natural parapet. Andre was walking past me but he was well inland, away from the edge. Good thing for me, because he was carrying the MP-5, his hands on the grip and magazine, the sling over his shoulder. Maybe he hadn’t been so worried about the blood on the weapon after all. Or maybe he’d picked it up from Medina’s corpse on the way over to check on his comrade, Vuko.
  And maybe the Belgian chef didn’t even know how to shoot it. On the German-made MP-5s that I’d handled, the thumb selector switch offered three choices. E for Ein meant one shot. S and F were for safe and full-auto, just as in English. I wondered if Andre knew what the letters meant. What were they in French? I didn’t know. Maybe there wasn’t even a round chambered. Maybe he’d never fired it before. Maybe if he fired it, he would waste the entire magazine on a single full-auto burst.  
  Wishful thinking was the one thing I had in abundance.
  Another quick peek and he was past my hiding place. If Andre saw the Serb’s body in the coral, or didn’t see him at all, he would report him KIA or MIA, either of which would put Prechter and Ridley on ultra-high alert. There was no more time to wait, so I hoisted myself up onto the plateau behind him. I was entirely in the open, as I’d been when stalking the Serb. The round file catching Vuko in the throat had been pure luck, luck I could not expect twice. If Prechter or Ridley were above me in their future dream house, having previously cached rifles there, I would know it soon. Or would they let me take out another one of their expendable minions? It might be amusing for them to watch me at this deadly business, even through their rifle scopes.
  It became a straight-up-the-back stalk, more of a panther’s rush. I had the choice of the heavy iron nut on a string or the toy knife, and I chose the former. The paracord loop went around the three middle fingers of my right hand; the big hex nut was gripped in my left fist. My forearms were up, ready to flip the loop of paracord over Andre’s head from behind. I visualized the classic sentry-stalking garroting technique. It had been a lot of years since I’d practiced it against other Marines with a rolled-up towel, and they against me. The drill was to throw the loop over his head, then jerk him back by his neck as I’m crossing my forearms to tighten the noose. Turn smartly about-face, so that we’re suddenly back-to-back. Lean over hard at the waist and jack him up, the cord over my right shoulder, his feet kicking against the air until he relaxes in death.  
  Five yards, the final rush. Mind of a panther, a leopard, an assassin.
 


 ****
 
 I had only a few steps to go
when
for no discernable reason
Andre half turned and then threw up his hands in utter shock at seeing me. The MP-5 was forgotten, swinging at his hip by its shoulder strap. His eyes and his mouth went wide and he blurted, “Oh!” I’m sure he didn’t hear me approaching, so perhaps his awareness was on some sort of ESP level. Or perhaps some primal node of his brain had registered my human scent, carried to him on the sea wind.
  Instead of flipping the paracord loop over his head, which was impossible now with his hands and arms up and in the way, I let go of the hex nut and swung my right arm out and around like a side-arm baseball pitcher. For the second he was staring at me, he didn’t notice the steel nut coming around from the side in a half circle. The cord partly deflected off his upraised hand, shortening the radius of the shot so that the rusty iron caught him only a caroming blow off the front corner of his temple. It jolted and stunned him, and he hardly moved while I brought it around again like a lasso-swinging cowboy.  
  The half-pound chunk of steel had accelerated almost to slingshot speed with the whiplash leverage of the yard of paracord added to my arm after a full circle. The second strike hit him just above his left ear with a sickening crunch and spray of blood.  
 Andre collapsed, and I followed him to the ground. His scalp was split open and the depression wound was gushing a torrent of blood over his face and off his nose onto the sand. He never saw what hit him. Eyes open but lights out. I felt his carotid. Weak and fluttery. The chef-videographer was going… going…gone. The rusted hex nut went back into my right front pocket, after I wiped the blood onto his white vest.
  His VHF radio spoke from the ground. Prechter’s voice. “Andre, what’s happening down there? What’s happening? Did you find Vuko yet, over?”
  I picked it up and again considered sending Prechter my own personal message. Do a little psyops. But that would have to wait. The mission had to come first. The less he knew and the more he wondered, the better. For now, both Richard Prechter and Trevor Ridley would have to operate under the assumption that I had Vuko’s scoped AR carbine, with its five-hundred-yard killing range. That fear would significantly limit their freedom of movement. In fact, they’d be scared shitless if they believed I had his rifle in my possession. That gave me more room to maneuver, but no more time.  
  The tide was still coming up.  
  I grabbed the MP-5 and dropped its mag into my left hand: it was loaded with thirty rounds of hardball ammo, round-nosed full-metal jackets. Lots of penetration but no expansion. I shoved the mag in and yanked the cocking handle back to chamber a fresh cartridge, just to be sure, and a live round flipped out onto the sand. So Andre had been prepared to shoot. The gun was ready to go, the thumb selector set on E to fire single shots. The German sub-gun had only iron sights, but they were quality ones. I extended the skeleton stock all the way rearward to turn it into a little carbine.  
  Then I went through Andre’s zippered and velcroed vest pockets. Found a few items of use. A high-quality Pro-Tech switchblade knife that any SWAT cop or special ops troop would have drooled over. Probably a gift from a lover—I couldn’t see Andre buying it. His tiny Ruger .380, which I slipped into my left front pants pocket after checking to ensure that a round was chambered. I searched all his pouches and found some other items. His video camera, of course. Battery packs. A still camera. A small tube of KY jelly. Por moi, Andre? Not any more.
  On the side of his vest was a netted pouch containing a half liter of bottled water. I drank it in one long swallow as I took a look at Andre’s white high-tops, but a glance told me his feet were several sizes smaller than mine. He was no more use to me, so I rolled him over the cliff’s edge; he landed facedown on a broken rock shelf a yard above the flooding channel and didn’t move. You know when they’re faking, you know when they’re dying, and you know when they’re dead. Andre was dead, no loss to the world.
  The MP-5 was a fine weapon, but I wanted the Serb’s scoped rifle. I still felt strongly that the outcome of the day would be determined by precision rifle fire. I backtracked along the edge to where the Serb had gone over and looked down into the water, but his body was gone. He was nowhere to be seen. Lifted on the surging tide and carried through the channel, and there was no time and no way to search for him in either the channel or the lagoon.  
  Or had he recovered from his neck wound and was now hiding somewhere nearby, waiting for me with his rifle?
 


