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			“History does not long entrust the care of freedom to the weak or the timid.”

			DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER, inaugural address, 
Jan. 20, 1953

			 

			“It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.”

			THEODORE ROOSEVELT, “Citizenship in a Republic” Paris, France April 23, 1910

			 

			“People sleep peaceably in their beds at night only because rough men stand ready to do violence on their behalf.”

			GEORGE ORWELL
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			Belize, October, 1986

			 

			It wasn’t quite 9AM and the temperature was rapidly climbing as the hot equatorial sun beat down on them from a cloudless sky. The steam from the thick jungle that kissed the beach rolled out to engulf them, and the slight sea breeze coming off the Gulf of Mexico did little to cool the two travelers.

			They approached a fisherman who was busy tending his gill nets at the high tide mark, and showed him a photograph. The man nodded, pointing to a grass shack with a thatched roof ringed with coconut palms nestled inside the jungle. 

			Although there were no signs of life, there was a rusted old Jeep CJ parked next to the shack, which told them someone must be at home. They thanked the fisherman and plodded off into the soft snow-white sand toward the hut. When they got nearer, they could see that it had no front wall, and the open interior led onto a thatched veranda that faced the ocean. 

			There was a canvas hammock strung between two thick bamboo posts in the opening, and as they neared the veranda, the larger of the two oddly dressed men stepped onto the short flight of steps leading up. The floor was littered with empty beer bottles and women’s clothing, and there was a battered galvanized steel Eskimo cooler near one end that was leaking water. 

			“Hello? Captain Kruger?” the man in the lead called out. 

			A woman’s head popped into view from the hammock. She was dark-skinned with mussed, long black hair, and must have had some Mayan or Aztec blood in her. “Qué?” she said, yawning.

			“Hola! Captain Kruger?” the second one asked with a smile.

			“Sí,” she said and nudged the lump next to her. “Señor Dan.”

			“What?” came the grumbled reply and a large man appeared from the hanging bed. He was darkly tanned and his thick mop of unkempt, longish, blond hair was a deep contrast. He pushed the woman out of the bed and sat up. She fell to the floor and scrambled to retrieve her clothing, trying unsuccessfully to cover her naked body from the now wide-eyed strangers. 

			She let out a stream of abuse in Spanish towards the blond-haired man in the hammock as she ran out through a back passage they hadn’t noticed. He picked up a half-full bottle of beer from under the hammock and threw it haphazardly at her retreating form.

			“Vamonos!” he said, facing his visitors, smiled sheepishly, and said, “She’ll be back. She always comes back. Now what can I do for you two?”

			“You are Captain Daniel Kruger?” the larger of the two said in an accent that Kruger wasn’t familiar with.

			His eyes narrowed to slits as he studied his two unwanted visitors, his gaze boring holes through them. He let the stare continue for several more seconds.  “I haven’t been called that in quite a while. Who are you two? You’re too uptight to be Agency,” he said, sitting up, his tanned legs dangling down. 

			He reached into the cooler, pleasantly surprised to find there was still some ice left. He scooped up some cold water and threw it on his face, then grabbed a bottle of Dos Equis and popped the top. Taking a long pull from the bottle, he took stock of his uninvited guests. 

			The fat one with the bad comb over was a Doppelgänger of Zero Mostel, and the shorter one reminded him of Arte Johnson. He could clearly see neither was used to the heat, and the sweat was ruining what appeared to be quite expensive Italian suits. He immediately named them Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dumb in his mind.

			“Captain Kruger, my name is Nils Van Die Kaap, and my associate here is Jon Bruhl,” the larger of the two said. “We represent a South African mining corporation, and we’ve come to offer you employment.”

			“South Africa, huh? I was wondering where your accent was from. And you’ve come to offer me employment? That’s interesting. Tell me more,” he said, fixing them with an ice-cold stare that unnerved both visitors.

			“First we must ask,” said the shorter of the two sweating men, “you are indeed Daniel Kruger, born September 12, 1946? You went to Scranton University? Enlisted in the US Army in 1967? Commissioned on the Battlefield in Vietnam? Served with the 5th Special Forces Group?”

