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A million years ago

The volcano that provided the skeleton of the devil's horseshoe erupted in an explosion, darkening the prehistoric skies for days, causing sunsets that would have had poets waxing lyrically about the wonders of God, if any poets had existed.  

However, there was no intelligence to wonder at the magnificence of these sunsets. Only squawking birds racing from nature's fury and animals, who found their way to the volcanic island with nowhere to run, staring transfixed as the colossal pyroclastic cloud of superheated ash and smoke raced towards them triggering an instant transformation from living creatures to works of twisted stone.

Afterwards, this terrifying event left behind a broken, twisted mass of hot rocks and steam by which in the fullness of time, was shaped by wind, rain, and the ever-constant sea into a broken atoll. Open to the sea at its southern edge, in the centre of what would become a beautiful lagoon was the blasted remains of the volcano’s mouth spilt right down the centre and open to the lagoon. 

Years pass for the barren, twisted volcanic corpse. Once more, birds return and seeds of a thousand different plants come with them. First, grass sprouts from between crevices in the stone; the grass, in turn, trap small particles from the air and combine with constant wind that pulls and push at the island, eroding the surface, which slowly, over thousands of years, turns into soil. Animals eventually find their way to this once-barren mass. Snakes, rats, seals. Birds nest in the new young trees. Life, from terrible destruction, happens once again. The open cone of the now-extinct volcano is covered and closed by the giant overhanging trees until it disappears. Inside this silent, darkened world of the hidden inner lagoon, life finds its way to survive, and rare plants seen nowhere else grow and go undiscovered. Spiders and insects, blown onto the tree-covered slopes of the volcano mouth and too small to return, thrive and evolve, becoming new, unique subspecies of their mainland cousins.

Man never settled the horseshoe; there was simply nothing for them there. So, there was no one apart from a few startled birds to watch as the giant abandoned hulk of the Anchored Heart drifted into the outer lagoon. 

There she stayed for months until a violent storm raced across the ocean filling her torn and tattered sails, pushing her silently into the darkened embrace of the inner lagoon. The huge tree branches that covered the entrance to this hidden world were pushed aside with ease and once she passed, snapped back into place swallowing the Heart and turning her into a legend that would haunt the minds of men for hundreds of years to come.

36 hours ago 

The smouldering remnants of what was once the communications satellite NRV274 flashed across the midnight skies of the Pacific Ocean. The satellite had been knocked out of high orbit by a small but very dense iron meteorite scrabbling its engines and control systems, sending it hurtling to a watery grave. Officially, NRV274 controlled communications between the U.S. Navy fleet com and the Fifth Fleet. Unofficially, NRV274 was a CIA black ops spy satellite. Before the meteorite had knocked it from its geostationary orbit, it had taken pictures of a clandestine nuclear weapons research facility in Iran. Now, as NRV274 flashed towards its watery doom, its cameras were the only things still working. As it crashed into the lagoon of the devil’s horseshoe, its cameras became the first to see the final resting place of the Anchored Heart.   
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Now

The Mastiff sat quietly, moored to the dockside of the harbour in the port of Nouakchott, Mauritania, the only seaport of this crime-riddled country. Mauritania was dangerous; most Western countries advised their citizens not to go there because their governments could not guarantee their safety. Drugs and terrorism were rampant, and the law was almost non-existent, but this was where the Mastiff called home.

In her first life, The Mastiff had been a rig supply vessel called The Seaswift. Unfortunately, after a dull and uneventful life of sailing from a small east of England seaport to the North Sea oil rigs, she was sold for scrap. She was saved from an ignominious death by her present captain. Now, refitted and renamed, she began her second life as a salvage ship and privateer. She took on all manner of operations, from simple, honest salvage to covert and illegal jobs for some of the world’s secret services that didn’t want to get their hands dirty.

These missions netted The Mastiff and her crew millions in revenue and immunity from prosecution. On more than one occasion, her captain had escaped a murder charge with no more than a phone call.

This same captain now started to wake from a very satisfying, dream-free sleep. She stretched her long, toned arms above her head, arched her back, and sighed contently. She then threw back the beautifully crafted expensive Egyptian cotton sheet covering her and smoothly swung her legs from her bed. Alexandra Duvell stood up and walked fluidly towards the large window of her cabin. She looked out at the small port before her as the early morning sun cast long, beautiful shadows among the many scattered buildings and cranes of the Mastiff’s home port.

Morning was Alexandra's favourite time of day, a time before the sun revealed her true power and burned all those cooling shadows away. As she stared lazily out the window, a knock came on her cabin door. Alexandra sighed again, took one last look out of her window, and said, “Oh well, the woods are lovely, dark, and deep."

She then turned and walked over to her door, moving with the grace and confidence of a jungle cat. Alexandra did not attempt to cover her nakedness as she opened the door.

Jonathan Samms, the Mastiff’s first mate and chief engineer, was on the other side of the door. He knew it was early to bother his captain, but he also knew that she would not be angry if it were an important matter, and Samms only came to her cabin when it was. At the thought of the one time, he’d came to her with a trivial matter, the three ribs just below his heart she had broken, during a learning moment she called it, started to ache dully.

"Yes, Johnathan?" Alexandra asked softly.