 ****
 
 So I had the MP-5, still a fine weapon.
There was no time left
to develop some brilliant strategy. I knew where Prechter had been ten minutes earlier. It wasn’t far from where Nick and I had studied the harbor on our night recon. He was further south along the sand ridge, on the other side of his future vacation home, watching the girls from above as they struggled not to drown. And he had heard one rifle shot.
  I decided to circle back around by the harbor and approach him from that direction. Spot the back of his feet again, if I was lucky. He had only my Glock pistol and any shot he took would be from a couple-hundred-yard range, so I just went for it. I ran down the inland side of the salt-pond yacht basin. I was past the barracks trailer when the first shot rang out and kicked up the sand twenty feet short of me, but on a disturbingly accurate azimuth. All he needed to do was correct for elevation. He had as many as seventeen tries left in the magazine. I had almost double that in mine.
  So I zigzagged and the next shot landed long behind me, snapping through the air as it passed. There was no cover until I reached the cargo trailers and pallets of construction materials. Another shot zipped past me, close enough to hear its hornet’s breath. I dived behind a yard-high spool of electrical cable, thick wood at top and bottom. Black insulation over copper wire, cables thick as welding leads. Good cover, but he knew right where I was hiding.
  A bullet thwacked into the spool. He had the range. I was impressed; it was damn fine pistol shooting for using just Kentucky windage and guesstimated elevation. I’d have to expose some of myself to take aimed shots at him, and he might just get lucky. Another shot cracked off the top of the spool, sending splinters flying. He wasn’t wasting his chances; he was taking his time and aiming carefully, getting the range with each shot. I looked around the side of a spool, my face in the sun, therefore visible to him. I hoped his eyesight wasn’t as sharp as mine, but probably it was. If not naturally, he would have had the surgery to max them out.  
  My spotting scope was only a Mark-1 Eyeball, peeking around the side of the spooled cable. Prechter was almost two hundred yards away, sitting on his backside below the crest of the ridge, his elbows on his knees. This gave him a nice stable firing position for maximizing his long-range pistol accuracy, but absolutely nothing for cover. He had left the concealment of shrubbery to move along the bare dune ridge closer to his house—probably as a result of hearing a single rifle shot, followed by Vuko and Andre going off the air.  
  Both of us were on the move when he’d decided to stop and plink at me. He thought he’d caught me in the open, and look at him now. He should have reached some cover before deciding to trade shots with me. Maybe he was a brilliant CEO, but his tactical instincts were nonexistent. But then it was highly unlikely he’d ever faced a pissed-off former Marine sniper with an MP-5 submachine gun in his hands. Chasing down unarmed and terrified girls was more his sport.  
  CEO or not, he sure as hell wouldn’t have been the first guy I’d shot at against a sandy ridgeline, but it was the first time I’d tried it with iron sights. The first time with a nine-millimeter submachine gun. First time by the ocean and not in the middle of a desert. First time the guy was wearing just shorts, and not a cheap suit of clothes from Hajis-R-Us or the ever-popular man dress.
  I didn’t see better cover or concealment potential or a position of greater tactical advantage nearby worth dashing to. I was already proned out, so I just leaned the MP-5’s barrel against the coiled electrical cable on the side of the spool. The bottom of the skinny curved magazine rested in the sand as I shouldered into the stock, got a cheek weld, and put my right pupil to the rear peep sight. I estimated the range to be a hundred eighty yards.  
  I’d had a day on a range with an MP-5 when I was getting cross-trained for embassy duty, before I got out. Only time I’d fired one, but I’d handled a few before and since. They were generally battle-zeroed to shoot to point of aim at twenty-five and one hundred meters. At two hundred yards, the typical nine-mill bullet would drop about twenty inches, so I’d use an estimated foot and a half of hold-over to compensate. If it was zeroed, the MP-5 should have been capable of putting shots in a ten-inch circle at one eighty. A ten-inch circle at that range was easily “minute of man,” in the sniper’s arcane vernacular. Close enough for government work, as we used to say.
  But a civilian could zero his weapon where he liked, or nowhere at all.  
 A large steel protective ring around the front post sight matched the tiny round peep sight in the rear, making it easy to get on target. Another slug from the ridge crashed into the spool. Many layers of insulated copper wire said that nine-millimeter hollow points were not getting through. I took careful aim at the top of his head to account for the hold-over, exhaled half my breath, squeezed the trigger gently, and fired my first shot.
  A puff of sand kicked up a yard to the left of his feet, and low. The MP-5 had probably never been zeroed, so I’d have to do this the hard way. I couldn’t believe he was still sitting there, elbows on knees, aiming carefully, completely exposed. Another of Prechter’s shots struck the ground a foot to my right and snapped past, showering me with sand. I held what I estimated was four feet up and across from his head and fired again: the sand erupted a foot to his left.  
  A little more correction for my third aimed shot, but he was on the move as I fired, rising and turning, showing me his back, churning parallel sand tracks up and across the berm to get on the other side for true cover. I estimated the four feet of hold-over again, factored a lead that was a wild-ass guess, fired four times rapidly and watched him stumble. I’m not sure which of the fan of shots took him, but he didn’t make it to the crest. He spun and fell down the slope, rolled and came to rest on his back, clutching at his belly and writhing. The Glock was a black dot against the sand a few yards below him.
  No time to wait. I sprinted up the hill, white sand crunching and slipping as it grew steeper nearer the top. If he went for the pistol I was ready to shoot him again, but he didn’t. He couldn’t. Richard Prechter suddenly had his hands full with some important personal business of an urgent nature.
  He was lying against his backpack, bare-chested and sandy, feet downhill, holding pressure on the exit wound just above his belt line. I couldn’t see it, because both of his hands were attempting to stanch the flow of blood rapidly turning his khaki shorts red. I snatched the Glock in passing and shoved it into the small of my back. He looked up at me. Finally I saw what I had wanted to see: genuine mortal fear in the eyes of the invincible Richard Prechter.
  “You’re good, Kilmer,” he groaned, his eyelids fluttering. “Oh, you’re damned good.” The blood gushing around his hands and through his fingers was mixed with green fluid, bile from his gall bladder. Behind the gall bladder was the liver, shot through and through judging by the location of the exit. He was bleeding heavily on the outside, but I knew that much more of his bleeding was internal, into his abdomen.  
  So he was finished. How long it would take him to die an agonizing death depended on what had been sliced open inside him during the passage of the hardball slug. But whether he had ten minutes or ten hours to live, he was a dead man unless he was dropped onto a trauma-level surgical table like pretty damn quick.  
  And I sure didn’t see anything like that on Castigo Cay.  
  He moaned and gasped, “You’ve got to help me, Kilmer.”
  “Save your breath. You’ll need all your strength to hold your guts in.” He was already in a lot of pain and it was going to get much worse, but at that time he was still fully conscious and articulate.  
  “I know. I know. But it’s survivable. It’s survivable. I can get my seaplane here in two hours with a surgeon on it. I have a sat phone in my pack; he’s on speed dial. If you keep me going until he gets here, I’ll pay you millions. Millions, Kilmer! You’ve had combat medical training, I know you have. Everything you need is on Topaz. Keep me alive until my seaplane gets here and it’s worth millions—”
  “We’ll talk about that later. I still have one more of you assholes to deal with. You just hang on, and I’ll be right back. Then we’ll discuss your future.”
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 I low-crawled over the top of the berm to the Atlantic side. The girls were forty feet below me and a hundred yards away, buried up to their shoulders in the wash zone. Brunette Cori was to the left of blond Brooke. They were shoulder to shoulder buried in the same pit, sitting with their hands cuffed behind their backs, rendering them helpless to escape.
  They were facing the oncoming waves, but another head between theirs was looking back up my way. The shore break pounded down just a few yards seaward of them, sending overlapping and colliding sheets of foam up the sand to cover them. For long seconds their heads were entirely submerged, and then the retreating waves rushed back down the sloping beach, giving them another chance to breathe.  
  The face in the middle belonged to Trevor Ridley, of course, proned out and using the girls’ heads for cover. Behind the three heads in the water was something black on the end of a shiny pole, remaining just above the water. It made no sense to me and then suddenly it did. Another video camera, this one facing the girls, recording their anguish as the waves rose against them.  
  I couldn’t afford to wait Ridley out. The girls’ heads were still fully erect as the water raced past them in both directions. They were alive, but for how much longer?
  Using Kentucky windage and elevation to try for Ridley between the girls was out of the question. Not when I’d needed to adjust four feet up and over to tag his boss only once out of a half-dozen tries at less than two hundred yards. That type of offset shooting would obviously not work in this situation. If I’d had the Serb’s rifle, I could have done it. Shoot the camera on the monopod behind them to confirm the rifle’s zero, then put one between Ridley’s running lights. But I didn’t have the Serb’s one-inch-accurate scoped AR; instead I had an MP-5 that was off by several feet in both axes.
  And the tide was still coming up. Time for a new plan of action. I stood, held the MP-5 out to the side, then kicked and slid down the dune to the line of rocks above the beach.  
  Ridley bellowed, “Not one more step, Yank, or one of them loses a nose!”  
  I could see the flash of a knife in front of his face as the foam raced back toward the ocean, revealing all. He was lying on his stomach, propped on his elbows. The backwash streamed the sand away from the girls’ necks and bare shoulders. If he’d had a firearm, he’d have shown it. I wondered if he regretted his overarching vanity in foregoing a firearm, especially since none of his henchmen were still around to impress with his machismo.  
  We were a hundred feet apart. Because I could hear him plainly over the crashing surf, I knew he would be able to hear me as well. I said, “You heard the shooting, Trevor. Your friends are all dead.”
  He barked a laugh. “Is that supposed to bother me? Now it’s just me and you, Danny boy, exactly the way I always hoped it would be. Winner takes all. And then it’s going to be me and the girls on Topaz. They can keep me company on the way south, until I get tired of them. You ever drag somebody behind your boat after chumming for sharks? Somebody alive and kicking? Let me tell you, that’s a special kind of fun. Then I’ll run down to Belize or Nicaragua for a paint job and new papers. A new name for Topaz and a new name for me. I’ll make out just fine.”
  “That sounds like bold talk, Ridley, coming from a coward who hides behind girls.”
  “Oh, you hurt my feelings. Boo-hoo, what shall I do? I suppose we’ll just wait and see what develops. Another ten minutes should tell the tale.”  
  The waves were washing completely over their heads, submerging them for longer and longer parts of minutes and freeing them for less. The high-tide debris line was twenty feet behind the girls. They still had another vertical foot of tide ahead of them, and that foot would be fatal. Already they both had to hold their breaths for significant periods until each wave subsided.  
 At times their three heads disappeared entirely as multiple waves overlapped and pounded them from cross angles. I considered rushing them while the waves obscured Ridley’s view, but I didn’t dare. Not while he held a knife just inches from their exposed and defenseless faces and necks.
  “Forget the ten minutes, Trevor. I have a better idea. I’ll just come down there now and kick your Limey ass back to jolly old England.”
  “With all those guns you have? I shouldn’t think so.”
  He could see the MP-5, of course. My Glock, with at least a few rounds left, was stuffed into the back of my pants, held up by my paracord belt. “No guns, Ridley. I’ll take my chances with my bare hands. You have a knife, so it should be a fair fight.”  
  “What took you so long to figure it out, Yank? Finally, we’re humming the same tune. Just throw your weapons behind you, then come on down and join the party.”
  I pulled the submachine gun’s sling over my head and tossed it to my right. It clattered down among some rocks.
  “And the Glock.”
  He knew that if I’d killed Prechter, I’d have my pistol again. I pulled it out from behind my back, showed it to him, and tossed it over toward the MP-5. Then I put both arms straight out and turned around to show him I was unarmed—at least as far as he could see. That done, I jumped the seven or eight feet from the wall of boulders down onto the beach.
 