			“Yeah, yeah, that’s me,” Kruger said dismissively, waving the beer bottle at them.

			“Recruited by the Central Intelligence Agency in 1973?”

			“Spare me the bio. That’s me. How the fuck did you get that? No one—and I mean no one—knew I went to work for them.”

			“You did, did you not?” the man asked. He wiped his sweat soaked face with a handkerchief, placed it back in his pocket and continued. “Like my colleague stated, we’ve come to offer you a job.” 

			“I may have worked for them, or maybe I’m a burned out Encyclopedia Britannica salesman. And what makes you think I need a job?” he said, finishing off his beer and opening another one.

			“Isn’t it a little early for drinking, Captain Kruger?” Van Die Kaap asked.

			“Captain, you have $187.32 in your bank account,” the shorter one cut in before he could reply. “You are six months behind on your rent here in this lovely little cottage. I think you will need employment soon.”

			Kruger was silent for a moment, taking in what he’d been told. Yeah, he was almost flat broke. José was a good landlord, but he was getting itchy for his rent. He would need to make some money here shortly. He took another long pull from the beer, fumbled in the hammock, and pulled out a crumpled pack of Marlboros. Opening the pack, he pulled out several broken ones, and one by one, tossed them carelessly on the floor. When he found an unbroken cigarette, he lit it with an ancient and scarred Zippo lighter. He took a deep drag, looked right at the two sweating men and blew out a large cloud of smoke, scratching his five days’ growth of stubble.

			“Who the fuck are you people, anyway? You come traipsing in here and know all kinds of things about me, I don’t know dick about you two,” he said, irritated with the intrusion.

			The taller of the two said, “Captain, like we said, we represent a large South African mining company, and we’re in need of someone with your, how should I say it? Expertise?”

			“Expertise, huh? And how did you find out all this stuff about me? That I don’t like, not one little bit.” Kruger took another drag of his cigarette.

			“We like to do research on the people on whom we wish to employ, make sure our money is well spent. Your record is quite impressive, to say the least.” The short one set down his briefcase and held his hands out, as if pleading.

			“Alright, you’ve piqued my interest. What type of job are you talking about?” Kruger asked.

			“We are offering you a security job,” the nearer one said. “We need you to head a small security detail, dignitary protection.”

			“Bodyguards, huh? Where would this be?”

			“Korotonga.”

			“Where the hell is that?” Kruger snapped, dropping his cigarette butt into the empty beer bottle. “It doesn’t sound like Africa to me. Then again, countries there change their names more times than a woman changes her mind.” 

			He stood, and for the first time the men realized he was naked. Kruger walked over unabashedly to the railing of the veranda and relieved himself, his six-foot, two-inch frame towering over both of the other men. 

			“Korotonga is a small island nation in the South Pacific, northwest of Fiji. It is halfway between there and the Solomon Islands,” Bruhl said.

			“So why does this place need a security detail?” Kruger asked skeptically, facing them.

			“After they gained their independence from the United Kingdom in 1965, there have been several coups, and recently there’s been another attempt. The current president is in fear for his life and we’ve had a… ‘special’ relationship with him, and it is in our best interests that he remains in power.”

			“May I ask what that ‘special relationship’ is?” 

			“No you may not,” Van Die Kaap said.

			“Captain Kruger, we have a large phosphate mine on the island. The sitting president there and our company have a very…lucrative arrangement for the mining, transport, and shipping of the product. We at Amalgamated Phosphates would like to ensure this ongoing relationship,” Bruhl explained.

			“Phosphate mine, huh? Doesn’t this guy have an army?”

			“He does, and they’re quite loyal to him…” 

			“He doesn’t quite trust them enough,” Kruger finished. “All right, if it’s only a protection detail, I can deal with that. How many men and do you need me to recruit them?”

			“No, we already have men in place. We need you to lead them.”

			“Are they locals?”

			“No, no indigenous personnel. The president was quite adamant about that. They are all like you, professional soldiers from around the world.” 