Samms knew better than to let his eyes wander over his captain’s exquisite figure. So, ensuring he kept firm eye contact, he said, “Max is on the line, Cap’n. He said he must speak to you now.”

“And did Max tell you what he wanted?” she asked, her voice becoming cold as she leaned forward.

“No, Cap’n,” Samms replied, never moving his gaze, “he said that he would only speak to you. All he said was to tell you this would be big."

Alexandra thought for a moment; it was unlike Max not to disclose what he wanted to her first mate. So, that meant something illegal, dangerous, or both. And if her contact with the CIA black ops said it was big, then that implied a considerable profit for her and her crew. So, grabbing a sheer dressing gown from the back of her door, she said, "Alright then, Johnathan, let’s go and see what Mr. Schmitt wants so badly.”

Just as his captain closed her cabin door, Samms caught a fleeting glimpse of the handsome, yet terrified young man tied to his captain’s bed. He could see the pleading in the other man’s eyes. Samms knew what this man had already suffered. He also knew that far more lay in his future and that his torment would only end when his body gave out. Then Alexandra would call one of the crew to her cabin to dispose of yet another used and discarded plaything. Samms felt no sympathy for this poor, unfortunate. Only a sense of profound relief that it was not him tied to his captain's bed. Alexandra's crew knew if they didn’t bring their captain her entertainment when requested, one of them would find themselves at her tender mercies. So, whenever they docked at a foreign port the crew would go ashore together and trawl the seedier, darker parts of the local town. There, they would find and befriend the most naive and beautiful young man they could. They would ply him with drink and drugs, promising him a fantastic opportunity aboard the Mastiff. Then, at the end of their evening, they would all stagger back to their ship and leave port before the victim recovered from the drunken evening. For a few days, everything would be as the young man hoped: good, honest work, good friends, and a chance at an exciting new life. Then Samms would tell the young man how well he was doing and how the captain wanted to congratulate the newest member of her crew. That evening, the young man would go to Alexandra's cabin, and apart from some muffled screams and pleas for mercy, no one would see him again until Alexandra called Samms to her cabin. Only the young men of the Mastiff’s home port were safe from Alexandra’s attention. She was far too intelligent to do anything to upset the safe harbour that she had made for herself and her crew.  

Before leaving her cabin, Alexandra picked up the small, wickedly sharp, curved-bladed knife she always carried. She was an expert at using her Karambit and was one of the deadliest knife fighters Samms had ever seen. Now, Alexandra carried the naked blade openly, spinning it casually by the finger hole set into the top of the small knife’s handle. But, more commonly, she wore the knife in a sheath high on her left hip.

Samms once seen his captain kill a man with this knife in under two seconds. They were in a bar in the small port town of Safi, Morocco. The soon-to-be-dead man slapped Alexandra on the behind as she’d walked past. He was still smiling even after the Karambit laid his throat open. The watching bar crowd was unsure if she had even moved, and none of them had the slightest intention of confronting this beautiful yet terrifying woman. Therefore, Samms was always more than cautious when he saw this blade free from its sheath.  

As Alexandra walked down the short corridor from her cabin to the ship’s communication room, she looked at her first mate. She always found it comical that a man nearing his mid-fifties would still wear what little hair he had left in a long, greying ponytail. Samms was an excellent engineer. The best she had ever known. It was thanks to him the Mastiff ran so smoothly. You could go into the engine room, and you would not find a speck of dust or a tool out of place. He was a serviceable first mate, carrying out her orders to the letter. He was also excellent in a fight, having spent five years as a mercenary. But a bullet taken in the thigh in Algeria had put paid to that career and given him his limp. But it was in his personal life Alexandra found her entertainment. Samms was a man trying desperately to hang on to a youth that had long passed. It was also his constant visits to the red-light district in any port they happened to be in that amused her. Samms would find a brothel and spend every moment there until they sailed, snorting speed to enhance his performance and endurance. She knew one day, she’d discover him dead of a stroke or heart attack, but losing a crewmate was not what troubled her; it was the inconvenience of finding an engineer of the same calibre. So, to this end, Alexandra already begun to put out feelers for Samms's replacement. She decided that as good as he was, his constant whoring and drug-taking would affect her too much, so she would replace him as soon as she could find the right man or woman for the job.

When they got to the Comms room, Alexandra said, "go and get us ready to sail, Johnathan; I have a feeling that once I’ve spoken to Max, we will be on our way.”

"Aye, Cap’n,” Samms said as he continued down the narrow corridor to the engine room.

As she watched him go, she said softly, "shame, you are a fantastic engineer.”

Then, taking her mind off her plans for Samms, she opened the comms room door and went inside.
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“Hello, Tony," Alexandra said as she entered the Mastiff's small but hi-tech communications room.

“Hi, Boss,” answered Tony Churchill, a slim build, young man from the south of England, “you’re looking hot today.”

Alexandra spun in front of the young man and said, "You like the gown?”

“Oh yes,” Tony answered as he reached out and touched the sheer, almost see-through gown, "where did you get it? I want one."

This was why Tony, alone among the rest of the crew, could get away with admiring his captain's body and not pay the price. His desires and pleasures lay in other directions from the rest of Alexandra’s crew. 