 ****
 
 Ridley wasn’t having it. “Just you hold it right there! Don’t forget Andre’s little sissy gun, and his switchblade.”
  Trevor wasn’t stupid. He knew who had carried what. I carefully removed the pocket pistol and the automatic knife, and pitched them over on the sand beneath the other weapons.  
  “Lovely! Just lovely. Now, Danny boy, come on down and let’s have some fun.”  
  He remained prone behind the girls until I was only thirty feet away, then he stood up between their heads, my Ka-bar knife in his right hand. His neck, shoulders and arms were massive and rippling, glistening as the sea foam blew off him. Neptune’s warrior arising from the sea, lacking only a trident spear. He was wearing just a green tank shirt over his cutoff camo shorts, so the colorful tattoos on his slick white skin were quite impressive. His black jump boots were visible when the water rushed all the way out.  
  He smiled warmly and said, “Oh, Danny, you don’t know how I’ve been looking forward to this moment. But this is turning out even better than I hoped. Oh, and thanks for giving me the clear title to Topaz. Me and the lassies are going to settle in right nice and cozy for a week or two, till we play ‘Feed the Sharks.’ Now, if you don’t mind too much, I’m going to drop your guts in the ocean and use ’em for chum.”
  “You talk tough, Ridley, but so far I’ve only seen you being tough to girls.”
  He waved me forward with his empty left hand. “Keep it coming, Yank. I just love your big, fat mouth. I’m going to enjoy cutting your lips off and feeding them to the girls. Then your tongue. Oh, this is going to be a wonderful experience for both of us. But better for me, I expect.”
  “Hey, Trevor, I was wondering something—did you really serve in the British army, or did you buy those pants in an army-navy store?”
  “Wouldn’t you love to know, mate? Come on down and find out.” He was still grinning, shifting from side to side, waving the knife in circles, cutting the air in anticipation.
  “I’ll take that as a no.” I continued my slow walk down the beach toward him. The pink coral sand was firmer where it was damp. “Your boss and your Belgian faggot buddy are dead. So is Vuko. Why do you think you’ll have better luck than them?”  
  “Why? Because I have control over what you want, and they didn’t. Your sweet, precious lassies, alive and well. How long before there’s no more air over their pretty little noses? Until it’s just solid water till the turn of the tide? Ten minutes? Five? Come on, Danny boy, quit stalling. What are you waiting for? The girls don’t have all day.”  
  He stood on the other side of their heads, the water swirling around his legs as it rose and fell. I hated seeing his combat boots so near their unprotected faces. I’m sure that in the moments when their ears were above the water, Cori and Brooke could hear us. Both of their heads were turned far around so I saw them in profile, wild desperation in the corners of their eyes as they strained to see the events that would determine their fate.  
  Ridley held the Ka-bar in his right hand, both arms up in a fighting stance, knees bent, lightly crouched, relaxed. Not worried at all. Enjoying the moment, his blueberry eyes locked on mine. I took another step toward him. Just a few yards between us now.  
  “Ridley, you have fifty pounds on me. All that pumping iron, and you still need a great big knife? Are you really that afraid of me?”  
  “Nope. Are you afraid of getting cut?”
  “I’ve been cut.”
  “Not where I’m going to cut you, boy. Not near where I’m going to cut you.”
  “I can’t believe you’re so afraid of me. What’s the point of taking all those steroids if you still need a great big knife? I’m just another skinny Yank with a big mouth, right?” 
  He stared at me while several waves advanced and retreated, and then he flicked the Ka-bar backhanded to his right and a little behind. It landed grip-up twenty feet away in the wash zone. Then he lunged toward me, but the move was only a feint to throw me off.
  There was no starting gun, just the knife angled hilt-up in the wet sand as a wave rushed out. He made his pivot and launched himself toward it and I was right behind him. The game was on, but he had known about it first and so he had the edge. The knife disappeared as another sheet of foamy water rushed in.   
 