			“Like me?” Kruger grinned. No, there’s no one quite like me, he thought. “Why not use ex-South African or Rhodesian Army vets?”

			“It is the nature of those men that they wouldn’t do it on principle, Captain,” Van Die Kaap said a little uncomfortably.

			“You mean they won’t take orders from a black man? Isn’t that right, Mister Van Die Clap?”

			“It is Van Die Kaap, and quite frankly, yes, that is our problem there,” Van Die Kaap said with some exasperation.

			“I kind of figured that. Now let’s talk money,” Kruger said, not liking these two at all, politics aside. However, he did need the money so he was willing to walk the razor’s edge for a time, even if it was only to keep him in beer and nachos.

			“We are prepared to pay you a fifty thousand dollar advance, in addition to a ten thousand dollar per month salary,” Bruhl said. 

			Although Kruger was stunned, he didn’t show it. That was a lot of money, a lot more money than he’d ever heard any mercenary being paid before. The thought hit him then. Was that what he was turning into? A mercenary? Then the sadistic streak in him showed and he decided to play with them a little. He stood there in the middle of his hut and looked at the two men with his piercing, gunmetal gray eyes for several moments without saying a word, letting the pause drag out to the point it was becoming unbearable to his visitors.

			“Make it one hundred thousand dollars up front and twenty thousand a month,” he said flatly, waiting for the refusal. 

			He was shocked when Van Die Kaap said, “Done. That will be acceptable.”

			“I guess your company doesn’t offer medical, dental, and eyeglass coverage?”

			“No sir, we do not,” Bruhl said, missing the sarcasm completely.

			“Can I have a day or two to think about it?”

			“Absolutely not,” Van Die Kaap said. “We need your answer before we depart.”

			“Kind of putting me on the spot, you know. It’s a big decision to make at the drop of a hat.”

			“We must know now,” Bruhl said firmly.

			“Alright then, you have a deal, and a new chief of security,” Kruger said, pulling on a pair of cut-off shorts, much to the relief of his guests. “How do I get there?”

			“We have your travel arrangements right here,” Bruhl said. He opened his briefcase, pulled out a folder, and handed it to him. Kruger took it and shuffled through the papers, inspecting the airline tickets and boarding passes in his name already printed out. 

			Nice, they were flying him first class. 

			He looked at them over the top of the envelope with a raised eyebrow. “You were pretty sure of yourselves, huh?”

			Van Die Kaap pulled out another, larger manila envelope and handed it to him, ignoring his last question. “These are the dossiers of the men you will be in charge of, and some other pertinent information you may find helpful.”

			Kruger walked over to a table and hunted through some papers until he found a pen and writing tablet. He took them and wrote something down, tore off the page, and handed it to Bruhl. “That’s the number to a bank account in the Cayman Islands. Wire the money into that account, the first one hundred grand today, and monthly payments on the first of each month for the monthly twenty grand. If the first hundred isn’t in there by the time my flight leaves…” he looked at the papers they gave him, “the day after tomorrow, I won’t be on the plane, got that?”

			“Captain Kruger, the money will be there by the end of business hours today,” Bruhl said.

			“Alright then, we have a deal. I have one final question.”

			“Yes, Captain Kruger?”

			“I’m not going over there to fight some little bush war, not going to be part of any coup?” he asked, opening his third beer of the morning and looking at them skeptically, wondering what it was they were setting him up for. That was a shitpot of money they were throwing at him. It must be a lucrative phosphate mine indeed. “Because, gentlemen, if it is, I pull the plug immediately. I’ve had my fill of those and I will be greatly upset if I’m being set up.”

			“Let me reassure you, Captain Kruger, it is purely a presidential security detail.”

			“You’ve got yourselves a new employee. Who do I contact in case of a problem?”

			“Here is my card, Captain,” Van Die Kaap said, pulling out a business card holder and offering one to him. Kruger took it and looked at it briefly, tossing it on the table. Van Die Kaap held out his hand and Kruger took it, giving him a bone-crushing grip.

