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The morning I got shot at, down there in Mexico, I’d been out fishing in the high-powered little boat Mac had lent me, along with a trailer to carry it and a station wagon to pull it. Generosity with government equipment is not my superior’s outstanding characteristic; but he’d explained that the outfit had been assembled by another agent for a job which was now completed. As a reward for years of faithful service and for taking a bad crack on the head in the course of a recent assignment—he put it differently, but that was the general idea—he was willing to let me take the rig on leave with me, since I’d be needing a fishing boat where I was going. When I brought it back, in good condition of course, it would be sold for whatever it would bring. Unfortunately, our departmental budget doesn’t cover the maintenance of yachts, even fifteen-foot ones.


That morning, I’d been fishing at an offshore island, an hour’s run—some twenty-four miles at my relatively cautious cruising speed—from where I was staying in the little resort village of Bahia San Carlos, just outside Guaymas, a good-sized port on the mainland side of the Gulf of California. I’ve had to learn a little about boats and oceans in the line of business, but I’m still a landlubber at heart, and from a small boat twenty-four miles of open water looks like a lot of water to me, even when it’s calm. When it starts getting rough, I want no part of it, so when the wind began to pick up gustily around ten o’clock, I aborted my day’s fishing plans and got out of there in a hurry, leaving the big boats and the real sailors to cope with the waves and the weather without me.


It was a hell of a frustrating way, I reflected, to end what had been a hell of a frustrating vacation. Of course, in a sense it had actually ended a day earlier when the girl had got really mad at last and walked out on me. Never mind her name. She doesn’t figure in this, honest. She was just a girl I’d met on a job a few months earlier. It had been a rough and nasty business, and we’d both wound up in the same hospital. One thing had led to another, as it often does, and we’d agreed to do our convalescing together, down in sunny Mexico. Since I’d been more or less responsible for her getting hurt in the first place, I’d been pleased and flattered by her forgiveness.


At least it had seemed flattering at the time. What I hadn’t realized was that, having had lots of time to think things over in that hospital bed—to think me over—she’d come to the remarkable conclusion that, in spite of my reprehensible profession, I was really a sweet and gentle guy who just needed a good woman to reform him from his violent ways.


It was too bad. She could have been a lot of fun if she hadn’t decided that I needed a conscience and that she was it; she was a tall, slim, blonde kid who, in addition to her indoor talents, which were considerable, could swim and hike and handle a fishing rod adequately, once she got her strength back. We’d done quite a bit of fishing, and she hadn’t been at all squeamish about sticking a big, barbed hook through a small, wiggling sardine to be used for bait; but she’d proved to have a thing about other life forms.


I never can figure how they make these distinctions. This one had absolutely no sentimental feelings about fish or fishing, but she bled copiously for all little birds and animals killed by cruel hunters. When, tired of angling for the moment, I innocently suggested borrowing a couple of shotguns and going out after the doves that swarmed locally, she looked at me with shock and horror—and this was, for God’s sake, the same girl who’d casually impaled a live baitfish on a hook; the same girl who’d just hungrily cleaned up a large helping of arroz con pollo, a rice-and-chicken dish for which a good-sized bird had died. Of course, that bird had been killed by somebody else. She hadn’t had to get its blood on her own hands. All she’d had to do was let me pay for the crime.


When I pointed out the hypocrisy of this, or what seemed like hypocrisy to me, and asked how she could possibly reconcile it with her fierce anti-killing convictions, she got very angry. Apparently there was another delicate distinction, too subtle for me to grasp, not only between fish and birds but between birds and birds: between a dead chicken and a dead dove. I said, sure, a dove tastes better, if you like doves. At that she really blew up and said I couldn’t possibly be expected to understand, a callous monster, like me, who carried a gun and showed no respect whatever for life, even human life…


As you’ll gather, it hadn’t been a very restful leave. Being reformed is kind of wearing, even when it doesn’t take. After putting her on a plane a week early at her request, I’d decided to spend a final day doing a little angling and exploring alone before heading back to the US to turn in the boat and wind up my leave in other surroundings, but the weather had just put an end to that project. I decided that I might as well use the rest of the day getting the boat back on the trailer and hosing it down thoroughly to wash off three weeks’ accumulation of salt and fish scales. Any time I had left over could be used for packing—but first, of course, I had to make it back to the San Carlos marina.