"Tell you what, baby," Alexandra said, leaning over the young man. Put me through to Max, and next time we are in Shanghai, I'll get you one.”

Tony flipped two switches on the console before him, handed his captain a small microphone and said, "Here’s Max, and I’m holding you to that.”

Alexandra blew him a kiss and then into the microphone; she said, "Alright, Max, what’s so important that you had to speak to me and me alone?”

Thousands of miles away, deep in the bowels of the C.I.A. building in Langley, Virginia, Carrol Daniels felt a slight shiver of disgust run down her spine as she heard Alexandra's voice. Even though she was the deputy director of the black ops division of the C.I.A. and dealt with many unsavoury types worldwide, Alexandra Duvall and her crew were the worst of a very bad lot. This was one of the reasons that Daniels never made a video call with the Mastiff’s captain. The last thing she wanted was Duvell seeing her face. She even used a small voice changer attached to her phone to disguise her voice as much as possible. The name, Max Schmitt, was just something she’d made up on the spot during their first conversation because Daniels knew that sooner or later, she would have to send a SEAL team to deal with Duvell. On the slim possibility that she survived them, she didn’t want the most dangerous woman she’d ever encountered looking for his head.

"Hello, Alex," Daniels said, her voice as cultured as any Harvard graduate could be. 

“Max,” Alexandra said softly, replying to the gruff, deep voice that she heard, so different from its owner's real one. You know I hate to be called Alex. Now, what do you want?"

Daniels smiled when she heard this. She did know Alexandra hated to have her name shortened. She had more than one unconfirmed report that she'd killed men for doing what she'd done. But still, she couldn’t resist.

“I’m sorry, Alexandra,” she said, pausing after the first syllable long enough to make Alexandra think she would shorten her name again.

Alexandra’s lips drew tight across her teeth, and the hand she had laid gently on Tony's shoulder at the start of her conversation with Daniels dug its nails deeply into her comms officer’s left shoulder. Tony winced but made no sound and didn’t try to move away. He knew his orientation gave him some small leeway with his captain. But moving now, when she was angered, would be a terrible idea.

"What do you want, Max?” she asked again, her voice as cold as a winter’s wind.

“I have a job for you and your crew,” Daniels said, becoming all business, "just over thirty-six hours ago, one of our weather satellites malfunctioned and crashed into the Pacific.”

Alexandra smiled when she heard this. She knew that her C.I.A. contact would not call her over a simple weather satellite.  

“And?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

Daniels took a breath before she continued. She had no choice but to use the Mastiff and her crew, but she still didn’t have to like it.

“And I want you to retrieve it for me.”

“A big job,” Alexandra said, already calculating the price she would ask.

“Bigger than you think,” Daniels said, “the satellite went down in restricted waters.” 

“How restricted?”

“Our tracking station in Florida reported it crashed about ten miles inside the exclusion zone around Isle de Herradura del Diablo."

Alexandra whistled softly, then said, "The Devil's horseshoe is more than excluded, Max. The Mexicans will sink any ships they find there, and if you survive, it's ten years minimum in one of their hellhole prisons. So, thanks, but no thanks.”

Before she was about to end the call, Alexandra heard Daniels say, "Two million."

Pardon me?” Alexandra asked, smiling down at her radio operator.

“If you get the cameras from the satellite. It’s two million dollars.”

“That’s not much use to me if my ship is at the bottom of the Pacific and my crew are dodging rape gangs in prison, is it?”

"I can give you details of the Mexican Navy's patrol routes and times."

“Really?” asked Alexandra, already calculating how much she could get from a few smugglers who would love to get their hands on such information.

“Yes, really,” Daniels said, “but.”

“I had a feeling there was a but coming. So out with it.”

“The satellite’s location transponder only has enough battery life left for nine more days.”

“You’re joking, right?" Alexandra asked, laughing, "You expect me to get to the horseshoe and find your lost toy in nine days?"

A strained silence grew between the two women until Daniel said, “I know about your engines, Alexandra.”

For a moment, the Mastiff's captain was utterly taken aback. She'd thought the costly upgrade to her ship's engines had been a secret. The upgrade had almost doubled the Mastiff's original top speed. Replacing all the non-critical structural steel with lightweight aluminium and plastic added another nine knots to an outstanding top speed.

Alexandra made sure her ship never sailed over twenty-five knots. She wanted her ship's speed to be a secret until it was needed most, and now it turns out the C.I.A. knew of it all along, which meant they had an information source onboard her ship. But that was a problem for another day. Right now, she had a deal to make.

“Alright, Max, I'll get your toy for you, but it will cost. I want five million, I want British pounds, not dollars and I want it in cash.”

Daniels paused for a moment. The price she wanted was higher than she'd wanted to pay, but the C.I.A. needed what was on that satellite.

“Alright,” Daniels said at last, “you have a deal. I’ll send the transponder codes and patrol routes to you now, but I expect you to be underway inside the hour, understand?”

“Of course, Max,” Alexandra said softly, “anything for you.”

Daniels avoided the barbed comment and said, "Once you have the cameras, contact me, and I'll arrange for a ship to meet you somewhere in the Pacific."

“Will you be there to say hello?" Alexandra asked, smiling.

“Call me when you have the satellite,” Daniels said and ended the call.

"Wow, boss, five mill, that's big."

