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​CHAPTER ONE
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"We can't simply begin every episode with somebody trying to kill me," Nigel Rowe told his assistant, Tesanee, pressing the phone between his head and shoulder as he applied sunscreen to every millimeter of his ghastly pale British complexion. 

Not far away, his bodyguard, Devi Alexander, had already finished her preparations, though her darker skin tone gave her at least some defense against sunburn, if not the other evils of exposed skin. So far, the new hire worked out well, in spite of her prohibitions against anything he generally enjoyed, visiting markets, talking with strangers...doing his job. A tall, athletic former Marine,  Devi possessed striking features shaped by her Indian and European heritage, and just the right balance of power and grace to have saved his neck a few times already.

"It's exciting, though, Nigel," Tesanee said. "I've done a little testing, and the audience wants more!"

More death-defying feats, more narrow escapes, more of Nigel looking terrified. "The program's meant to be travel adventure, not an action film."

"Nigel, this footage is gold. You clocking the guy with a camera while he's trying to drown you? Brilliant. The mutual views of your camera and Mike's during the shooting. It's really clear how frightened you are, then you're fighting to save him—Mike is back, by the way. Convalescing at home."

"I'm not a hero," Nigel insisted. "I'd prefer if you don't make it appear so. As for Mike, send him a fruit bouquet, the one with the chocolate—assuming he's allowed to eat chocolate." It had been what, eight days since the shooting? How long could chocolate be reasonably withheld before it became cruel and unusual?

Devi stalked into his view, tapping her wrist as if she wore a watch.

Nigel furrowed his brow at her. "Yes, yes," he said, acknowledging her prompt.

Halfway around the world, Tesanee said, "Wonderful! I'll get started right away."

"No!" Nigel cried, but the line had gone dead, likely on purpose. Tesanee should know very well his wishes about his own presentation, regardless of the ratings. He jabbed the redial and held the phone to his ear with lotion-slick fingers. It didn't even ring. No connection.

Devi scanned the plateau where they had parked hoping for signal. It had worked, for a time. Their Jeep sat in the shade of an ancient ironwood cluster. Behind, the high desert of the Baja peninsula rose in jagged lines of canyons dotted with cactus and spiky, alien cireo plants. In front, the road wound down through miles of white and pink salt flats toward the rugged, gentrifying harbor town of Guerrero Negro with the broad, blue gleam of the Pacific on the horizon not far away.

Devi's mirror-shaded glance fell on him. "Ready?"

"She insists on using the footage, and now I can't raise her at all." He tapped out a message. Perchance a text could fly where his voice could not.

"I've seen it," Devi said. "It's pretty compelling."

"I should've deleted it from the cloud." He stalked back toward the vehicle, his ankle giving the occasional twinge to register its indignation at being required to support him after the adventures of a few days prior. Probably lucky he could stand at all. No, not luck: Devi's intervention.

She shook her head and climbed in the driver's seat. "I don't get it, but I don't have to."

Nigel used the handle to hitch up into his own seat. "Carry on, then. Tide and turtles wait for no man."

The engine rumbled to life. "Neither does that." She called his attention to the clouds massing on that same horizon. Tropical Storm Susan, likely to make landfall that night. 

Their guide, the man with the turtle, insisted they'd be fine for boating this morning, so long as they returned to shore before the storm hit. Likely the stop for the call had been a poor choice, given the oncoming storm, but he did have a schedule to maintain, and a number of people trying to help him do so, people whose meals and mortgages depended on him. The more fools they... In that light, yes, they should make the most of the moments when people were trying to kill him. Lord willing, it wouldn't happen so often they could count on the extra advertising income those fresh eyeballs could bring to his channel.

Nigel absently rubbed his finger over the little sheathed knife that hung from a thong beneath his shirt. New habit that. He ought to stop doing it.

He tapped out another message, rescinding his prior order. If his intent were to exploit his own absurdities for the entertainment, and income, of others, then he'd best release his qualms about sensational bits like somebody trying to drown him in a swimming pool or blow his brains out to beat him to a hidden Jesuit mission. Lord, he could hardly wait to see what happened next!
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​CHAPTER TWO
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Gator Schwartz liked to say his name had chosen him. Back in basic, when he got a little ferocious over the matter of an unfair call during a bout with improvised weapons. He reverted to hand-to-hand, flipping the trainer—earning a hundred extra push-ups, and the cheering of the rest of his squad. They got the hundred, too, but he figured it was worth it. This little worm, on the other hand, not so much.