			“Believe me, if there are any problems, I will be in touch with you,” he said, looking him dead in the eye. The man cowed, looking away reflexively.

			“Then I will bid you a good day, sir,” Van Die Kaap said, and the visitors took their leave, wandering back down the beach the way they’d come. 

			Dan walked back out on the veranda and sat down with his beer on the front steps and watched them disappear down the beach. He took a sip of his beer, his mind churning. Looking out toward the sea, he saw a large sailing yacht scud by, not a hundred yards from the surf, wondering what in the hell he’d gotten himself into. 

			The fact that they knew everything about him, things that should never have seen the light of day, must mean it was some hell of a big corporation to dig up that stuff. And they found him so easily, simply walked right up the beach to his hut. 

			Well, he wasn’t exactly hiding. He could have used several of the ‘legends’ he had from his days at the CIA, and one he made for himself that even the Agency didn’t know about. In hindsight, however, it wouldn’t have mattered. Apparently they had enough juice to find out about anything. He laughed at how he had given them his bank information. They already had his balance, so they probably already knew the account details.

			“Well I’ll be. Three hundred and forty grand a year to protect some president? I bet the Secret Service doesn’t get paid like that!” he said aloud. As he stubbed out his cigarette, a black and white cat crawled out from underneath the hut and curled around his legs.

			“What do you think of that, El Gato?” he said, scratching the cat behind the ears. “Let’s get you fed.”

			Dan stood and went back inside, followed by the cat. He went to the cupboard and retrieved a can of tuna, opened it, and set in on the plank floor. The cat dug into the fish with gusto and he looked down at it with a smile. He then glanced around his place with chagrin. It wasn’t much, but it sort of kept the rain off his head. He picked up an only slightly soiled tank top off the floor and threw that on, grabbed his wallet and checkbook, plopped a battered Philadelphia Phillies ball cap on his head, and headed out to the Jeep. 

			He started the vehicle with the keys he’d always leave in the ignition; he was too far away from anywhere except a few fishermen’s huts here and there to ever worry about someone stealing it. It was what he loved about this place. He put the jeep into gear, and the cat jumped up on his lap, meowing loudly.

			“Señor Gato, you cannot come with me. Stay here and guard the hut,” he said, and tossed the cat onto the ground. Pulling around to a narrow dirt track cut into the jungle, he headed off toward town, the branches and vines scraping the sides as he bounced along the rutted road. His mind was spinning at this point. That was a lot of money for some security puke. And the way those two headhunters came strolling up the beach? That was different.

			But the money. That was a lot of money to be had. That was what had finally hooked him. The last time he saw money thrown around like that, it was for another product coming out of Columbia that was quite popular now in the States, and it wasn’t the coffee. 

			It had better not be anything to do with that, or he’d be angry. He’d had his fill of the sneaky, fucked up games the Agency was playing down there, and it was why he had pulled the plug a year ago. Too many times he’d seen the Agency propping up one tin pot dictator so they could fuck another tin pot dictator, and used the proceeds of drugs to do it all in the name of Foreign Policy and fighting the Cold War against Communism. 

			He was sick of it. No one had principles anymore. And that was the one thing they could never strip him of. He did need the money, so he’d do this job, maybe a year or so, then quietly retire back here in Belize and he could live his life in quiet obscurity where a little money would go a long, long way. 

			The jungle track led out to a paved, two-lane blacktop road and he pulled out, turning left to head toward the town of San Christos, ten miles south. He pushed the vehicle up to fifty miles an hour, as fast as the old Jeep and potholed road would allow. The cool wind felt good on his skin, and was welcome after the sweltering heat of the jungle.

			He popped a cassette tape into his stereo and was welcomed by some cool riffs from The Eagles. He drove down the highway past huts and tin shacks, and several locals waved, recognizing the big Gringo. He smiled and waved back, happy to be somewhere that he felt at home. 