"Yes, isn’t it,” Alexandra said, almost to herself, "it's almost too big. Tony, I want a way to look at that camera footage when we retrieve the satellite and a way to wipe any of it that we don’t want the C.I.A. to see.”

“That’s a tall order, boss,” Tony said, unable to hold his captain’s gaze.

Alexandra didn’t answer; she just moved closer to her comms operator and waited.

“But I can do it,” Tony said, a small crack in his voice, "no problem."

"Good boy," she said, kissing him lightly on the cheek, "Now go find Johnathan and tell him to get underway and head for the Pacific. Tell him I want full speed as soon as it gets dark, and I want us at full speed until first light. If he complains it’s too much for his precious engines, tell him to come see me.”

“As you say, boss,” Tony said, jumping to his feet and heading to the door, grateful to be out of his captain’s presence.

Once alone in the comms room, Alexandra said softly, “What's on that camera that's so damn important, Max?"

Tony caught up with the Mastiff’s chief engineer in the ship’s small but well-supplied mess room. Alexandra was a stern captain and expected her crew to be as ruthless as she was. But she also understood that a well-fed crew was far easier to control than one with only the basics to sustain them. So, she ensured that her galley held nothing but the best, and her chef, Gordon, supplied her crew with the highest quality food. Her only rule was no alcohol on board. Her crew could drink and whore while they were in dock, but not even beer was allowed on board. Any man found with alcohol would not make it to the next port alive. All her crew knew this, and none dared to take the chance.

“She wants what?” Samms said louder than he'd intended.

“You heard, Johnathan,” Tony said, finding humour in the other man's annoyance, "and she said any questions, and you're to go see her right away."

Both men knew what going to see the captain would mean, and Samms had no intention of being her next plaything. Images of the poor soul still tied to her bed were still fresh in his mind.

“Do you know what the mission is, Tony?” Samms asked, calming down.

Tony thought about not saying what he knew but Alexandra had not said it was a secret, and Tony loved to gossip. So, looking around the mess before he spoke, he said, “Max wants us to retrieve a downed satellite that crashed just inside the exclusion zone of the Devil’s Horseshoe.”

“Wow, if she's agreed to go there, the payoff must be massive."

"Five Mill, Johnathan, in British pounds and all in cash.”

Samms whistled softly. As first mate and chief engineer, his share of such a take would be well over a quarter of a million. Now, that was real money.

“Have you ever seen this baby at top speed, Tony?” Johnathan asked as he stood up.

“No, never.”

"Then be on deck when the sun goes down, and you'll see something special. Go wake Carlos and get him to the engine room to start the pre-checks, then get on the phone and call the crew back. Tell them any man not back inside the hour will miss out on the best payday of their lives."

Tony didn't reply; he just got up and raced to the comms room to make the requested calls. All the Mastiff's crew were made to carry phones ashore for such an eventuality. Alexandra didn’t punish her men for not returning when she called, but none were ever allowed to sail with her again. And everyone knew that despite her terrible reputation for punishment, her rewards to a loyal crewmember were equally well known. So, Tony would make the requested calls, and then he would go out on deck and enjoy the spectacle of Alexandra’s crew racing back to the ship.

Samms waited momentarily in the mess hall, dreaming of what he could do with a quarter of a million British pounds. Then he shook himself and walked as quickly as his limp would allow to the Mastiffs’ engine room to wake his babies from their slumber.
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Upon returning to her cabin, Alexandra looked lustfully at the terrified young man still tied to her bed. She had planned to use and discard him that very day but now, a week’s sailing lay ahead of her with no opportunity to obtain another toy. So, she would have to be frugal with her desires until they had recovered the satellite. Then, with five million pounds in her hands, she could buy any number of boys and men to satisfy her. So, walking up to the bed, she casually let her robe fall to the floor and sat astride her captive. Even though he was terrified, the cocktail of cocaine and Viagra she had given him an hour before Samms knocked at her door was still working. And with a sigh, she settled on top of him and started enjoying herself.

On deck, Tony watched as the Mastiff’s crew made a mad dash back to their ship. Only Alexandra, Samms, Carlos and Tony had stayed on board. The rest of the crew had gone into the small port town to find what pleasures were available. Each of them had a small satellite phone for this eventuality. The Mastiff had to leave port quickly on more than one occasion, either to avoid the local police or the local criminals. Being left in a foreign port alone and known as one of Alexandra's crew was not something that any of her men desired. 

The last time the Mastiff had to run for her life was a year ago in Morocco. Alexandra had made a deal to transport one hundred kilos of cocaine from a cartel in South America to Morocco. It was a dangerous task, but Alexandra was a master smuggler with inventive ways of hiding her illegal cargo. So, a combination of a dozen retractable hull compartments and a shipment of very dull and legal coffee beans had effectively hidden her load. The Mastiff made the run from South America to Africa without incident. But unknown to her, part of the cargo had been simple flour, ten kilos. The middleman in Argentina had stolen this. A man Alexandra would one day thank in person for the trouble he had caused her. She had given her crew shore leave when she went to make the delivery and pick up the other half of her payment. The flour was discovered during the product testing, and a short, bloody gun battle was ensured. Alexandra and Sams had made a mad dash back to The Mastiff. Once onboard, Tony called the entire crew and relayed the dire situation to them. All of them had made it back onboard, some cut, some bruised, and one with a bullet in his shoulder. 