Flick held the guy, pulling his head back since he seemed to have lost the backbone to hold up his own head. Flick prompted, "Maybe you'd like to change your answer, before Gator gets rough."

A few of the crew sniggered at that, and Tyrone said, "Yeah, he likes to play with his food, like the real reptiles."

Gator held his fighting stance, ready to launch his fist into the other guy's gut for the seventh or eighth time.

"But the storm, señores. It's not—"

Gator's fist hit low and hard, jolting the guy off his feet, almost made Flick let go of him. "We're making you a fair price, aren't we, Juan?"

Flick snorted. "Even if he doesn't know much English, I'm pretty sure he knows that money talks."

The Mexican hung from Flick's grasp, his glance shifting from Gator to the semi-circle of his crew, to the pretty little speed boat bobbing near the dock behind them. Gator's mistake was asking at all, not just requisitioning the boat they wanted. He was trying to be a nice guy about it, hand over the cash, all of that, but the owner's recalcitrance had gotten under his skin.

"Si, señores," the guy slurred. "But please, when the wind is up, you'll bring it back, si?"

Flick dropped him and the guy slumped to his knees. Squatting in front of him, Gator put out his hand, down low, palm up and expectant.

After a minute, the guy fumbled out his keys and dropped them in Gator's palm. In exchange, Gator grinned and tousled his hair, then he pulled a wad of cash from his shirt pocket and tossed it in the guy's lap. "Don't drink it all at once!" he called over his shoulder.

"Come on." Gator strolled down the dock and boarded the vessel, checking out the sweet lines, the quad motors. This was gonna be fun.

Taking up the gear they'd brought from their trucks, four of the rest piled in, with Flick waiting on the dock to cast off the lines.

"You're not concerned about the weather?" Monty asked, squinting toward the sky as they motored along the serpentine mangrove channel toward the bay proper, passing a few other tumbledown houses, and a few nicer ones, a few boats—but none as fine as this one.

Gator shrugged and displayed the screen of his phone, protected within a clear case and already strapped to his waist. "Far's I can tell, the storm won't make landfall for another four-five hours. We're not going out for that long. By the time the wind kicks up, we'll be back at base, drinking margaritas and planning our move—hopefully with a better view of how these Alliance guys operate."

"Some kind of monitors, Boss said." Monty perched on a bench near the helm and pulled out a rugged laptop, firing it up. "They've got to be capable of distinguishing boats and schools of fish from the whales, otherwise, they'd be inflating their own numbers."

"If anything, they're deflating them," Flick said, "trying to make like the whales are practically extinct."

Smitty chuckled. "According to the Japanese, they're mighty tasty!"  He tugged his hat on tighter as they finally emerged into open water. To starboard spread the town of Guerrero Negro, with its tourist whale watch boats lining the docks, and taco shacks studding the beach front. Kinda ironic, given the town was named for a wrecked whaler from the eighteen hundreds. How would those shipwrecked sailors feel, knowing the animals they hunted were now drawing people here just to look at them?

"Shame you couldn't get in bed with that Alliance woman and get all the intel that way," Gator remarked.

"Did my best!" Smitty shot him a glare. "Wasn't for lack of trying, she just wasn't buying."

"I mean—"Monty looked up from his screen—"maybe if you tried treating women with a little respect and dignity."

The boat erupted in laughter, and somebody threw a beer coozy at Monty, who easily snatched the thing from the air before it fell in the water.

"Next time, Monty, my man, you gotta be here early and do it yourself," Gator said.

"Yeah," said Flick, opening up the cooler and rummaging through the ice, "Show her the full Monty."

Gator pumped his fist in the air as they cheered and whistled.

With a shake of his pretty brown head, Monty said, "Hey, sorry, fellas. I'm skilled labor. Boss has all kinds of stuff for me to do, while you-all are down here drinking tequila and chatting up servers. I need to earn my keep. Can't be just another pretty face like Flick over there."

After shooting him the bird, Flick slid his middle finger down the scar that cut his right cheek and blew a kiss.