 ****
 
 He was going to beat me to it by half a body length or more. Attempting to tackle him and claw my way up his slippery oak-like torso while he grabbed my Ka-bar would be stupid. Instead I hooked my fingers through the paracord loop, still protruding from my right front pocket. The inch of tan cord had been invisible to him against my tan shorts. His back was to me as he began to scramble for the knife. I got one swing around my head to build the iron nut’s speed and whirled it ahead as I dived after him.  
  The cord wrapped around his right boot at the ankle and I yanked it back hard. He slammed down onto his chest, how far from the submerged Ka-bar I couldn’t tell. I drove myself forward in the swirl of sand and water and used the paracord bolo to pull myself up to his boot. The nut on the end of the cord pulled free but not before I was able to tackle his right ankle with my left arm and shoulder, the side of my head jammed against his flailing calf.
  Our bodies were outstretched on the sand. I snatched the little X-acto knife from my back pocket as Ridley’s other boot smashed down against my neck and shoulder, but I clung to him like a barnacle as waves rushed over our backs. He could use his free leg to push forward toward the Ka-bar, or to try to dislodge me, but he couldn’t do both at the same time.  
  While he thrashed I dragged the razor knife across the back of his right knee, ripping it through the tautly stretched flesh, his hamstring tendons wiry ropes beneath his skin. He tried to rise to his knees and when he did I slashed the blade across his quadriceps muscle in front. When a big shore break pounded down on both of us, he was pushed back into me. I released his leg and grabbed the back of his belt and pulled myself far enough up his back to stab him deeply in his right side just below his ribs.  
  I intended to drag the one-inch blade back through his abdominal wall, but before I could he rolled hard to his left, threw me off and nearly scissored his legs around my head, giving me a sharp kick in the face as a departing shot. He rolled again, and went up on his knees.  
 He held the Ka-bar in his right hand. As I was coming up onto all fours he lunged forward to give me a backslash. I threw up my arms, hoping my chest was beyond the blade’s reach. He caught me off balance against the force of the wave and deftly flicked the tip of the blade upward in passing.  
  He slashed me across the inside of my left arm midway between elbow and armpit. The same wave that pushed me toward him pushed him back and I was able to roll away, the next wave helping to set me on my feet. A glance at the wound beneath my arm told me it was no mere scratch; it was a deep, gaping cut, fountaining blood. I knew how sharp my Ka-bar was, so the injury was no surprise. I fell backward in the surf, rolled through another plunging wave, and came up on my feet again. I pressed my arm hard against my side to stanch the blood spurting from the wound. He had probably sliced through the brachial artery and the nerves around it: my left arm hung limp.  
  Another wave rolled Ridley upright and he stood for a moment, tottered and fell forward onto his knees, looked down and noticed the wooden handle protruding from his right flank. He switched the Ka-bar to his left hand and jerked out my little X-acto knife, held it up and studied it for a moment, then snapped it out into the waves. He half smiled and said, “So, it was you who needed a knife.”  
  “If you call that little thing a knife.”
  He grinned and winced in pain at the same time. “You fight dirty, Yank, and I like that in a man. But I’m still going to gut you like a deer.” He raised a leg to stand up and toppled over onto his right side, clutching the back of his knee. The rushing water had hidden the flowing blood from him until then. A wave slammed into him and when he rolled face upward he screamed, “Oh, you bastard! You fucking bastard!” He struggled to get into a sitting position, the waves pouring across his lap and chest, and examined his wounds when he could see them. He tried to stand up again, got half way to his feet and fell onto his backside. But through it all, he kept hold of my Ka-bar.
  The two of us had ended up thirty feet from Cori and Brooke, but still in the surf zone. I churned away from Ridley toward the girls, the rushing water pulling at my legs and hips. For a mad moment I couldn’t see the girls at all, they were lost below the chaotically moving foam and spray, but I spotted the black video camera on the pole and from there I found them again. I could see their heads for only a few seconds at a time, in those moments when the waves went rushing back to the ocean just before the next ones came crashing in.
  Both girls had wide-open eyes and their heads were still erect, not rolling flaccidly with the swash. They were watching me, gasping for air when their mouths were above the water, then holding their breath when they were submerged. A few yards seaward from their faces, the video camera was still capturing their horror. The fist-size waterproof camera on a pole was too light to use as a club but it was all I had, so I grabbed it and pulled it out. The tip of the telescoping monopod where it stuck into the sand was pointed metal, but not sharp. A half-pound plastic camera and five feet of alloy tubing were all I had for a weapon.
  I kept an eye on Ridley as I went to the girls and knelt between them, looking at each of them as they looked at me. When their heads were above water I yelled, “I’ll get you out—don’t give up!” The backwash receded but the next wave covered their heads by over a foot. Even when fully submerged both girls kept their eyes wide open, afraid to miss any approaching chance to gulp at the air. The waves ran so far up the beach that I knew we were nearing high tide. Soon they would need to hold their breaths for over a minute at a time, looking up through the foamy water at the sun, wondering if they would get even one more opportunity to breathe the sweet air. If they panicked now, they would ingest sea foam, then solid water, and then they would drown.  
  Cori and I had practiced buddy-breathing from one regulator when I’d taught her to scuba dive. We also had practiced mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. This would be much harder, but she seemed to understand my intention instinctively. All she wanted was air, and that was what I was offering, so there was no chance of miscommunication. I took a deep breath, held both sides of her head and put my face underwater, turned my mouth over hers and exhaled as she sucked my lungful of air into hers. I could still use my left hand as long as I didn’t try to lift my arm. Her long hair was gone, so it was not an impediment.
  The waves pulled me back and then drove me against them, but I was able to get another lungful into Brooke the same way. During an extra-deep trough between incoming waves both girls were able to gulp another breath unassisted. I tried to hold my cut closed with my right hand when I could, while clamping my left arm against my body to apply pressure, but it was no way enough. The rushing salt water washed the blood away from my wound, but I knew that I was rapidly exsanguinating. And extra physical stress makes your heart pump more rapidly, making you bleed out even faster.  
  Then I looked over and saw Ridley coming toward us, moving along while half lying on his left side. My Ka-bar knife was still clutched in his right hand. He was dragging his hamstrung right leg behind him in the wash zone. His belt was wrapped around his thigh as a hasty tourniquet. He had discovered a crab-wise motion that worked for him, using his left hand and leg for slow but steady forward propulsion.
 When he was just a few yards away he cried out, “Time to kiss them goodbye, Yank. Time to kiss them goodbye!”
 