It was a reasonably exciting ride, surfing along before the mounting waves with the wind getting stronger and gustier by the minute. The Gulf is no farm pond or stock tank. At Guaymas, it looks like the ocean—you can’t see across to Baja California—and it acts like the ocean, too, upon occasion. The Mexicans call it the Sea of Cortez and treat it with respect. I wanted to get in before things became really rugged, so I kept the 85-horse Johnson blasting—well, as hard as you want to blast in that size boat in that kind of a seaway, actually not much over half-throttle with a mill that large.


It was quite a power plant. I’d only had it wide open once in the weeks I’d been using it, and it had scared hell out of me. I’d thought we’d go into orbit before I could get it shut down again. I’ve dealt with some fairly potent machinery on land, but speedboating is not my bag, and my only previous experience with outboard motors, to amount to anything, dated back to an era when ten horsepower was considered pretty hot stuff.


Even at half-throttle, the boat was a bit of a handful with the sea astern—I guess they all are. It was a relief to come around the towering rocky point guarding the mouth of San Carlos Bay and feel her stop making like a runaway surfboard and settle down to a steady planing attitude in quiet water. I unfastened my parka and threw back the hood. Being designed for fishing originally, whatever my mysterious predecessor had used her for, the chunky little blue-and-white fiberglass vessel was wide open all around so there’d be nothing to interfere with the rods and lines. You did your steering from an exposed midships console with no windshield to hide behind. If you wanted to stay dry, you put on something waterproof and zipped it up tight, even on a downwind run.


I’d mopped the spray off my face and sunglasses, and I was reaching for the throttle to hasten things along, now that the traveling was smooth and easy, when I saw the seal off to the right—excuse me, to starboard. They’re actually sea lions, whatever the technical distinction may be, and they’re fairly common down there in the Cortez, but I was just a country boy from the arid inland state of New Mexico, and I still hadn’t seen enough of them to take them for granted.


I was feeling nice and relaxed and a little triumphant at my victory over the wind and the waves, the way Columbus or Leif Ericson must have felt upon reaching America after a stormy Atlantic crossing. I was in no real hurry to get ashore now that I’d made it into sheltered water, so I put the wheel hard over to get a closer look at the swimming animal. You might say the sleek little beast saved my life, since the rifleman up on the point picked that moment to put the final pressure on his trigger.


He must have been aiming well ahead of me, giving plenty of lead to allow for the forward motion of the boat. It wasn’t a long shot, only a little over a hundred yards, but even loafing along as she was, the boat was doing at least twenty miles per hour—close to thirty feet per second—and rifle bullets do not travel with the speed of light, although people keep trying to make them. When the hidden marksman’s projectile reached the spot where he’d expected me to be, I wasn’t there. My sharp turn away from him had thrown his calculations off just enough for a clean miss, but not enough that I didn’t hear the bullet go past or catch a glimpse of the characteristic dimpled splash off to the left—excuse me, to port.


I suppose it’s a reflection on my life style, as it’s currently known, that even before I heard the report of the rifle from the rocks behind me, I didn’t doubt that what had passed me was a bullet, not a suicidal bird or bumblebee; and that somebody was trying to kill me. I checked the impulse to dodge left. He’d be anticipating that. The standard naval routine is to chase the splashes made by the enemy’s shells in the hope of confusing his attempts to correct his aim. Instead, I kept the wheel hard right, holding the tight turn I’d started through a full hundred and eighty degrees and ninety degrees more. For a moment that aimed me straight at the shore and the hidden rifleman, who wouldn’t be expecting me, I hoped, to charge straight at him.


Another bullet cracked past, off to port again. He’d gambled that I’d straighten the boat out the instant she was heading back out to sea and safety, instead of continuing the turn. He’d lost, but all it had cost him was a cartridge worth a few dimes or pesos, depending on nationality. If I lost, I’d have a large hole in my anatomy.