"Joe, get the depth finder going," Gator ordered, and Joe, the newest member of the crew, jumped up and hustled over. Nice to get the kids fresh out of bootcamp like that, when they still jumped to the voice of command. "Monty, get me a drone up there."

Monty pulled out an instrument and held it up, squinting at the readouts. "No can do, Gator. Wind's already a few knots more than they're rated for, and the Boss'll have my hide if we lose another one."

"Maybe next time, don't do a flyover of an explosion," Gator suggested, but with a smile. 

"Maybe next time, a little more warning than, 'cover your ears, boys!' before you push the button," Monty replied  mildly.

"I'd hate for anybody to lose their hearing over a Greenpeace boat." Gator throttled up, the wind kicking little white fronds from the waves around them. Still, the boat felt good: responsive and smooth. Juan—or whatever he called himself—maintained it well. He'd probably get it back in good shape. Or not. "Tyrone, I need eyes up front. Don't want to hit a whale before we know what's what."

"Got it." Tyrone grabbed a set of binoculars from their go-bag and made himself a perch at the bow.

"Y'all remember that song from when we were kids?" Smitty asked, cracking open a beer from the cooler.

"Been a lot of songs since then," said Gator.

"Maybe for you," Monty pointed out, and Joe, watching the depth finder, smothered his laugh while the others just let it out.

Smitty sighed, then cleared his throat. "A hunting we will go, a hunting we will go!" he sang like a kindergarten teacher. One who oughta be fired. "We'll catch a whale and pull it by the tail, and then we'll let it go!"

"God, Smitty, where do you get this stuff?" Flick settled back with his own beer. 

"'A hunting we will go, a hunting we will go," Smitty sang, even louder now. "'We'll catch a tree-hugger, and make 'im run for cover! And then we'll let him go.'"

Groans from all around, but Gator was getting the game now. "A hunting we will go, a hunting we will go,'" he sang in a meditative voice, still forming the verse in his mind. "We'll catch a green, and then we'll make him scream...and never let him go."

The crew chuckled at that. Wasn't perfect, but there wasn't much call for poetry in his line of work. It paid well. A few more big jobs and he could retire to his own tropical paradise, get himself a real boat and whatever he wanted to drink, smoke, or snort, delivered. Monty wasn't wrong about the Boss being pissed from the last assignment—the both of them were still smarting from the clawbacks for damages. Eh, didn't matter. The Boss gave 'em a new gig anyhow, and one where they might pick up some more side jobs: cartel smuggling, ransom deliveries, local voter intimidation—Gator worked hard to take care of his boys.

"Thar she blows!" Tyrone called suddenly, pointing off the port bow toward their first sign of a whale. So they really were around here. Time to focus on the task at hand.

All Gator had to do was convince a bunch of sensors the whale numbers were up, and the Boss could dredge the harbor at will. Boss had his livelihood at stake—or at least, his client's bottom line—no way a few fish were gonna stop them.
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​CHAPTER THREE
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Dune buggy tracks spiraled around in the salt flats as Nigel's Jeep reached the plains. At a convenient pull-out, they took a pause to film the great expanse of pinkish-pale encrustation. Nigel dramatically crumbled a handful of the dry stuff through his fingers, and looked up at the camera. "The particular glow of the salt that accumulates here is called saline efflorescence. Like the sand in the desert, it can work together with the beating sun to create impressions in the mind—cities that never were, oases you cannot reach...ships that appear to sail on dry land. What will we see? If all goes well, in just a little while, we'll meet our guide, Arryo Ulibarri."

Dusting off his hands, Nigel rose, and Devi almost managed the transition. She picked up the work quickly, but her other work involved constantly looking away, around, under rock and tree for any sign of danger—which somewhat complicated the task of keeping the camera aimed properly. Perhaps, with the Walsh clan gone away, he could hire additional hands.

"My dedicated viewers may recall meeting Soledad, the barkeep of the Rancho Buen Descanso, who first suggested she might introduce us to this elusive character. Arryo, we're told, is rather shy and reticent, especially regarding his remarkable turtle. As a person of Seri native ancestry, his reticence is fully justified. The Seri live principally on the eastern coast of Baja and on Mexico's facing shore. Between lies the infamous Tiburon Island, said for centuries to be the home of cannibals, a legend found to have little basis in fact, despite gruesome tales involving severed hands bound by a camera strap. These fiercely independent desert dwellers refused to bend the knee to the Spanish during their conquest. Lucky for them—perhaps—their land had little to offer worth exploiting, and the Spanish largely left them alone."