All her crew is apart from Nathan Page. Nathan had been high when Tony's call came through and slow in responding. He got to the Mastiff's birth three minutes too late, and all he could do was watch as she moved off into the harbour. He was still standing there when the disgruntled drug dealers arrived and was hacked to pieces with machetes before he knew what was happening. 

Alexandra eventually made peace with the Moroccan underworld but none of her crew there that day would ever forget the lesson Page taught them. So, they partied hard in European and American ports, but in less controlled ones, all her crew stayed on the right side of drunk, and none got high. None wanted to stand on a dockside watching as the Mastiff sailed away.  

An hour after dark, Alexandra entered the Mastiff’s bridge, now dressed in a simple pair of jeans and a black shirt. Her long legs were encased in knee-high boots, and her head was wrapped in a grey bandana. All the crew knew to take note of the colours of their captain's bandanas; it could mean their life. 

Grey was good, as were purple and gold. But black was cause for concern, and red was to be avoided on the rare occasions they saw it. None of her crew spoke to her or crossed her path if the word that Alexandra wore red was passed.

"How are we doing, Johnathan?" Alexandra asked as she looked at their radar. “Are there any problems?"

“None, Cap’n," the first mate replied softly, never taking his eyes from the engine displays, "as you ordered, we are at top speed, just below the red line.”

“Good,” Alexandra said as she lowered herself fluidly into the high-backed and well-upholstered captain’s chair in the middle of the bridge, "you've been here for hours now, Johnathan. Why don't you grab some coffee? I'll take the watch for now."

Even though this sounded like a request, Samms knew it was an order. Alexandra loved to be alone on the bridge at night. So, turning to leave, he said, "as you say, Cap’n. Can I bring you anything?”

“Some coffee in a few hours would be most welcome," she said, looking out the large bridge windows.

Knowing he'd been dismissed, Samms left the bridge searching for coffee and maybe a hot meal.

Once her first mate left the bridge, Alexandra uncurled herself from her chair and walked over to the engine controls.

“Below the red line,” she said as she nudged the throttle forward so that the needle moved well into the red, “what an old woman.”

In the corridor outside the bridge, Samms felt the change in his beloved engines as they were pushed beyond their safety limits.

"Bitch," he whispered as his hands balled into fists.

But he knew his anger was impotent, so forgetting his coffee, he hurried to the engine room to try and limit the damage he imagined was now being done to his engines.

Back on the bridge, Alexandra spoke softly into the intercom.

“Tony,” she said when her Comms officer answered, her voice, as always, exotic and mysterious.

“Yes, Boss," Tony said, dragging himself from his bunk.

“Get every piece of information you have on the horseshoe, plus all the information Max sent to us, and bring it to me on the bridge, alright?"

“Might take a while, Boss,” Tony said without thinking.

There was a pause on the other end of the intercom, a pause that went on far longer than Tony would have liked until Alexandra quietly said, "That's okay, Tony; there's no rush.”

This soft, quiet voice shivered the young man's back better than any shout or rant.

“I’m right on it, Boss,” Tony said as he grabbed his clothes and made a mad dash for the comms room.

Alexandra hung up the intercom, and with a cold smile at the empty bridge, she said, "Yes, of course, you are."

As she waited, Alexandra turned her thoughts to who it might be on her crew in the C.I.A.'s pocket. Only three people in her small crew had access to the comms room: herself, Tony, and Samms. She spent time considering these two. Tony was an excellent Comms officer, perhaps the best she’d ever had, and a fantastic computer expert. It was well within the range of the young man’s skills to hide all communications he might have made. So, he would need further thought. As for Samms, the man was a genius in the engine room. But the world of computers and software was something that he was only passable at, and if it was him, Tony would have found any evidence straight away and taken great delight in telling his captain. Also, being part of her crew gave the old man his only chance to indulge his darker desires, which would land him a prison sentence in more civilized parts of the world. No, Samms, for all his faults, was no traitor. So again, her mind turned back to the young comms officer. Yes, Tony could easily communicate with the C.I.A. without being found out. But the simple fact was the boy was a terrible liar and had no head for deception. Still, to be sure, she would question him when he came to the bridge with the information she’d requested. 

Now, she started to think about who else had the skills and greed to play such a dangerous game as giving information to Max. Alexandra smiled when she realized all her crew had the necessary greed, but not all had the skills. The Mastiff’s refit information was in a secure file in her quarters on her personal P.C. She felt confident only Tony could crack her password, but he didn’t have the courage for such a venture. 

Then, as if a light had been switched on, she had it.

“Max said she knew about the engines,” she said to the deserted bridge, “she didn’t mention anything else, just the engines.”

Pleased she had finally untied this mental knot, Alexandra sank back into her chair and waited for Tony to arrive.

Forty Minutes later, a very out-of-breath and red-faced Tony burst onto the bridge of the Mastiff.

Alexandra looked at him for a moment and said softly, "Now, Tony, didn’t I say there was no need to rush?”

“Yes, captain, you did," said the young man as he desperately tried to catch his breath, “but I figured this was important.” 