			As he neared town, he saw more and more people, and makeshift fruit and vegetable stands set up along the road, where the locals sold fresh bananas, mangoes, coconuts, papayas, and pineapples to passersby. He pulled up in front of a huge two-story concrete building with a faux-stone façade. It was the Royal Excelsior Hotel, built in the British Colonial fashion in 1901, owned by a German expatriate with a dubious past, and Dan had the sneaking suspicion that past included a black uniform with skull and crossbones ‘Death’s head’ and ‘SS’ collar insignia, although he never asked. No one did here, and no one cared. Yet another reason why he liked it so much; the quiet anonymity that was so attractive. No one knew his past, and no one asked. For all anyone knew here, he was another American expatriate beach bum living off a trust fund that Daddy had set up.

			He took a quick look around, then glanced up to the cloudless sky and wondered if it would rain today. He shut the Jeep off and exited the vehicle, walking barefoot through the open double doors to the hotel. He walked across the worn carpet of the empty lobby into the dimly lit pub and up to the bar. There were a few other patrons sitting at tables, but they ignored him, which was fine and dandy to Dan anyway. A large, round jovial man emerged from a back room with a big toothy grin and came up to Dan.

			“Ah! Guten tag, Herr Kruger!” 

			“And a good day to you also, Franz,” Dan said, replying in English. Dan spoke German like a native and was also fluent in Russian and Spanish, though never, ever let on to the proprietor that he did. He liked the illusion of being merely another ignorant American, and it also gave him the opportunity to eavesdrop openly on Franz’s phone calls from time to time, although that never gleaned any juicy information he could use. Still, it kept him in practice with his field craft.

			“What shall I get for you today, Herr Kruger?” 

			“I’ll have a Dos Equis, Franz,” he said, looking around the place again.

			 “Are you sure you would not like to try the house brew, Herr Kruger?” Franz asked with a big grin.

			 “Thank you, Franz, I’ll have a Dos Equis,” Dan said diplomatically. 

			Franz fancied himself a master brewer, and brewed his own beer in small batches. He called it Das Alt Housbrau Bier. After trying it for the first time a year prior, Dan called it Alt Hundpissen Bier or ‘old dog piss,’ and stayed as far away from it as he could.

			 “Have you seen José?”

			“No, have not seen him today. However, it is early yet,” Franz said, pulling a cold bottle of beer out of the cooler and popping the top. “Will this be on your tab?”

			“I’ll be paying my tab in full today, Franz.”

			 “That is good news indeed,” he said, placing the bottle in front of Dan and smiling broadly. Dan owed Franz quite a bit of money. He wasn’t so pushy yet as to call in the markers, but if Dan didn’t settle up his bills soon, he would be less than welcome in the hotel’s bar, or anyplace else in town.

			“Yes, it is good news,” he said, taking a pull off the beer. “I’ve had a very interesting morning.”

			“And I should say you had an interesting evening with Maria,” Franz said with a hearty laugh and a wink.

			“Franz, look, I’ll be going away for a bit, and want to pay up all my debts before I go.”

			“That is very good news indeed! You are not in trouble of any sort?” he asked, getting a cross look on his face. 

			Dan laughed. “No, nothing like that. I got a job and it’s overseas. I’ll be gone for a while, not sure how long. Just want to tidy up loose ends before I go.”

			“What is it you will be doing?” Franz asked, placing an ashtray on the bar in front of Dan when he produced his cigarettes and lighter. Dan pulled a Marlboro out of his pack and tamped it on the Zippo, put in to his lips and lit it, then took a sip of beer.

			“Consulting work,” Dan said noncommittally.

			“Oh, is that what you do? You are a consultant. I have always wondered what it was that you do.” Franz eyed the Zippo lighter. Dan quickly saw what he was looking at, the battered and scratched Zippo he carried had the Special Forces crest on it, De Oppresso Libre, or Free the Oppressed, on a scroll underneath in Latin. He palmed it and put it in his pocket nonchalantly. 

			“Yes, I’m a consultant. I consult on things.”

			Franz asked, “You were in the military of some sort then, Herr Kruger?” 

			“What? Oh, the lighter? Boy Scouts.” 

			“They let you smoke cigarettes in the Boy Scouts?” 