He donned an intense expression signaling for Devi to zoom in for the close-up. "Will this particular Seri native offer a warm welcome to a foreign traveler, or will it be my hands found on a distant shore? Join me, Nigel Rowe, for another rogue adventure!" He displayed his hands for a moment. His shirt cuffs slipped a little—always a trick finding sleeves long enough—but thankfully the redness of his prior binding had nearly faded, and he hoped it would escape scrutiny, though he did have a few fans dedicated enough to his own person to minutely scan him for injury with each new episode, and they'd be particularly vigilant given the footage Tesanee was about to release.

Lowering the camera, Devi gazed past him into the salt field behind. "Looks like a grave."

"I beg your pardon?" 

She gestured away and Nigel followed her line of sight. To the right, not far from where the hills petered out, a large hole had been dug in the salt, with more salt scraped away around it. Given the lack of weathering on the edges of the hole and the soil contained within, the work must be recent. A series of regular depressions suggested footsteps to and from the hollow.

Devi's smile flickered to life. "Don't worry. It's empty."

"How is that not more worrisome?" He thought of Jerry Walsh, Jr., the treasure-hunter they'd been forced to kill not long ago when he and his brother held a family hostage in exchange for Nigel's own life and a clue to the lost Mission Santa Isabel.  Devi's jest about the grave being empty made him imagine zombie Walsh, still searching, still blaming him for the death of their kin and the loss of their fortunes. With Mama Walsh in need of medical care, the other siblings hurried off to a hospital, and Nigel fervently hoped he'd never see them again.

Still smirking to herself, Devi turned away, stowing the camera, and he moved promptly to join her and finish the drive. They passed through another half-hour of salt with the rusting processing facility looming in the distance like the remnant of an apocalypse. If the area had much more development, it would become an apocalypse in truth for the fragile ecosystems dependent on the shallow lagoon and peaceful shore. Given the involvement of a turtle, and their guide's affiliation with the local conservation alliance, Nigel thought the angle for this particular episode's filming had taken care of itself.

The little port town held a look of prosperity rare on other parts of the peninsula, thanks to the tourist dollars traveling through en route to the lagoon. Restaurants and a few hotels lined the streets, with recently painted facades and perimeter fencing to keep out the riffraff. The conservation alliance, after raising funds to prevent a vast expansion of the salt field operation, had collaborated on a whale museum, complete with a replica of a diving gray whale in front.

Nigel filmed a little segment there, to introduce the town and lagoon—and the fact the town had been named for a wrecked whaler, then he and Devi packed along to the harborside, bringing a drybag loaded with rain gear for themselves and the cameras. A small bus loaded up a few dozen tourists from a hotel, likely decreasing the population of the area in a single transfer. Rows of RIBs and other small boats lined a few docks and lay out on the shore, with a few captains lingering, waiting for customers, perhaps, and speaking of the oncoming storm in low voices. 

Eying the water warily, Nigel considered the many happy hours he'd spent submerged or at least soggy, from joining pearl divers in Okinawa to swimming a sacred cenote with a Maya priest who offered to show him an entrance to Xibalba, the Underworld. Last time he'd entered a swimming pool, he'd gone as the plus-one to an assassin bent on drowning him, and only Devi's quick reaction saved him from entering the Underworld in truth. His fingers worried at the little knife he wore as a pendant beneath his shirt.

"You all right with this?" Devi's voice, close at his ear. "You had a pretty close call with the water not long ago."

With a breath of laughter, Nigel said, "Of course. I've gone swimming daily since I was eight—"she needn't know he'd only started then because his brother chucked him in a lake and challenged him to ever come home, and so he did, determined never to fear that particular threat—"and we shan't even be swimming, merely bobbing in the teeth of an oncoming storm."

Her eyes—deep brown with flecks of gold—regarded him without judgment. "Just tell me where you want the camera."

A taco vendor called out to Nigel, beckoning him closer. With a glance at Devi, he declined. Not like him, to refuse the local cuisine, but then, they'd come to meet someone. They could partake of tacos later, hopefully.