Her Comms officer handed Alexandra a slim brown leaf folder with every piece of information he'd gathered about the Devil's Horseshoe.

"Well, thank you. I appreciate this so much," Alexandra said, smiling at the young man, “now you get some rest. I’ll read this later if I get time.”

Tony knew that his captain's expressions of concern and gratitude were utterly fake. He knew what would happen if you did not jump when she asked you for something. And just like Samms, he had the scars to prove it. On his first trip with the Mastiff, Tony had gotten a call from his captain, just like this one, requesting information on an upcoming mission. And just like this one, he'd said it would take time. Alexandra told him not to rush, and he'd taken her at her word and returned to sleep.

Two hours later, he was woken from his sleep by the captain’s Karambit cutting through his t-shirt.

“I asked you to do something, Tony,” she had said as the blade travelled down his shirt and onto his boxer shorts, “and when I ask for something, I expect it to be done. Do I make myself clear?”

Tony laid there frozen with fear as the razor-sharp blade had glanced against his testicles. 

"This is your only warning," Alexandra said softly, "the next time I have to wait, you'll join me in my cabin, understand?"

Even though Tony had only been on the Mastiff for a week, he'd already heard more than one horror story about what happened to the young men who went to Alexandra’s cabin at night. So, as slowly as he could, he nodded his head, afraid to speak, afraid or move.

“Good,” Alexandra said, as with a flick of her knife, she opened a small quarter inch cut just under the terrified Tony’s testicles, "a little something to remember this night and to remember who is in charge on this ship.”

Alexandra’s blade was so sharp Tony had felt almost nothing. But when he saw the blood dripping from the knife’s tip as Alexandra sheathed it, he nearly fainted. 

“Now go wake Leo, and he’ll patch you up; there's a good boy.”

Then, with a sudden beautiful smile and a blown kiss, she left Tony’s cabin just as silently as she’d arrived.

So, Tony would always be on time to perform any task his captain set him, no matter how much she said it could wait.

Once Tony had left the bridge, Alexandra picked up the folder he had left and started to read about the famous Devil's Horseshoe.​
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Chapter Four
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During the six-day voyage across the Atlantic, Alexandra split her time between running her ship, the pleasures of her cabin, and studying the file Tony had given her on the Devil's Horseshoe.

The island belonged to Mexico.  The Horseshoe had no real value, as it was just a massive piece of volcanic rock. This allowed the Mexican government to extend its territorial waters further into the Pacific. Their grip on the volcanic island had been tenuous, as the United States and Guatemala had also claimed the island. The issue of sovereignty over the Horseshoe had become so provocative a war nearly broke out in 1831 between the three nations.

The accidental discovery of an unknown pre-Mesoamerican tribe living in total isolation on the Horseshoe settled the matter. Mexico immediately claimed this tribe as Mexican, closely followed by America and Guatemala doing the same. This created a potential powder keg of political turmoil, as the three nations sent warships to protect what they said were their people. It was only the intervention of a German anthropologist that stopped this cold war from becoming hot.

Professor Franz Gustave Gerhard was the topmost authority in his field. The moment he heard of this undiscovered tribe of people on the Horseshoe, he set sail that day to see them first-hand. Gerhard arrived at the Horseshoe during the third week of the stand-off between the three nations. At this point, no one had been killed but more than one cannon shot had been fired. At first, these were simply Sabre rattling, but the shots were getting closer and closer to hitting one ship or another. Once this happened, there would be no putting the genie back in the bottle.

At first, Gerhard wanted to land on the Horseshoe, but his ship's captain informed him in no uncertain terms this was impossible as the natives of the Horseshoe attacked all landing parties and there was no negotiation with them. Gerhard was shown the wickedly sharp obsidian arrowhead pulled from the arm of one of the crew. It sliced the man's arm almost in two. Even this did not deter Gerhard, as he rightly said he could not decide on the tribe unless he could see them. So, a rowboat was outfitted with metal sheeting as protection, and Gerhard rowed into the Horseshoe's beautiful lagoon with a stout crew of volunteers. Almost immediately, arrows started to strike the metal shielding. The obsidian was both sharp and brittle. The arrowheads burst like tiny grenades, sending shrapnel flying everywhere. One man was cut across the cheek; another took a large piece of the arrowhead to the left hand. They only managed to stay in the lagoon for fifteen minutes before sense prevailed, and the mission's commander made them withdraw. But this was enough for Gerhard. He saw all he needed to, and with great excitement to the Mexicans but not the Americans or Guatemalans Gerhard announced the tribe descended from the Aztecs of Mexico. And so, they were under the protection of the Mexican government, and by extension, the Devi's Horseshoe was now Mexico's property. 

The other two nations grumbled and groaned, making threats. But with almost every country in the world recognizing Gerhard as the undisputed authority in this field, they could do little. So, their ships sailed home, and Mexico took possession of the Horseshoe.

Afterwards, the Horseshoe passed into obscurity. It was, after all, just a large hunk of volcanic rock with no real value or resources to speak of apart from its position in the Pacific. As the world passed into the new century, the horrific spectre of world war made its first grumblings. The Mexicans tried to build a military base on the Horseshoe, but their expedition never even got off the only beach on the island. The moment soldiers set foot on the island, they were met by volley after volley of spears and arrows that flashed from the heavily forested slopes of the island. The soldiers fired back only to hit nothing but trees, in turn being forced to retreat and once more leave the Horseshoe in peace.