 ****
 
 That’s when Senator Pete Sanchez came charging across the beach, still in his blue pajama bottoms and tank shirt, sand covered. He must have been hiding somewhere up in the rocks, waiting for his moment to strike. He was holding the long-handled shovel poised above his head like an ax, and he was making a beeline for us, his face a livid red, no sound emitting from his open mouth.  
  Ridley saw him too, but could not stand up to face the new threat. At two yards the senator brought the shovel over and down as Ridley slashed toward him with the knife. Ridley took the steel blade full on the back, the edge striking him on the meaty shoulder behind his neck. Before the senator could pull the shovel back, Ridley grabbed it left-handed and cast it behind him into deep water with one fluid motion. The senator used this moment to dodge out of knife range.  
  The girls were underwater for a long time, the troughs between waves barely allowing the tops of their heads to reach the air, but not their noses or mouths. By then they were entirely focused on me, waiting for the gift of air with their eyes wide open in the swirling salt water. I got a fresh lungful into Brooke and went back to Cori. Trevor Ridley was only a few yards away, grinning again while creeping forward on his side. He gave a few warning stabs in the senator’s direction with the Ka-bar and that was enough to keep him at bay, but at least Sanchez presented a complication for Ridley.
  Just underwater, Cori nodded rapidly at me in desperation, but I couldn’t help her, not with Ridley so close. I left her and went to block his approach, moving on my knees and crouched low, the end of the thin pole held out toward his face. Maybe it would have been better to use the camera end for a club, but I didn’t. I had the full use of my right arm and partial use of my left, but I was steadily bleeding out.  
 Staying upright on my knees was dizzying. I held out the tip of the monopod against him. He was lying in the rushing surf on his left hip, dragging his right leg along. Sanchez was chugging back across the beach toward the rocks. He must have used up his quota of bravery for the day. Or had he seen me tossing away the firearms?
  I wondered if Ridley would survive the inch-deep stab wound into his right side. He would if I hadn’t pierced a critical organ or sliced a significant artery. At any rate it was nothing that was going to stop him in the time frame that mattered, which was the next minute. The cut hamstring and quadriceps made travel awkward for him, but were survivable if he could stop the bleeding.  
  But he’d cut my brachial artery with a lucky slash, and there was no way I could prevent it from pouring out my life. There was no time to even contemplate using my tightly knotted paracord belt to tourniquet my own bleeding arm.  
  Ridley’s wounds didn’t stop him as he steadily inched for the girls, and for me. His left shoulder was closer and I was able poke at his hand and arm with the tip of the camera monopod. Two cripples clumsily fencing in the surf zone. The monopod wasn’t much, but I had nothing else with which to impede his forward motion, awkward as it was. Barefoot kicks at him would just mean another deep blood-gushing wound that I couldn’t afford. Anyway, I couldn’t even stand against the force of the waves racing up and back, not with my fading horizon faltering and tipping over.
  He grinned at me and said something I didn’t hear, and the world was beginning to go blurry. I had to stay between him and the girls. Retreat was always possible but never was an option. I would live or die between Trevor Ridley and the girls. Ridley and I had both lost a lot of blood, but I had undoubtedly lost more. I could use my good right arm only to ineffectually jab with the flimsy aluminum tubing, and when I delayed pulling it back, he grabbed it and pulled me forward off balance. A tumbling wave sent me onto my belly alongside him, and in the process I choked in a breath that was more water than air.  
  I rolled onto my side, missing the plunging knife, and tried to scramble away but Ridley covered my move with astonishing speed, swinging out his good left leg and straddling me at my hips. Another wave rolled across both of us, pushing and then dragging. He had somehow raised himself onto both knees, holding the black-bladed Ka-bar above me in two hands like an Aztec priest’s obsidian blade. The sun made a blazing radiance behind him as water rushed over us again, submerging only me. 
 I tried to raise my left hand to block the knife, but my arm didn’t respond to my brain’s command. My good right arm was underwater and I felt the monopod tumble against me, rolling down the sandy slope in the backwash. I grabbed it but couldn’t tell one end from the other—my eyes were locked on the knife above me. I swung the skinny rod up, really just a final gesture of defiance, but there was no strength behind it. The orange corona surrounding him grew and grew until it almost seemed that he was engulfed in burning flames.
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 The knife paused at the very peak of its rise, and at that moment blood erupted from Trevor Ridley’s chest. A fist-size hole appeared in the middle of him where his heart might have been, if he’d had a heart. He toppled over onto me, the knife falling from his limp hands, and all at once two hundred fifty pounds of dead weight were pinning me down. Fresh cascades of salt water engulfed us both. Ridley no longer needed to breathe, but I still did. I could see the sun through a pane of swirling brine, and it began to diminish in size and brilliance.  
  Just then Ridley’s body flew off me as if he had sprouted wings. Strong hands grabbed me and pulled me upright choking and blinking into the sunlight. Standing above me in the water was a brown-black silhouette, Tran Hung, and then Victor Aleman a moment later, both of them soaking wet. A big gray inflatable was alongside us in the surf zone, its engine racing as it was driven hard up on the beach. My own beloved, much-patched Avon. My own more beloved crew.  
  I gasped, “The girls—air!” And there was Kelly Urbanzik springing from the Avon with a pair of snorkels in her hands, dive masks dangling. Snorkeling gear from my own dinghy, always kept there in readiness. She waited for a deep trough when Cori’s face was momentarily exposed and put one in her mouth, then did the same for Brooke. She knelt downslope between the girls and held the snorkels upright. The extra foot of plastic tubing meant they were able to breathe half of the time. Kelly covered the tops of the snorkels with her thumbs, uncapping them only when they were exposed to the air. Smart girl. Smart.
  Nick Galloway came charging down the beach with my scoped .308 Savage carried at port arms, its bipod legs extended. When he was close enough to sprint he dropped the rifle onto the wet hard-pack sand.  
 Victor and Tran pulled me up the slope until my shoulders were on dry sand, with only a little foam licking at my feet. In a moment they’d seen my wound. Victor’s medical pack was already unzipped. He said, “Tourniquet!” and in seconds Tran was cinching one down at my shoulder. They laid my arm out to the side, and Tran applied pressure with his hands while Victor ripped open a big quick-clot bandage and jammed it into the open gash. Most of the tri-fold bandage didn’t fit inside the wound. He used the rest of it on the outside over the cut, then laid both his palms over it and bore down with all of his weight. The face of deliverance had short gray hair, a trimmed vandyke beard and placid hazel eyes.
  He looked down at me and asked, “When did this occur?”
  “I don’t know...”
  His face was grim. “Who are you?”
  “Dan Kilmer.” Then I got it. It was the old orientation-to-person-place-and-time routine.
  “Who am I?”
  “Victor.”
  “What country are we in?”
  That one took some considered mental effort. “The Bahamas, I think.”
  “What month is it?”
  “Umm…June? How am I doing?”
  He smiled. “I think you’ll live.”
  The quick-clot mashed against the open artery would stop the bleeding; the question was whether I still had enough of the red stuff left inside to sustain my life.  
  Again I said, “The girls…” and used my last strength to turn my head and look for them. Nick Galloway and Tran Hung were digging furiously, using the short-handled emergency paddles from the tender as shovels.  
  Victor said, “Don’t worry, the girls are also alive.” He was still bearing down, pressing the quick-clot bandage into and against my wound with all of his weight on it.