At the shot, I spun the wheel hard left, chasing the splash at last, hoping he wouldn’t be ready for it now. He wasn’t. A third bullet slapped the water well off to starboard. I caught a glint of glass up among the rocks: a telescopic sight. Well, that figured. It was time to try something new before I got too clever and dodged right into one of his shots. Heading out to sea again wasn’t too bad an idea. Under the new circumstances, the weather was by far the least of my worries. When the bow had swung back far enough, I checked the turn and slammed the throttle clear up to the stop. Eighty-five horsepower came in with a roar. The instant acceleration threw me back onto the helmsman’s seat, actually the built-in battery box with a cushion on top.


Then my borrowed little seagoing bomb was screaming over the water, practically airborne. I thought I heard a bullet snap past just behind me, as if the would-be assassin, establishing a lead for a target speed of some twenty miles per hour, had been caught flatfooted by the sudden jump to forty and over, but I couldn’t be sure because of the racket. Some seconds passed, and it was time to dodge again before he came up with the proper correction, but I didn’t dare. We were going too fast. I’d never before held this boat at full throttle for any length of time; I’d never before hit this speed in any boat. I wasn’t at all certain she wouldn’t just flip if I tried to turn her.


I consoled myself that a high-speed angling target is something few riflemen can hit, and the range was getting longer by the second. I didn’t look shorewards; I didn’t dare take my attention off the boat that long. She felt very squirrely indeed at this velocity, and if she started to go haywire I wanted to be ready for her. I did risk a glance at the instruments. The tachometer was right at the 5500 rpm redline; the speedometer wasn’t registering at all. Apparently, skimming the surface at this speed, the boat rode so high that the little Pitot tube, or sending unit, attached to the lower edge of the transom, off to one side, was practically clear of the water, with nothing to work on but spray…


Concentrating on keeping the flying little vessel under control, I hadn’t realized that we were already getting out beyond the shelter of the point. Suddenly, the smooth surface across which we were racing broke up into hills and valleys of tumbling water. A cresting wave came at us, and the boat smashed into it and was hurled skywards. I managed to get the throttle back while she was still aloft. She hit with a shattering crash and plowed headlong into the next wave, which broke green over the bow. At the same time, the wake caught up with us and came surging into the self-bailing splashwell just ahead of the motor, with enough momentum to carry a lot of it over the bulkhead and into the cockpit—a planing boat doesn’t go very far when the power quits; she just squats and stops.


For a moment I thought we were swamped; then I sat, still clinging to the wheel, with water around my ankles and the motor idling softly behind me. Another wave came at us, no tidal wave or tsunami, but plenty high enough to impress a shorebody like me. The boat rose to it nicely, however, and the wave passed underneath, sending only a ripple of spray aboard. I heard a humming sound and looked astern to see a steady stream of water being ejected by the automatic bilge pump. Already, the cockpit was almost clear as the water we’d shipped streamed aft to the sump in the stern.


She was quite a little ship. I paid my silent respects to the unknown fellow-agent who’d selected the pieces and put them together. He’d probably saved my life. I shoved the lever forward cautiously to get us moving again, working to windward slowly through the confused seas off the point. Glancing towards the rocks to starboard, I saw that we were still within long rifle range, but it didn’t matter. We’d turned the corner, so to speak, and this seaward face was too steep for a man to cling to, let alone shoot from. Anyway, at three hundred yards, nobody’s going to hit a target bobbing erratically in six-foot waves.


One of the big party boats I’d seen at the island earlier that morning passed a quarter-mile to seaward, rolling heavily, with an imperturbable Mexican skipper at the helm, and a bunch of seasick Yankee fishermen in the cockpit. Making the turn into the bay, they stared at the crazy jerk in the fifteen-foot motorized bathtub who didn’t have sense enough to come in out of the spray, but this close to harbor the wind didn’t bother me. I knew I could make it in from here, but there was something I had to do first. There was something I had to find.


Then I saw it on the beach at the head of the mailer bay that had opened up beyond the point: a small white boat pulled up on the sand. He’d have come by water, of course. He wouldn’t have risked being seen and remembered as he carried that scope-sighted rifle through the hills from the nearest road. A conventional plastic case designed for a couple of husky salt-water fishing rods would, with a little modification, easily accommodate a long gun, and it could be loaded into a boat right at the dock without causing any comment whatever.