			“We start young in the States. Be prepared and all that shit.”

			“If you say so, Herr Kruger.” Franz let out a huge belly-laugh and walked away shaking his head, leaving Dan to himself. He stood there for a few moments, contemplating his situation and began having second thoughts. Had he made the right decision? It was kind of quick; he didn’t know those two jokers from bar of soap, but he needed the money. 

			So you become a mercenary, eh, Danny boy?

			South African phosphate mine indeed. They’d caught him at the right time when he wasn’t prepared to even make the quick, decisive choices, he didn’t have the time to sit down and think about it. Were they playing him? He hoped not, for their sake. Because if they were… 

			He let that dark though leave his mind as quickly as it came. He stubbed out his cigarette and taking his beer, walked over to an ancient phone booth near the rear of the bar. He pushed open the folding door and entered, taking a seat on a wooden stool built into the side. He picked up the receiver and dialed the international toll-free number from memory. He had a photographic memory, especially with numbers. He could see, or be told any number, and be able to recall it at any time, sometimes years later. 

			After a few rings, a woman with a Caribbean accent answered, and after giving the proper numbers and password to ensure he was who he said he was, he got the answer he was hoping for. He thanked the woman and hung up, then let out a long whistle. Exiting out of the booth, he headed back to the bar. Setting his beer down, he pulled out his checkbook from his back pocket and wrote out a check for what he figured he owed Franz, plus a little extra. Tearing the check out, he laid it on the bar next to his cigarettes and beer, thinking those two Saffers must have worked fast to get the money into his account that quickly. He took another long pull off his beer and wrote out another check to his landlord. 

			Franz came back out from the back room and Dan motioned him over and handed him the check. “There, that should cover what I owe you, plus a little extra.”

			Franz picked up the check and his eyes grew wide when he saw the amount. “Ach du lieber! Ja, this will be more than enough, Herr Kruger!”

			“Here’s the back rent I owe José, plus six months’ advance rent,” Dan said, handing him that check as well. “Please be sure he gets that.”

			“I will! I will! This ‘consulting’ you do must be quite lucrative, Herr Kruger,” Franz said as he reached into the cooler for another beer, which he sat in front of Dan, winking and smiling broadly.

			“It keeps me in beer and chips, Franz.”

			“And, these checks, how do you say it? They are not made of rubber?” Franz asked skeptically.

			Dan laughed. “No, Franz, they won’t bounce.”

			“That is good!”

			“I need to ask a favor.”

			“Yes?”

			“I’d like a room here for two nights, and I’ll need a ride to the airport,” Dan requested.

			“Done. I will drive you there myself, and you can keep your Jeep behind the hotel until you return.”

			“Thank you. I have to go back to my place and get a few things and I’ll come back later.”

			“I will have a room ready for you upon your return,” Franz promised.

			It was at that moment Dan was hit hard with the image of John Banner, playing Sergeant Shultz in Hogan’s Heroes and he smiled to himself. That was exactly who Franz looked like to Dan.

			“That would be perfect,” Dan said, picking up his things and heading back out to his Jeep. He hopped in, started it, and held the cold bottle of beer on his forehead for a moment, savoring the coolness, then he put the Jeep into gear, backed out onto the street, and headed back towards his hut on the beach. He took a long pull off the bottle and tossed in the rear of the Jeep as he sped off down the potholed road. Once there, he parked the Jeep and was greeted by the cat, who immediately hopped up onto the hood of the vehicle and curled up into a little fur ball.

			He walked up the wooden steps, stepped into his hut and, with hands on his hips took stock of his home. A far cry from the Post-War Cape Cod style home he lived in with his parents and sister in Scranton, Pennsylvania so many years ago. That life, the old, carefree Dan Kruger, was long gone, and he could never get those years back. He let the melancholy thoughts drift to the back of his mind and got to the task at hand.