Not far away, a woman in a broad sunhat and brilliantly embroidered dress sat on a folding chair, her back to the blue-gray water. "Historia, legenda!" she called out, then took a sip from an old glass bottle and replaced it on the ground beside her. "Historia, legenda! History and stories!"

If their guide were here, he had yet to show himself, which meant, Nigel was free to indulge, at least a little bit. "Bring the camera, but don't start until we have permission."

"Right." Devi followed along as Nigel approached the storyteller, and squatted down nearby. 

"Hola, Abuela." From here, he could see thick, kinky hair the shade of antique pewter knotted at the back of her neck, and the milky blue-white of her eyes as her face turned toward him. She broke into a smile, missing a few teeth.

"Hola, señor. You would like a story?"

"I should adore one, Abuela, but before you begin, I should tell you my name is Nigel Rowe, and I have a video program watched by people around the world. Would it be all right if we film you telling the tale and share it with my audience? They love to hear from local voices."

"Si, si, como no?" She gestured toward a deeply carved wooden box at her feet, the lid open to reveal a handful of coins and bills, both pesos and dollars.

"We'll certainly pay," he assured her, depositing a few bills into the box to make it look good. In a lower voice, he added, "May I hand you the rest? In case there are bad people who'd take advantage."

She gave a throaty laugh. "Mi hijo, my son, he keeps an eye out for me, pero you are kind to consider." She reached out toward him, palm down, and he offered his hand to be clasped in both of hers, a few larger bills in between. 

With the monopod propped a little way off, and collapsed to better capture the scene, Devi had already begun. Excellent.

The old woman slipped her hand away into a pocket of her apron, then waved him to be comfortable. "I am Hortensia Osei, and I have a thousand stories. Now I will give one to you."
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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Nigel folded his legs and sat like a child at the feet of his teacher. "Gracias, Abuela." Her accent was thick, but understandable. He'd be sure to do a gloss of her story later for those who might have difficulty understanding. For now, he settled in to listen.

"I have also, inside me, the blood of all the peoples who come here—the Spanish soldiers who came with the priests, the African sailor on the American ship, and the people already here when they come. In me, you have all of Mexico." She accompanied her words with smooth, practiced gestures, expansive enough, along with her orator's tone, to draw a few more people closer. She couldn't see them, but clearly heard their approach, alerting and shifting her attention slightly each time to acknowledge the newcomer.

"What I do not have—or so I think—is the blood of the English pirates." She reached out to pat Nigel on the shoulder, and Devi, behind the camera grinned briefly. "Maybe you bring me some, eh?"

His own very English blood was nearly spilt in the desert already, but of course, she couldn't know that her phrasing gave him a shiver. As for his background, well, his tangled family tree grew from uncertain roots, and his delving beneath them had brought his brother's wrath upon him more than once. "I'll have to check the genealogy on that one, Abuela. Robber-barons, I've got in spades, but pirates, I'm not sure of."

"No matter, señor," she said, then continued, "Maybe is better you no pirate, or you don't like how the story goes." She wagged her finger, then settled in to the tale. "It happened long time ago, the pirate Cavendish, he comes to hunt Spanish, with their ships full of gold. This Cavendish, he has three ships of his own, small and fast as foxes. He has a medium ship, a middle-size ship, and uno muy pequeño—"each time she held her hands apart to show the relative sizes of the vessels, spread very wide for the pirates' target. "When the big ship Santa Ana comes around, they race out and bite her. They fight all day, and their cannons knock holes in the Spanish before she finally surrender." She punched her fist into the opposite hand, like cannon fire. Clearly, she'd been telling this story a long time.

"All the crew, they put ashore, but now they have not enough men, so they sink their little ship—"she indicated the smallest size, then settled her hands down, down, down—"and the treasure they load onto the other two, then sail for England.

"Cavendish, he arrives home a few months later, a very wealthy man, but the other ship is not seen again, and many say, it has never left these waters."  She nodded, rocking in her seat, and a few of the tourists started to clap, then Hortensia lurched forward again her arms spread.

"Wait, wait! There is still more." She turned her head, her milky eyes rolling as if seeking Nigel's gaze. She reached out and settled her hand on his arm, giving a gentle shake. "Because I know the truth," she whispered.