I got out the binoculars I’d been using on sea lions, whales, porpoises, and sea birds, and checked the beached craft as carefully as the distance and the motion of my boat would permit. It was a light aluminum skiff with a small motor, probably around ten horsepower. Although only a foot or so shorter than my fiberglass job, it was much narrower, shallower, and lighter; probably less than one-third the weight, with less than one-eighth the horsepower. He might have me outgunned, but I had him out-boated…
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It took me a while to set it up. First I had to get back into San Carlos Bay, working on the assumption that he’d left from the same marina as I had—there weren’t too many to choose from in that corner of Mexico—and would be coming back there eventually. I went far offshore and swung very wide around the point, this time, to emphasize how gun-shy I’d become. Then I had to find a place to lie in wait for him.


He’d seen me going by, I figured; he’d seen me entering the bay once more and disappearing around the next point, steering purposefully in the direction of the sheltered yacht harbor inland. I knew he wouldn’t worry about my reporting the shooting to the Mexican authorities. If he knew enough about me to want to kill me, he knew I wasn’t the type of citizen who’d ask for police protection. The thing he wouldn’t be quite sure about was whether or not I was really slinking ashore with my tail between my legs, satisfied—for the moment, at least—just to be alive, or whether I was being tricky and dangerous, with immediate and violent retaliation in mind.


He had a problem, all right, and it took him most of the day to solve it to his satisfaction. Meanwhile, I’d found the ideal spot in which to wait him out, holding my course until I was well out of his sight, and then swinging over to the north shore of the narrowing bay—his shore—and sneaking back cautiously through the shallows below the cliffs to a little rocky cove just around the promontory that blocked his view. Here I dropped the patent anchor overboard in eight feet of water.


It was, as I said, ideal. The surrounding rocks hid the boat from seaward, but from a standing position I could see over them, out towards the headland from which he’d done his target practice. I doubted that my face would be visible at that range, even through strong glasses. I broke out the bottom-fishing rig, stuck a dead sardine on the hook since by this time I had no bait left alive, threw it overboard, and set the rod into the starboard of the two holders near the stern. This made me, I hoped, as far as passing boats were concerned, just an innocent fisherman who’d been driven off the open gulf by the wind and was trying to find a little action inshore.


Then I opened the cushioned battery box that also served as helmsman’s chair, storage bin, and toolchest, containing a little bit of everything from Bandaids to emergency flares. I got out the waterproof packet of instruction books and other informative literature that had come with the boat. Something was bothering me, a discrepancy that I might have investigated earlier if I hadn’t had the girl and her missionary attitudes to distract me: the fact that a craft that was, according to a plate attached to the seat, rated for a full ninety horsepower, should be so nervous at high speed with a mere eighty-five. Of course Chrysler, the manufacturer, specialized in fast automobiles. Maybe they just hadn’t learned how to build fast boats yet, but it didn’t seem likely.


I tipped up the motor so I could look it over carefully. A switch on the console did the job for me hydraulically, since the giant mill weighed over two hundred and fifty pounds. Aside from being larger than any outboard motor with which I’d ever associated, it looked perfectly normal. The horsepower was plainly marked on the cover; it also figured in the model number stamped on a plate attached to the mounting bracket.


Searching for a clue, I frowned down at the big three-bladed propeller, just clear of the water. According to the factory literature I had available, this V-4 motor block came in several different standard configurations ranging from 85 to 125 horsepower, depending on bore and carburetion. The least powerful motor in the series, the one I was presumably looking at, normally turned a prop with a pitch of some fifteen to seventeen inches. The motor at the stratospheric top of the line swung a wheel with considerably more pitch—with that much extra power, you could drive a boat considerably farther with each turn of the screw.