With nowhere to land and no way to clear the island of its inhabitants without losing their claim on the island, the Mexicans did the only thing they could. They implemented an exclusion zone around the island and enforced it tirelessly. Any ship caught in the exclusion zone was impounded. Its captain and crew were fined or imprisoned. Anyone caught trying to land on the island risked a 10 year prison sentence.

At this moment, a soft cough came from the bridge door. Alexandra looked up from her file to see Hans Golstock, the ship's steward and, when needed, the ship's scuba divers. Everyone except Alexandra had dual roles aboard the Mastiff.

“Your coffee, captain," Hans said as he walked onto the bridge.

“Oh, thank you, Hans,” Alexandra said as she placed the file across her knees and took the offered cup from the steward’s hands.

"I've taken the liberty of bringing two strawberry fancies you love, just in case you become peckish later, captain."

Alexandra looked at the small, beautifully light, sweet pastries and realized how hungry she was.

“You spoil me, Hans,” she said as she put her coffee on a nearby console, stood up and stretched her beautiful body to its full sultry length.

Like the rest of the crew, Hans knew not to look too long at his captain when she did things like this. She was one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen, and yes, he did lust over her in his cabin when he was alone, but like the other crew members, he had no desire to be the next guest in her cabin.

Alexandra paused in her stretching and turned her head slowly, making her pose, if anything, even more alluring.

"Alright, Hans," she said, her voice softly sensual, "you can go now."

Hans hesitated momentarily, captivated by his captain's beauty and sensuality.

"Hans?" Alexandra said once more. This time, a little ice formed in her words.

"Aye, Captain," Hans said as he realized he had been staring.

Alexandra smiled as she watched the handsome blond German stumble over his words as he hurried to the bridge's exit. She loved to tease and confuse her crew. But with Hans, she pushed this to another level. She knew the young man was a racist and a closet Nazi. For herself, she could not care what race or colour someone was. She used anyone and everyone she encountered. As for the men who spent time with her in her cabin, the only things they needed to be was young and beautiful.

Alexandra's grandmother told her stories her mother had told her about what the Nazis had done when they occupied her country during the second world war. Things that were on a level far above anything she had ever done or could even imagine. She’d always promised herself should someone like that fall into her hands, they would suffer as a small compensation for her country's 300,000 deaths and Hans had been that very one.

But in the few weeks he had been on board, Alexandra discovered the young blonde was an excellent scuba diver just days before he would be summoned to her cabin, So reluctantly, she spared him. Revenge was one thing, but business was business. She knew Hans would join her in her cabin one day, but for now, he was too valuable a resource.

"Maybe after this job," she said as she sat back in the captain's chair. Yes, maybe then.”

Alexandra picked up the file she’d been reading, and with a small sigh at her thoughts about Hans, she began to read again. 

The Horseshoe was almost completely forgotten for most of the early twentieth century. Mexico did not participate in World War I and had only a limited role in World War II. The Horseshoe's inhabitants were too savage to try to establish any military or other base on it.

Tony included an unofficial report of a German sailor whom a Mexican gunboat picked up in September of 1943. The man was half dead from dehydration and blood loss, expiring only two days after being picked up. However, in those two days, he told a truly terrifying story. He said an American destroyer severely damaged his U-boat three days before the Mexicans picked him up. After 12 hours of being hunted by the destroyer, a lucky depth charge ruptured the submarine's starboard ballast tank and forced her to surface.  

The destroyer, sensing victory, closed in for the kill. But the U-boat’s captain, in one last desperate attempt to save his boat and crew, fired his last two torpedoes at the advancing Americans. Whatever Gods he prayed to must have been listening, as one of the torpedoes struck the Americans' amidships. Even though the torpedoes failed to detonate, they did manage to tear a large enough hole in the warship to make it forget the U-boat and limp home. The U-boat's crews' shout of triumph was short-lived as they soon discovered the damage to the ballast tank was far more than they could ever hope to fix, and a U-boat on the surface in daylight was just so much target practice. So, looking for somewhere to hold up and send for rescue, the captain settled on the Horseshoe. If he had picked a neutral South American country, his U-boat and crew would have been impounded for the duration of the war, and he was not going to allow that. So, he set course, and after four hours, just as the sun rose, the boat limped into the Horseshoe's only bay.

The captain moored as close to the overhanging trees as he could and waited for nightfall. None of the crew was allowed out of the U-boat, lest they be seen by Allied aircraft. The U-boat's grey coloring made it just another shadow among the giant overhanging tree limbs. But men moving back and forth could be seen from thousands of feet in the air.

Alexandra paused in her reading and sat momentarily, imagining herself as the U-boat's captain. This decision would have been just as she would have played it, kept silent and waited for night. Then start repairs and radio for help. It was a fantastic strategy.