The other tourists leaned in a little closer. Even Devi looked intrigued, perhaps just because she watched a master draw in her crowd.

"My people know the truth, I say. The desert people. Long time ago still, but not so long as the first, a big storm has blown, like the one blowing down on us now, eh? Three hunters have to shelter from the wind and rain. When they come out the world is different, night has fallen, and their path is dark. They look for wood, and a way to make fire. But the wood they find is strange...so smooth, so flat...so old." She smoothed the air in front of her, creating the scene with her hands and her words.

"A fire they build to keep through the night. When the sun rises, they see they are sitting on a ship, a ship in the sand, its masts gone and deck scarred by cannons and by flames. None of those three men ever forget what they see in the desert, the ship of ghosts."

A young tourist scoffed. "Really? Come on, Dad, you can't listen to these people." He gripped the elbow of the older man beside him. As if all stories, to be true, must also hew strictly to the facts.

"Ah ah!" Hortensia said. She slipped a hand into the neck of her blouse and drew out a pendant that sparkled in the long sun. A gold coin, pierced with a hole. The irregular shape and central cross marked it for Spanish, and centuries old. True shipwreck booty? Could be, even if it weren't from that particular wreck. Or it could simply be a clever prop to lend weight to the tale. Either way, Nigel didn't mind in the slightest. The reveal would make for a great moment.

The storyteller chuckled at their gasps. "The memory was not all they took home." She held the coin aloft a moment longer, then tucked it away. Leaning back again, she rested her hands on her thighs. "And there is a story for you."

This time, she allowed their applause, tipping her head graciously as people dropped coins into her wooden box then drifted away. 

"Gracias, Abuela. Thank you for trusting us with your story." 

"De nada, Nigel Rowe." She enunciated each syllable and rolled the 'r' of his name, making his very ordinariness into a sort of incantation.

Nigel rose, and said to the camera, "Sounds rather like a string of stodgy Victorian flats, doesn't it? Nigel Rowe? Hortensia's story is much more engaging. Pirates, treasure, shipwrecks—I could almost smell the woodsmoke. Or perhaps it's merely lunchtime? No scorpions on the menu today, I'll wager." He winked, taking a long pause, then cued Devi, who turned off the camera. 

The wind flicked her hair around, and tossed a woman's hat off her head. Devi pounced after it.

A gust swept the dusty street, rifling the storyteller's box of bills, and Nigel dropped to one knee, reaching for the lid.

From across the street, Devi shouted.

Nigel froze in the act of reaching. A slender arrow as long as his hand whipped between him and the box to embed itself, quivering, in the dirt.
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​CHAPTER FIVE
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Monty, staring at his screen, and Tyrone, watching the sea, hollered at nearly the same moment, and Gator trimmed the engine, coming up toward a nondescript buoy with a jaunty little flag that bobbed extra in the teeth of the rising waves. Warnings in a few different languages told them to leave it alone. Too bad, so sad.

Flick leaned out with a gaff and hooked the buoy, trying to draw it closer. The thing listed sideways in the water, not yielding to his efforts. "Dang it. You sure this is one of 'em?"

Turning the helm over to Smitty, Gator joined his buddy at the rail. "Yeah, that's their logo—whale-huggers united or whatever." He took over the gaff, but the rope resisted. Should be easy to just pull up the payload and check out the electronics. No dice. "Joe! You're up."

"Me?" Joe scrambled up, looking uncertain.

"Yep. Somebody needs to go overboard and follow the rope down. You got a knife?"

"You want me to cut the rope?" He kicked his shoes off. "Do we have a wetsuit or anything?"

"Hey, Flick, you save your wetsuit from the Seals?"

"Nope! Sorry, kid." Flick's grin revealed a gold tooth he'd gotten in Malaysia a few years back. 

Sitting back, Monty said, "Take a few deep breaths on the surface. The impact's gonna hit you hard, even though the water's not that cold. Get the line in one hand and don't let go. Got it?"

Joe nodded like a bobblehead on a dashboard, and Gator wrapped an arm around his shoulders in a brotherly hug. "You can manage." He pulled a knife from the sheath at his back and offered it hilt first. "Here, take this. It's got a lanyard so you don't lose it when you get down there. The thing shouldn't be any more than a few feet down, so don't take any stupid risks, okay?"