  “How do you know?”
  “They’re breathing, so they’re alive. That’s been true in every case I’ve seen.”
  “Victor…it’s good to see you.”
  “And you.”
  “How did you know to come here?”
  “Your friends called us on VHF and used the Devilfish code. Their boat had not enough petrol, so we came in the Avon. We saw you fighting when we came around the point, and your friend went ashore with your rifle to get a good firing position. The rest you know.”  
  I looked for the girls again. Nick and Tran were digging with their hands, scraping the wet sand from around the girls, the swirling ocean trying to replace it. I could occasionally see their faces above the froth. Kelly was still holding the two snorkels, one black, one pink. In another minute Brooke and Cori were being pulled out and dragged above the reach of the waves, still handcuffed behind their backs.
  Tran came over to me again, holding our Kalashnikov. He crouched next to me and asked, “Any bad men?”
  “One. Behind us, on top of the hill. No gun. He’s gut-shot—wounded. I’d like to talk to him, if possible.” Tran disappeared behind me. A black T-shirt, black shorts, black sandals and an AK-47. Distant memories of his misspent youth. But he loved the modern electronic sight. The bright red dot helped his old eyes.  
  I could see only the ocean and a little stretch of beach on each side. My gray inflatable. The girls. Nick and Kelly. Victor’s face still above me, his hands still applying full body weight through his stiff arms. After Tran left, my grounding in reality became rather tenuous and things got a little fuzzy, and I had the strong suspicion that I wasn’t awake all the time.  
  At some point I was triaged into the non-urgent category, because evidently Victor felt his medical expertise would be better utilized elsewhere. My left bicep was tightly wrapped and bound, the tourniquet still above it but no longer biting in. The arm was tied securely to my side; my hand was also tied in place by my hip.  
 I understood the situation. I mustn’t move and disturb the newly forming clots that would keep the rest of my blood inside me where it was needed. That was Very Important. I’d gotten the lecture from both Victor and a few Navy docs.
  I heard three spaced shots from the Kalashnikov. A few minutes later Tran Hung was crouching over me, brown as a betel nut. He was balanced on his sandals near my waist, considerately blocking the sun from my eyes with his head, a freshly lit hand-rolled cigarette hanging from the crease of his mouth. He rolled his own and kept a couple of them in a little waterproof plastic case in his pocket.
  AK shots followed by a cigarette. I understood. Not unlike after sex. Making life, taking life. Yin and yang, alpha and omega. And I’d get no final chat with Richard Prechter. The sea breeze kept the end of Tran’s cigarette a glowing ember, and I enjoyed a whiff of sweet Virginia smoke before it was carried away over the dunes behind me. That burning tobacco smell said You’re still alive, buddy. So be glad.  
 And I was.
  The AK-47 was balanced across his knees. The MP-5 was slung across his back, along with Prechter’s brown daypack. Tran delivered an opus, by his tight-lipped standards. “I finish bad man, Chu-tau. He no can talk no more.”
  I’d missed another chance to make millions. So what else was new? On the other hand, there was now one less Richard Prechter in the world. It seemed like a fair trade-off. Nah. Better than fair. Anyway, I wouldn’t have wanted the money if it meant keeping that piece of human debris alive.
  Tran tugged a strap of Prechter’s daypack. “I put Glock in bag. Belt too bloody—I throw away.”  
  “I have another one.”
  He nodded, then turned over a gnarled fist and revealed a gold Rolex and a gold-nugget bracelet. Diamonds marked the hours on the watch bezel. Hundreds of tinier diamonds were embedded in the gold bracelet so that it shone in the sun like a magical thing. Sticky red blood filled every crevice of both pieces of gold jewelry.
  “You want, Chu-tau?”
  “Nah, I don’t want. Keep the one you like. Give the other one to Victor.”
  He nodded again, just a hint of a smile. “Chu-tau, you got key in pants?”
  “A key? Not today.” Today I’d had only an X-acto blade in pants. Then my cloudy brain experienced a flash of clarity. “That man has the key,” I said, pointing with my right hand.
 Trevor Ridley was tumbling along at the surf’s edge, a glistening tattooed arm rising, folding over and dropping as if giving a farewell wave from the hatch to Davy Jones’ locker. Tran went through the dead man’s pockets and then over to the girls, who were sitting up. Still facing seaward, still leaning against one another while being comforted by Nick and Kelly, who were sitting on either side of them.  
  Tran knelt behind them and in a few moments their hands were free and their arms were wrapped around each other, Kelly and Nick adding extra arms of support, all of them rocking together in a group hug that was quite gratifying to behold.
  I saw Victor and Senator Pete Sanchez walking down the beach beyond them. From the senator’s arm movements and hand gestures I could tell that he was explaining the situation and presenting his wishes to my Argentine crewmate. The senator would have taken Doctor Victor Aleman, MD, for the responsible, mature adult on the island. Not a bad guess, considering.
  The bare outline of the next plan was obvious. My Avon or Topaz’s white tender would return the senator and the girls to Acklins Island. Harry Allan would fly them out on his Cessna 180. A United States senator would have no problem landing anywhere in Florida. And no hassles from Customs and Border Protection, no sir. Just snappy salutes and a shiny black government SUV, to take him to meet an equally shiny government jet that would whisk him back to Washington or Texas, his choice.  
  Nice work, if you can get it.
  After a while Kelly and Nick came over and sat next to me on my right side. He stuck my Ka-bar in the sand near my shoulder. “Found this. You lose it?”
  “For a while. Thanks.”
  Kelly had gotten a water bottle from the Avon, and I had a few sips while she held it for me. Then she took my right hand in both of hers, over her crossed legs. She was still wearing the same white shorts and red top, now filthy and salt-streaked and soaked through. A busy girl for the twenty-four hours since she’d picked us up in her GTI back in Wilton Manors. No time to change or freshen up. The trade wind breeze whipped her brown ponytail around her solemn face.
  I asked, “So, how did you guys do it?”
  Nick said, “When we were fifteen miles from Atwood Harbour, we used the Devilfish code on VHF.”
  “Victor told me. Nice shot, by the way. You centerpunched him.”
  “Thanks. Four hundred yards, who could miss with a ten-power? I took it from the second point down there. The one that sticks way out, not the close one. I knew your rifle was dead-on at three hundred. I just held right for the crosswind, and up a few inches.”
  “Good timing.”
  “My pleasure, bro. So that’s Trevor Ridley, huh?”
  “In the flesh, minus the chunk you removed.”
  “No problemo, Chu-tau.”
  “Man, you guys sure took your sweet time.”
  Kelly’s smile relit. “We figured out the gas and the mileage and the speed, and we still barely reached your boat. If we’d come straight here, we wouldn’t have made it. And we only had Nick’s revolver. So we went by your boat first and armed up and got reinforcements. Atwood Harbour was already in your GPS, so it was easy to find.”  
  It would have been an impressive effort even if they’d arrived on Castigo Cay ten minutes later. But they hadn’t, so their arrival was nothing short of miraculous. “Good work, you guys. Damn good work. Good thinking. Good everything.” 
  “Well,” said Kelly, squeezing my hand and blinking away tears, “somebody needs a brain in this sorry outfit. Dan, we love you to death, but you don’t do so good when you’re off on your own.”  
  I had to smile. “That’s the truth. But I wasn’t alone.”
  “What are you talking about?” Nick asked. “You mean the senator? Or Brooke and Cori? Is there somebody else on the island? Somebody alive, I mean.”
  “I’ll tell you about it later.” I didn’t have the physical or mental energy left to discuss divine intercession, saints and angels. Anyway, I didn’t understand it myself, and
they would just chalk it off to delirium induced by blood loss.
And maybe it was.
It was hard to be sure of anything, except that all the people I cared about were alive and well.
 And sometimes miracles do happen.