It took some acrobatics to read the figures marked on my propeller without falling overboard, but when I saw them I had my answer. The pitch was a healthy twenty-one inches, enough to take a real bite of ocean. What was hanging on my transom was apparently not a normal 85-hp motor at all, since such a mild power plant couldn’t possibly have got that steeply pitched wheel up to maximum rpm. Either I had a specially souped-up 85 on my hands or, more likely, somebody had simply taken a 125-hp model and switched covers and identification plates. No wonder the little boat had felt squirrely wide open, I reflected grimly, propelled by almost fifty percent more than her rated horsepower…


The wash of a passing vessel made me look up quickly, remembering what I was there for. Several boats were heading into the channel, but they were all larger craft, refugees from the offshore fishing grounds I’d deserted earlier. A fast runabout with some kids on board—a scow-shaped job with an inboard-outboard propulsion unit—came buzzing out from the yacht basin, stuck its blunt nose out into the rough stuff, turned quickly, and came back in again. Each boat that passed sent its wake across the narrows to rock my little vessel and break against the nearby shore.


I reeled in my line and found that something had stolen my sardine. I replaced it and tossed it out again. I lifted the cushion off the bench seat just forward of the steering console and procured beer and sandwiches from the built-in icebox underneath. All the comforts of home, I reflected wryly; all the comforts and conveniences including a reserve of some ten knots that nobody’d expect the little bucket to produce, looking at the markings on the motor—forty camouflaged horsepower that Mac had neglected to mention, describing the craft, over the phone, when I’d called him from the hospital where I’d been sweating out the mild concussion I’d acquired in the line of duty.


“Guaymas, Eric?” he’d said, employing my code name as usual. My real name is Matthew Helm, but it doesn’t get much use inside the organization. “What’s so attractive about Guaymas, if I may ask?”


“Fish, I hope, sir,” I said. “And a nice, warm, sunny beach.”


“You can find good fishing and warm sunny beaches in this country. I should think you’d be a little tired of Mexico. You’ve been spending quite a bit of time there recently.”


I frowned at the wall of the hospital room from which I was being evicted for being too healthy. Mac had promised me a month’s convalescent leave, but he has a sneaky habit of trying to get a little government mileage out of our vacations by spotting us where we’ll be handy in case he needs us.


I said, “Would you rather have me in California, sir? Or Texas, or Florida, or the Sea Islands of Georgia?” I mean, the only way to stop him when he starts getting subtle is by direct frontal attack. “Just name the spot, sir, and I’ll be on my way. Of course, I’ll expect to get my month’s leave later, when you don’t require my services any longer.”


“Oh, no, you misunderstand me, Eric,” he said hastily, two thousand miles away in Washington, D.C. I could visualize him sitting at his desk in front of the bright window he liked to make us squint at: a lean, gray-clad, gray-haired man with bushy black eyebrows. He went on, “No, indeed, I have no special place in mind. I was just curious about the fascination Mexico seems to hold for you. You say you plan to do some saltwater fishing?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Then you’ll be needing a boat, won’t you?”


“I was planning to rent one when I got down there.”


“Rental boats are seldom very satisfactory. As it happens, we have a fairly expensive little fishing craft lying idle in Tucson, Arizona, not very far from where you are. We’re going to have to dispose of it soon, since it has served its purpose. In the meantime, you might as well get some use out of it.”


In one of the clumsy rented tubs from the marina, with a rusty old kicker on the stern, I’d have been a helpless target just now, I reminded myself. I’d had some luck, sure, but essentially it was the speed and maneuverability of my borrowed vessel that had saved me. It was an interesting coincidence. I didn’t believe it for a moment.


I didn’t even try to sell myself the foolish notion that, when an attempt was made to murder me, I’d just accidentally been sitting at the controls of a boat lent me by Mac that just accidentally happened to have the power and agility to get me away unharmed. Things like that just didn’t happen accidentally when you were dealing with Mac. I didn’t even put it past him—well, not very far past him—to have sent that sea lion to turn me off course at precisely the right moment to save me from a bullet, if he needed me alive and healthy for an impending mission.


All joking aside, I didn’t really think he could have known I’d be shot at down here in Mexico. He’s not omniscient, not quite. But he had obviously known, I reasoned, that there was trouble brewing at sea, or at least as far out at sea—some sea, somewhere—as you’d want to take a fifteen-foot outboard. He’d hoped to persuade me to spend my leave in the neighborhood of the potential danger spot, wherever it might be, bringing with me the disguised little seagoing rocket the department had just acquired for the job. I was rapidly losing faith in that mysterious agent who was supposed to have used it before me. Thinking back, I realized that there had been a good many indications, which I’d been too preoccupied to take seriously, that neither boat, trailer, nor tow car had seen any strenuous use before I got them.