The sailor's story became much darker after this. Two hours after sunset, the captain of the U-boat finally gave the order to break open the hatches and start the much-needed repairs. As the crew worked, one man was put in a small inflatable lifeboat and left by the bay entrance to look for Allied shipping. This was the sailor who had survived that night. The first he knew that his shipmates were in trouble was when he heard the screams of the repair crews as they were peppered with obsidian-tipped arrows. The German sailors did not stand a chance. It was as if the island's inhabitants had no fear of death after the first volley of arrows that killed over half of the repair crews. They swarmed the U-boat, even the Germans' automatic weapons made no difference. The attack was over almost before it had begun. Two of the crew were taken alive by the islanders. The lookout watched through his binoculars, transfixed with fear at what happened to his crew, but the ones who died had been the lucky ones.

As he watched, his shipmates were made to kneel on the U-boat's slim deck, and then one of the natives, a tall, muscular man with an ornate headdress, walked up behind the two men. At first, the lookout thought he’d cut his shipmate's throat, but the cut along the neck was a prelude to what was to come. The lookout could not believe what he was seeing even as he watched. The knife that had started the cut across the first man's neck quickly made its way under the flesh of his face, moving swiftly, almost as if it had a life of its own. With a shout of triumph, the warrior working the knife pulled on the skin the knife had cut away and held his prize high in the air. It took a moment for the lookout’s stunned mind to realize what he was watching. And then realization set in, and he knew he was staring at the face of the man who was now screaming on the U-boat’s hull.

Knowing he could do nothing for the other man, the lookout turned away from the bloody spectacle unfolding and paddled slowly out into the dark Pacific.

He was picked up three days later by an American frigate. He told his captors his story, but they just put it down to the ramblings of a man driven half mad with thirst. The lookout died 12 hours before the frigate returned to port, and apart from a written account of his story transcribed by the ship's doctor, nothing else was ever made of his tale.

The last page in Alexandra's file told of an American evangelist who thought he could convert the tribe's people of the Horseshoe to Christianity.

The reverend Billy Jo Henderson had bribed two Mexican fishermen to take him to the Horseshoe so he could, in his words, "convert the heathens and cover them in the blood of the lamb."  

Alexandra smiled as she turned over this final page, knowing what happened to the unfortunate preacher.

The satellite picture of his sun-bleached bones lying peppered with arrows on the island's only beach was just what she had expected.

The comms mic by her side rang as she closed the folder.

“Yes,” she said curtly, annoyed that her train of imagination had been interrupted.

"Sorry to disturb you, Captain," Tony said hesitantly, "but I thought you'd like to know we are two hours from Panama, and Max has been on the line to say that our passage through the canal has been authorized."

“Excellent, Tony," Alexandra said as she unfolded herself from the captain's chair. Now be a dear and get Samms up here, the pilot should be arriving soon."

She ended the call without another word, walked seductively towards the bridge's high windows, and watched as Panama came slowly into view. 
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Chapter Five
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Carlos Hemans took a deep breath as he stepped onto the deck of The Mastiff. He’d been a pilot for the Panama Canal for the better part of 15 years and seen all manner of ships in his time. But the Mastiff and her Captain was the only one that had ever scared him. The Mastiff scared all the pilots so much that when it was known she would be on the schedule, the pilots drew lots to see who it would be that guided her through. Carlos lost this draw three times in the past, and this time, he was no luckier. If only he’d known the other pilots had conspired for this outcome. Carlos was not un-liked by his colleagues; he was highly regarded. It was simply that in under two weeks, Carlos would be retiring and no longer need to participate in the draw to pilot the Mastiff. So, the other pilots rigged the draw for his name to be pulled. They planned to make it up to him once the Mastiff was through the Canal. Each of them agreed to take Carlos's remaining shifts and throw him a huge party to celebrate his time on the Canal. But before all that, he had to dance with the devil one last time.

"Carlos," Alexandra said, smiling happily at the ageing pilot, "I'm so happy it's you. You know you're the only pilot I trust with my ship, right?"

"Thank you, Captain," Carlos said quietly, trying not to make eye contact with the beautiful mistress of the Mastiff.

"Oh, come now, Carlos," Alexandra said as she moved seductively towards the pilot. How often do I have to ask you to call me Alexandra?"

"I'm sorry, Cap! I mean Alexandra," Carlos said, taking a small handkerchief from his pocket and wiping it across his sweat-covered forehead, "my memory is not what it once was."

“Well, let us hope it's good enough to take us through today, yes?" Alexandra said, as she ran a finger down the pilot's cheek, "I would not want anything to happen to my baby now."

Carlos understood the implied threat immediately. Six years ago, a new pilot, Juan Miguel Sanjeev, fresh from the training school, took the Mastiff through the Canal. He’d miscalculated the approach to one of the docks and scratched the ship's paintwork. There was no real damage, and the canal authorities, who were heavily insured for such an eventuality, compensated Alexandra well for the accident. She wrote a letter to the chief pilot asking him not to take further action against Sanjeev as she understood he was young, inexperienced and made a simple mistake, and for all parties involved, that was the end of a trivial matter.

Then, three weeks later, Sanjeev did not report for duty, and no one could contact him. The police eventually broke into his apartment. There, they found Sanjeev's dead and bloated body. The cause of death was a brutal knife slash across the young man's throat, but the post-mortem revealed Sanjeev was tortured before he’d been killed. His back had been repeatedly attacked by some abrasive. The coroner's best guess was a small sanding wheel had been used to do the damage. His paint had been scrapped off.
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