"Yeah," said Flick, "stupid risks are my job."

"In you go!" Gator tipped his head toward the side. He kept hold of the buoy with the gaff.

The kid visibly restrained the urge to salute, and jumped into the choppy sea. His head dipped under and he came up gasping. Some of the boys chuckled. Gator squatted down. "You heard Monty's advice. Deep breaths. Focus, okay? You got this. If I didn't have faith in you, I wouldn't've brought you on."

Staring into Gator's eyes, Joe took a few deeper breaths, his strain easing, then he turned away and reached beneath the buoy for the rope. With a final long breath, he tipped himself under in a powerful surface dive, following the line to their target.

"Thought we brought him on board because of his record," Flick remarked.

"Yeah, that, too." Anybody who sold drugs into his Citadel class was the kind of person Gator wanted on his side. That took balls. Balls which Joe had yet to display on this trip, but then he was the greenhorn in the crew, not some cocky leader among a class of cadets.

"So what've you found us?" Smitty asked. They kept watch on the water around the buoy, with the little stream of bubbles suggesting where their man might be.

"Rumors of buried treasure, of course," Gator began, and the others laughed.

"Sounds good to me!" Monty was staring at his dive watch, timing the kid. "I could do with a few million, tax free. Clear out some debts back home."

"Finally go back home," Gator said under his breath, and Monty gave a little acknowledgment. Monty's confidence in algorithms and methods had led to a few gambles he shouldn't have taken—and a few creditors who'd be interested in his whereabouts...if Gator felt like cashing in. Meantime, Gator carried on with his review. "What else? Right. Government crack-down on the cartels means not so much smuggling around here at the moment, but I've got some sources looking for opportunity. There's a kidnapping racket, but it's mostly on the other coast, nabbing people from the cities, hiding out on the islands 'til you get paid, that kind of thing."

"Tourist traffic?" Flick suggested.

Gator shrugged. "Hasn't picked up that much, in spite of the crackdown, so that makes the racket harder. We could set up for a protection scheme. Rob a few folks, then offer armed escort when the rumor gets out."

"Could work," Monty allowed. Twin bars of concern etched between his eyes. "We likely to be down here long enough for that?"

"Hard to say. Once we get this going, maybe moving on."

Flick straddled the cooler. "Lemme get this straight, the best payoff in our time frame is buried treasure?"

From the bow, Tyrone said, "We stay out here too much longer, we're gonna be the shipwreck! Storm's coming in pretty fast."

"I can check the black list," Gator said, "If we're up for some wetwork." They rarely went for the blacklist, a spreadsheet of work-for-hire assassinations in search of competitive bids. Kinda like E-bay for hitmen. In order to make wetwork pay for his crew, the price had to be pretty high, and the risk of identification pretty low. Joe wasn't in on their other freelance projects. Not yet, and especially not that.

Flick aimed his thumb toward the water. "Wetter than this?"

"Could be." Gator had gotten a proximity alert for somebody on the blacklist last seen within two hundred miles of his location. Trouble with that was, on a spit like Baja, the target could be two hundred miles out at sea. With his crew, they could swap out methods and shooters, make it hard for the authorities to track anything back to them. "None of the payouts looked real big, so I didn't follow up. Chances are the big-money targets are in Sonora or on a superyacht someplace."

Monty blew out a breath, tipping his head toward the water, and Gator shot him a look, bracing for the next step. Yeah, okay, sending the kid was a test, but death wasn't meant to be the failure mode, not this soon. Still, the last thing he could do was show any weakness, not in front of this crowd.

A sudden burst of bubbles and thrashing brought his attention back to the water as the kid exploded to the surface, holding their prize aloft. Gator seized his arm and drew him closer to the side, then plucked the slimy package from his grasp.

"Open her up, Monty, maybe we'll find a pearl."

​
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CHAPTER SIX
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Nigel froze, his hand extended, nearly pierced by the slender shaft. That would've been more excitement than he needed, especially with the camera stopped.

The remaining tourists gasped or smothered cries, all staring in the same direction, to his right. Steeling himself, Nigel said, "I intend merely to close the lid so that Hortensia doesn't lose her hard-earned funds to the wind."

"Copy that," Devi said. "Carry on. I've got this under control."
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