When my thorny attitude had spoiled his plan—for some reason he’d been reluctant to give me direct orders over the phone—Mac had lent me the boat anyway and let me take it down here and play with it so I’d at least know how to handle it when the time came for him to summon me to action. And somebody had come clear down into Mexico to take care of, me with a scope-sighted rifle before that summons could reach me…


I could be reading too much into a simple little murder attempt and a camouflaged 125-hp motor. Nevertheless, the safest course was to act on the assumption that I was entangled in one of Mac’s complicated spiderwebs of intrigue, and figure out, since my vacation was all washed up anyway, what he’d want me to do next. That wasn’t hard. I was already working at it. Obviously, the first thing required was to deal with any would-be murderers in such a way that they couldn’t hamper my future activities.


By the end of the day, I’d finished the beer and the bait and was fishing, if you want to call it that, with a bare hook. It was a long, dull afternoon in one way; but they’re never really dull when you’re waiting like that in a duck blind, or by a deer trail, or in a promising ambush. There was always the possibility, of course, that my quarry had escaped in some other direction; but the most likely theory was that he’d been working out of San Carlos like me, behaving like just another tourist and keeping an eye on me. And if he’d come out of San Carlos, he’d want to check back in there, because they keep track of the craft using their marina facilities. I considered it a good enough theory that I was willing to wait until sunset and at least an hour longer, if I had to.


I didn’t have to. At six-thirty, with the sun just starting to dip behind the spectacular rock formations to the west, his patience ran out, and he came. I first glimpsed a flash of spray well out beyond the point; then I saw the white skiff driving along with the whitecapped waves that threatened to overwhelm it. I was already reeling in my fishing line. This late in the afternoon, I saw, in this weather, we had the whole Sea of Cortez to ourselves.


Laying the rod down, I quickly lowered the motor and turned the key. The big mill began to rumble behind me, shaking the little fiberglass hull. I hauled up the anchor, dumped it aboard, and backed the boat out of its hidey-hole very cautiously: this was no time to bend the propeller on a rock. Then I shoved the go-stick forward, and we took off flying.


He saw me coming. He turned, as soon as the waves would let him, and tried to flee. It was kind of pitiful, actually; just about as pitiful as me innocently chasing seals with his telescope crosshairs tracking me. I shot down the bay at flank speed, mostly airborne; but this time I throttled back in good time before hitting the heavy stuff out past the point. He was plunging through it, or trying to, heading back the way he’d come. Actually, his light boat wasn’t making much progress against the waves and the wind. The extra weight and freeboard of my craft, not to mention the extra horsepower, made it no contest. I simply walked up on him as if his little motor had stopped running.


I don’t mean to imply that it was smooth and easy. It was a rough, wet chase while it lasted, with a lot of spray flying; but the big crested rollers out of the northwest turned out to be more frightening to look at than dangerous to ride. At fifty yards he went for the rifle. This was ridiculous. He couldn’t even hold the thing to his shoulder for managing the boat, and he couldn’t have found me in the big sniper’s telescope if he had, the way the seas were tossing him around. He fired a couple of times, kind of one-handed and from the hip. I never saw or heard the bullets. While he was working the bolt for a third shot, a wave threw him off balance and he almost fell overboard. The firearm went into the sea as he grabbed the gunwale with both hands to catch himself. So much for that.


The rest was simple. The most vulnerable spot of his boat was the low stern, cut down to accommodate the outboard motor. On larger boats like mine, that motor notch is protected by the splashwell inboard that I’ve already mentioned, that catches a boarding wave and lets it drain back out again, but his little tub had no such protection. Anything that came through the motor cutout wound up right in the boat with him.