 


   
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Epilogue
 
 A month later we were on one of the lesser known Dutch islands, and that’s all I’ll say about that because I might sail back that way someday. Rebel Yell was out of the water on a marine railway, an ancient contraption made of iron laid over a rough concrete ramp. The steel-wheeled boat-lifting cradle was a giant wedge, level on top and angled below to match the slope of the rails. Every bit of it was almost as rusted as the shipwreck back on Castigo Cay. Further up the railway an antique diesel engine was connected to an even older cable winch to drag the cradle and boat up onto dry land. The single shortcoming of this primitive system was that it could haul only one boat at a time out of the water for bottom work. You had to wait your turn for it to become available.  
  This was not a do-it-yourself boatyard. You paid the owner and you watched local men perform the labor. Which was fine with me. My left arm was back to only half strength, so no scraping or paint rolling for me. I was content to sit in the shade like a colonial and watch the native yard workers have at it while I sipped cold fresh-squeezed mango-lime juice from a thermos mug. Wearing just shorts and a T-shirt, what else? The sun wasn’t yet over the yardarm, so the beverage was not reinforced with cane sugar and the superb local rum—dark, of course. A civilized man must uphold certain standards, and not drinking before noon was one of mine.  
 Even in paradise.
  Victor was off exploring the island. Tran had delivered the chilled juice and climbed back aboard Rebel Yell. With the schooner up on the hard atop the railway, her deck towered fifteen feet above the ground. My injured arm restricted the number of trips I made up the rickety wooden ladder leaning against her side. Tran did what he could to make the skipper’s life easier while I was at less than fighting strength, hence the juice delivery.
 It was a pleasant time to reflect on recent events. It had all worked out rather well in the end. Nick Galloway had snagged both video cameras and hidden them from the senator, who hinted about them but didn’t pursue the issue since he needed our help until he was off Castigo Cay. Nothing was ever said about the cameras explicitly, but the risk of those videos someday being released onto the internet gave him plenty of motivation to be our friend. One early example of the senator’s solicitude was Cori Vargas getting papers to bring her family to Miami, with green cards and expedited citizenship for them all. There was even talk of a university position for her father, teaching constitutional law. There was a good joke in there somewhere.
  Victor had driven the white tender back to Acklins Island and Rebel Yell. I lay in the bottom wedged between the console and the side tube, a life jacket for my pillow, trying not to disturb the new blood clots in my bandaged and strapped arm. Once we reached my schooner, Victor called Harry Allan on the single sideband and arranged the pickup. Harry’s four-seater Cessna 180 met Senator Sanchez, Cori and Brooke on the packed-sand road by Atwood Harbour. I wasn’t there, but Victor reported that the handoff went smoothly. I’m sure their arrival in Florida was handled with the complete discretion befitting the senator’s station. As far as anyone was concerned, none of them had ever left Florida.  
  Cori was appropriately tearful and grateful to me before she left, but her hugs and kisses were sisterly, not those of a lover. As the song says, nothing ever lasts forever. Though both girls were all right physically, I had no doubt their mental scars would remain long after their hair grew back. Maybe they’d get over it, maybe they wouldn’t. But at least they were alive and relatively unharmed. It could have been worse.
  Brooke returned to Miami with just a scraped face and a chopped haircut to show for her weekend adventure. Any favors the grateful senator bestowed upon her, I didn’t hear about, but I knew Sanchez wanted both Brooke and Cori to be very happy. And quiet. The United States might have been broke, but even so it was nice having a senator in your debt. I hadn’t personally tested the limits of his gratitude yet, but that day was surely coming.
  Nick, Kelly and Tran remained on Castigo Cay for a few hours after we left. They didn’t find any gold coins or bullion on Topaz, just a little more jewelry and plenty of exotic artwork, but they didn’t spend a long time searching. When they were finished, Nick and Kelly got her under way from the little salt-pond harbor. Nick laughingly described to me how he’d done at least a million dollars in hull damage driving her out through that rocky channel, even at slack tide. It turned out that Topaz had twin jet drives instead of conventional propellers, so he was able to bang her over, around and off the coralheads until they were in deep water.  
  They scuttled Topaz while Tran circled on the Avon. Nick used an engine room emergency fire ax to chop through some rubber hose sections on the engines’ seawater intakes, and down she went just a few miles from Castigo Cay. She’s resting on the bottom under more than two miles of ocean, if you want to go look for her. Over two thousand fathoms down according to the paper chart, but they didn’t mark her final position. It hurt to sink such a fine piece of machinery—especially after only a quick search for hidden valuables—but its continued existence without its owner and crew would raise questions that could never be answered.  
  Even so, we came out of the salvage decently well. The white tender and its 150-horsepower Yamaha outboard had already paid for the marine railway haulout. Two coats of red anti-fouling bottom paint, a new coat of glossy black for her topsides, and fresh off-white decks. Rebel Yell looked pretty darn good, considering her advanced age and her mileage.
  The other items liberated from Topaz would take a while to dispose of. The masthead FLIR unit alone would be worth a small fortune, even at a fence’s cutthroat price. There were a few other high-value items such as the gyro-gimbaled ComSat dome, some other electronics, and the artwork. But what couldn’t be stripped from Topaz in a few hours went down to the bottom with her. Maybe there were thousands of Krugerrands or Maple Leafs hidden inside. If so, they’re still down there. I might have spent a while longer searching the megayacht, but I wasn’t there.  
  Topaz’s electronics and rare artifacts were valuable, but we were too close to the Bahamas to try fencing them. Especially not while a well-known corporate CEO was still missing under mysterious circumstances. Victor had shown me some news stories he’d copied onto his laptop at a cyber cafe. There was a rumor afloat in the business pages that Richard Prechter had absconded aboard his yacht after embezzling millions in government funds. That sure sounded plausible to me. Pete Sanchez’s aides and bodyguards must have wondered about their boss’s mysterious activities that night, but I don’t imagine there is much a United States senator can’t smooth over.
  Nick was more than happy with his end of the recovery. There was some loose cash, about a half-million American dollars, he said, and I let him take most of it. He and Kelly left Acklins Island a few days later on my Pantera. They delivered the twenty-four-foot speedboat back to Yance Mabry’s place on West End, where it’s stowed on a trailer beneath his house once again. When his son finally gets sprung from federal prison, he can have it back with my compliments. Until then I like the idea of it being there, in case I need to visit my homeland again.  
 Off the books, of course.
  Nick and Kelly flew from West End back to George Town on Harry’s Cessna. As of last week they were cruising the Exumas on Nick’s Hunter 33. Nick got through to Rebel Yell on single-sideband from somebody else’s yacht, his own boat still without long-range comms. Their joy came through the flat radio tones and static loud and clear.  
 Kelly said she was going to go back to school in the fall, probably. But at least until then, she was having the time of her life learning to sail and shoot. They had even snorkeled in Thunderball Cave near Staniel Cay, and I felt sure that she was hooked. How could college compete with that? I was happy for both of them.
 