On my first pass, he kicked his stern aside at the last moment by yanking desperately at the motor’s control handle. I swung around with him, using all the throttle I dared in that seaway, and he took in some twenty gallons of my wake in spite of his evasive maneuver. The next pass was a clean miss as a rogue wave threw us far apart at the last moment, but I came right around and had a beautiful shot past his stern as he hit the next sea too hard, shipped more water over the bow, and almost lost headway completely, throttling back to keep from driving his little boat clear under.


I had a good look at him as I came up on him fast: a tallish man, not old, not Mexican, clean-shaven, kind of boyishly handsome, with a tanned face and wet brown hair cut short enough to put him well into the ranks of the squares. It made no difference to me. Square or hip, he’d tried to kill me. To hell with his haircut.


I gave a quick burst of power and roared past at planing speed, missing his stern by less than two feet. Looking back, I saw the white curling wake roll clear over his motor and transom, right into the boat. An oncoming wave finished the job. I got my bucking and plunging little nautical projectile under control, turned her like a cutting horse between waves, and charged back there. He was clinging helplessly to the swamped skiff that was still afloat, of course—they’re all loaded with plastic flotation these days so you can’t really sink them—but when he saw half a ton of speedboat coming at him down the face of a wave, he kicked himself clear and dove. I don’t know what he thought I was going to do, run him down, I suppose, or brain him with a boathook. Anyway, he submerged and presumably swam off, making my job that much easier.


I didn’t even bother to look for him. I simply slowed down, swung around, and grabbed the braided nylon painter trailing from the bow of the skiff. Then I headed for shore, towing the swamped boat with me, leaving him swimming out there in the oncoming darkness.
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According to the marina records, his name was Joel W. Patterson. At least that was the name written down opposite the registration number of the boat I’d towed in. He came from San Bernardino, California. He had arrived in San Carlos two days after I had. He’d been staying in a pickup camper at the trailer court across the road.


“Yes, señor, I remember him a little,” said the young lady behind the counter in the marina office, where you could buy bait and tackle, arrange for dock space, and hire anything from a single rod-and-reel outfit to a large fishing vessel complete with captain and crew. She went on, “He was expecting to meet a friend here, someone from Arizona, I think. He looked through my book of registration here. But I do not think the friend ever came. I never saw him with anyone. He was quite a handsome young man, but alone, always alone.”


He’d undoubtedly been looking for my name and boat number, to make sure I’d arrived so he could get to work on me. I said, “Well, he’s still alone, I guess.”


“Si, señor. It is a terrible thing. I have sent one of the party boats out to search, but in the darkness and in this wind there is not much hope. You did not see him at all?”


“No, I was fishing along the shore and I saw something white drifting off the point,” I said. “I went out to have a look and there was the boat full of water with nobody on board. I cruised around it a bit, but I couldn’t see anybody swimming, so I just grabbed the rope and brought it in.” I rubbed my sore hands together. “It wasn’t easy. The damn thing towed like a dead whale.”


“You did what you could, Señor Helm.” She was a very attractive young lady, and she ran the marina operation very efficiently, but what really impressed me was that she turned up for work each morning in a simple cotton dress. A US female in her job with her figure couldn’t have resisted appearing in a ducky little sailor-boy pantsuit plastered all over with cute gold anchors, just to show how nautical she was. “You are staying at the Posada San Carlos? The authorities may wish to ask you some more questions, Señor Helm.”


“Sure,” I said. “I’ll be there until tomorrow morning some time—well, if they insist on my staying on, I suppose I’ll have to.”


“I do not think that will be necessary.”


“In that case,” I said, “I’ll pay my bill and pick up my boat tomorrow. Is there any chance of getting somebody to wash it down for me after I get it on the trailer?”


“Certainly, señor. The price is six dollars. You had better come, early while the tide is high so you have plenty of water at the launching ramp… Excuse me.”


She turned to take a call on the electronic gizmo behind her, speaking Spanish too rapid and colloquial for me to follow. She put down the microphone and sighed, turning back to me.


“That was the captain of the boat I sent out. He says it is very dark out there, and he has found nothing. I told him to come back in.” She moved her shoulders. “If they will insist on taking such little boats out in such bad weather… They cannot be made to understand that this is a big and dangerous body of water, señor. They see it so calm and smooth in the morning and will not believe how it can get rough by evening.”


“Sure.”


I went back down to the dock to get the tackle I’d left in the boat, although I’d had no trouble with pilferage, and neither had anybody else with whom I’d talked. Gear that would have vanished in an hour from a US parking lot had stayed safely on board week after week, but it seemed unfair to strain some poor Mexican’s honesty with a couple of expensive rods and a pair of good binoculars.


After lifting the stuff onto the dock, ready to carry ashore, I checked the lines and rearranged the canvas bumpers so she wouldn’t chafe. Then I went over to the aluminum skiff docked astern, still full of water, just the way I’d brought it in but not quite the way I’d found it. I’d taken the precaution, once I’d got it into relatively calm water, to check it over. There had been a soggy box of 7mm Remington Magnum rifle cartridges, partly used, tucked under a seat. Lashed to one of the braces I’d found a long, soft, black plastic fishing rod case that was arranged a little differently inside from what you’d expect. I’d slipped the cartridge box into the case, for weight, zipped up the case, and dropped it overboard in exactly one hundred and ten feet of water—assuming that the electronic depth-finder on my fancy little borrowed ship was properly calibrated.


Now I frowned down at the registration number on the bow of the skiff, a California number of course, and debated whether or not to risk a visit to Mr. Joel Patterson’s camper across the road, but I couldn’t think of anything I might find that would be worth the attention and suspicion I might attract. I found myself wondering how long he’d lasted out there, and dismissed the thought.


Then I deliberately brought it back out and examined it, because if you’re going to do it you’d damn well better be able to look it in the eye. I have no respect for these remote-control killers who can happily push a bomb release in a high-flying airplane as long as they don’t have to see the blasted bodies hundreds of feet below; but who can’t bear to pull the trigger of a .45 auto and produce one bloody corpse at ten yards.


There was a chance that he’d made it ashore or would still make it. I’d known men who could have, but I didn’t think he was one of that select group of amphibious humans. His specific gravity had been too great, for one thing: he’d had too much bone and too little fat for adequate flotation. I’ve got the same problem myself. He’d looked like a lean, tanned, swimming-pool hero to me, good only for impressing the bikini babes with a couple of smoking-fast laps between drinks, not the chunky, buoyant, durable fish-man type it usually takes to survive in stormy waters a couple of miles offshore.


I stood there a moment longer, feeling baffled and irritable. In my line of work, I have killed several people; in fact you might go so far as to say that is my line of work. However, I’m usually given a few compelling reasons why the touch, as we call it, is necessary for the continued welfare of the human race and the United States of America. In this case I’d been struck at, and had struck back, without having any idea what the hell it was all about.


The sound of a motor made me look up quickly. A boat was coming through the narrow entrance of the yacht basin with running lights on; I’d seen it before. It was the snubnosed I/O runabout that had gone out to test the big waves earlier in the day and come racing back in again. When it came under the marina lights, I saw that spray was crusted on its windshield and that the five kids on board were pretty wet. There was a short-haired girl, two long-haired girls, and two long-haired boys. They were laughing and joking and passing cans of beer around as they coasted up to an empty dock space some distance away.


I picked up my rods and tackle box and carried them up to the station wagon that had been part of the package I’d picked up in Tucson: a big Chevrolet with a monstrous 454-cubic-inch engine. The mill was fairly sluggish for all those cubes; the best that could be said for it was that it worked pretty well on the low-test gas that’s all that’s readily available in Mexico.


The wagon itself was one of those delectable styling exercises whipped up by the butterfly boys to make the salesmen happy, and to hell with the customers who’ll eventually have to live with it. It had a lot of tricky features to generate sales appeal—a vanishing tailgate; vanishing windshield wipers—but big as it was it had no leg-room at all, certainly nowhere near enough for my six feet four. I’d had to have the front seat moved back several inches to make it just marginally inhabitable. Furthermore, although it had seats for six passengers and space for a mountain of luggage, it had springs stolen from a baby carriage designed for very light babies. I’d had to have the rear suspension drastically beefed up to keep the tail from dragging in the road—with a load of just me, one suitcase, a little fishing tackle, and a relatively light boat trailer with a tongue weight of considerably less than two hundred pounds!
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