 ****
 
 By common law, the tidal area of the Dutch island was not private property. This included where the iron rails disappeared into the calm, clear water of the bay. So nobody at the boatyard bothered about the little troop of young European tourists joking and grab-assing their way over the rocks and along the beach. They were harmless, and the local economy depended on the money they spent. They seemed more-or-less college age, split evenly between boys and girls. The marine railway with the big black schooner hauled up onto the land must have seemed photogenic, because several of them produced cameras and began taking pictures. The boatyard gave the endless vistas of Caribbean blue some stark industrial contrast, with a sailing theme.  
  One of the girls snapping photos had blond braids dangling from each side of a light-blue ball cap. She was wearing a white bikini top, white gym shorts and sandals. By the island’s standards she was fully dressed for a stroll; most of the European girls sunbathed topless on the beaches.
  The blond girl snapped a few side shots of Rebel Yell and then walked down the cement by the iron rails to line up a shot of her stern. I stood up and walked down the slipway toward her. Her group was bored with the boatyard doings and was moving further along the beach toward the next rocky point.
  From a few yards away I announced, “Hello? Hi—I really wish you wouldn’t.”  
  I didn’t want a close-up shot taken of Rebel Yell’s transom. I remembered what Frank Bloomfield told me back at the Fontainebleau: digital photographs are forever. That picture could be emailed anywhere in the world in seconds flat. Who knew what sophisticated data-mining programs Bloomfield’s agency used for scooping pictures out of the ether and cross-searching them. I did know that letters, words and names could be snatched by their supercomputers right off of photographs in transmission. Block letters could be, at least.  
  But if the words were painted in cursive script, with freeform loops and swirls? I didn’t know if Big Brother’s computers were quite there yet, but I didn’t want to chance it. I didn’t want an unexpected visitor from Miami, Washington or anywhere else asking me to do odd jobs for Uncle Sam. Or for anybody else.
  My sudden approach startled the girl a little, so I gave her a gentle smile to compensate for my rough start. Her pale blue ball cap had an embroidered green-and-dark-blue world on the front, with a black arrow pointing to the Caribbean. In English it was captioned, “You are here.”  
  Oh, yes, we were.
  She turned and said, “Who are you?” She was more cute than pretty, with new sunburn on her cheeks and nose. Not as tall as Cori, but taller than Kelly Urbanzik. Maybe five-seven. Her nose was slightly uptilted, and I decided she was pretty after all.
  “Who? I’m the owner of this boat.”  
  “You’re an American?” she lowered her camera. “Do you live in Panama?” Below the vessel’s name Panama City was given as the home port but no flag flew from the stern.
  I answered both questions with “I’ve spent time there.”  
  “I’m from Holland, the Netherlands.”
  That certainly explained her blond braids and sea-green eyes. I remembered reading that the Dutch were the tallest nationality, so her height of about five-seven must have put her on the shorter side of the home-team lineup. I supposed she was nothing too special back there, just another slim, attractive fair-haired girl. In the States, girls like her often grew up with a serious ice-princess complex.  
  I said, “You know what? We have something in common. My boat is Dutch like you. She was built in Holland, and she’s been all the way around the world. Not me—just the boat. That voyage happened before she was mine.”
  “Around the world? Oh, that’s a fantastic story. How big is it?”
  “She’s twenty meters long.” Counting the bowsprit, but why mention details?
  “That’s a very big boat for a man so young as you.” She tilted her head and regarded me skeptically, or perhaps she was just being playful. “Are you truly the owner? You’re not telling me a story and the true owner is some dreadful old fat man in New York, who calls you on the telephone and tells you where to sail his boat?”
  I laughed. “No, there’s no fat man in New York calling me on the telephone. I’m truly the owner, and this is truly my boat.”
  “And you sail wherever you like, free like the birds? That is a perfect life!” As she looked high up the schooner’s two masts, her face was alight with some personal eureka moment, which then clouded slightly.  
  I asked her, “Are you here on holiday?”
  “Yes, my parents said I could visit the Caribbean, but only if I came with a group and came to a Dutch island.” I could tell that her English teachers had been from Great Britain, not America. Her accent was a charming mixture of dialects and expressions. She was not Euro-trash, but was definitely from the higher end.
  “So, you’re going back to school soon?” She seemed that age, and it was nearly August.
  The blond girl frowned. “I am supposed to go back to the university, but I don’t want to. This is my first time to visit the Caribbean, and I adore it. Since I was four years age I have attended school without a stop. Sixteen years of school without one year for holiday is enough, don’t you think?”
  “I think sixteen years is enough. You can go back to the university next year.”
  One semester of college had finished higher education for me. An old military bumper sticker flashed into my mind:  
 

Everything I need to know

I learned at sniper school.  
 


  I didn’t think this pretty Dutch girl with the bright green eyes would understand the humor, so I just smiled and let the thought float away.
  “Are they almost finished the work on your boat?”  
  “Almost. One more coat of bottom paint this afternoon. We’ll go back in the water tomorrow morning.”
  “I’m staying at the Caribe Azul until next Saturday…”
  “That’s a nice place. I like the bar there. And the pool.”
  She brightened. “I thought I saw you there. Will you go again tonight?”
  We were standing only a yard apart, near the lapping water. I had by degrees circled around to stand lower than her on the slipway, to bring her face up closer to mine. We were doing a subconscious minuet, our eyes rarely off one another.  
  “Maybe. And will you?”  
  “I think so,” she replied with a coy smile.
  I extended my right hand. “My name is Dan. What’s your name?”  
  “I’m called Birgitta.” She took my grasp, smiled broadly enough to dimple her cheeks, and we held eye contact. Her grip was soft but firm. “So, Dan, when your sailing boat is in the water again, perhaps you can show me a tour? After all, it’s a Dutch boat, so I’m sure it’s a good one, and I’m sure I will like it.”
  “Why not? I can pick you up on the beach by your hotel. You’ll know when my boat is back at anchor.” Only a few other foreign sailboats were moored in the bay, and nothing over forty feet. When we dropped our hook, we’d become the biggest mansion on the block. At least until something larger showed up.
  “And my friends may come also?” A note of caution, expected. It was the old safety-in-numbers approach. She need not have worried about her safety, but I didn’t mind if she brought her entire posse along. There was plenty of room on a sixty-foot schooner for all of them for a day sail.
  “Of course. As many as can fit into my dinghy.” I pointed to my gray Avon, pulled up on the beach just beyond the railway. Its engine was tipped up; its bow line was tied to a palm tree. Another perfect Caribbean postcard.  
  “Oh, I should love to visit your boat! And so also my friends, I’m sure in that.”  
  I knew they would enjoy their brief experience of visiting my schooner. Schooner was even a Dutch word. They had invented and named that sailing rig centuries ago.
  “Let’s do it, then. We can anchor over a coral reef and go snorkeling.”  
  She walked closer to the stern of Rebel Yell, below the transom, studying the underwater hull and rudder. “Dan, your sailing boat looks very strong. But I can’t decide: is it a pleasure boat or a working boat?”  
  Admittedly, the almost square pilothouse planted behind the mainmast didn’t give my schooner a graceful yacht profile. Neither did her bluff transom, nor the steel-pipe bowsprit welded to her stem at the pointy end.  
  “I would say sometimes work, and sometimes pleasure. But I always try for less work and more pleasure.”  
  I looked into her bright eyes while I said that, and she looked into mine. It was that magical instant of the awareness of awareness. After a long moment she broke her gaze and turned her attention back to my boat’s stern, which had been the subject of her camera’s lens.  
  “What does ‘Rebel Yell’ mean? I know that rebel means revolution, but I don’t know the other word.”
  “Yell means to scream, or shout. But rebel doesn’t mean revolution. Not exactly.”
  “No? What is the difference?”  
  “To make a revolution, to be a revolutionary, you have to believe in something. Some new master plan for everybody to obey. But to be a rebel, you don’t have to believe in anything. You’re just a rebel, and you only want to be free.”
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