			With not many possessions to begin with, he didn’t have much to pack. He quickly gathered some items—shoes, a pair of US Army-issued jungle boots, two sets of old and battered OG-107 slant-pocket jungle fatigues, and his toiletry kit. He packed them into a battered American Tourister suitcase. He felt the lining of the suitcase and pulled it out some, exposing a hidden pocket where he kept a number of false passports from various European countries in his ‘Legend’ name, and made sure the dates were all still valid. 

			He replaced them and resealed the lining then found his real passport, and after checking to make sure that also was still valid, pocketed it. He looked around, scanning to see if he forgot anything. The place would be okay left alone for a while, and El Gato would be fine. Maria would come and take care of things in his absence. The last thing he did was go to the cupboard and retrieve a large coffee can. He pulled out a Browning Hi-Power 9mm pistol and extra magazine he’d kept hidden there, covered with his old Green Beret. The pistol he placed in his suitcase under his underwear. He looked at the beret, the 5th Special Forces Flash and Captain’s bars still shining, and tossed that into the suitcase also. He was rapidly going from the mindset of beach bum to soldier again, and was mission focused now, whatever the mission was. 

			Security, he told himself. That’s what the mission is, keeping some president alive. 

			That’s all he needed to do and make well over a cool quarter of a million a year. It would be easy.

			There were little warning buzzers starting to go off in the back of his mind. He pushed them away, ignoring them in return for thoughts of a very nice payday. He figured he’d do this one job, come back here, buy the place from José, and build a nice cabana with running water and electricity, and live out the rest of his life in quiet obscurity. 

			He tossed his suitcase into the back of the Jeep and took one final look around. He climbed back into the Jeep and headed back off down the rutted road through the jungle again, back towards town. He thought of the hot shower and the nice clean sheets in the hotel room and smiled. Living out here was nice for its isolation, although it did lack some things he sometimes missed. He’d stay at the hotel for the next two nights, get cleaned up, have a hot shower, shave, and haircut. He drove around to the back of the hotel and parked in the rear. Retrieving his suitcase, he took the keys and walked in through the rear entrance that led directly into the rear of the hotel’s bar. He noticed that there were a few more British tourists in the place now and ignored them as he stepped back up to the bar. Lighting a cigarette, he saw Franz step back out. The jovial German smiled and came over, offering him a key.

			“Herr Kruger. Here is the key to the best room in the hotel.”

			“That wasn’t necessary, Franz,” Dan said.

			“Och! Yes, it is!”

			“Okay, thanks,” Dan said, looking at the fob for the room number. Taking his suitcase, he left Franz to tend to his other customers and walked out to the lobby, where a pair of ancient Otis elevators stood waiting. He hit the ‘Up’ button and the doors immediately opened. He entered and hit ‘5’ and the doors shut. He rode up and the doors opened into a Spartan hallway and Dan was slapped in the face by a wall of hot, humid air. He immediately broke out into a sweat as he stepped out and followed the numbers to his room. Unlocking the door, he opened it to be rewarded by a blast of cool air. 

			Franz must have told the staff to turn on the room’s air conditioner before he arrived. The un-air conditioned hallway was a sauna and this was a welcome relief. He entered, locked the door behind him, tossed his suitcase on the queen-size bed, and looked around. It was decorated in Art-Deco style and looked like it hadn’t been used since the 1940s. It was clean and cool, and that’s all that mattered to him.

			He stripped naked and taking his toiletry kit, went to the bathroom where he found an equally old, thankfully clean bathroom. He turned on the taps to the shower and soon the room was filled with steam. He showered, toweled off, and wiped the mist from the mirror. Looking at his reflection for a moment, he pondered his new job. He hoped it would be an easy one, but for some nagging reason, he doubted it now. What had seemed easy a few hours ago now left him with nagging questions he couldn’t answer. 

			Too late to go back.

			He quickly shaved and went out into the main room where he found a small refrigerator, which he found that Franz had stocked with Dos Equis beer for him. Taking a bottle, he twisted off the cap and took a large pull. He took out the larger of the two manila envelopes from his suitcase, tossed that on the bed, then fished out the pistol and loaded it, racking a round into the chamber and placing the safety on. He sat down on the bed, contents on his lap. He lit a cigarette, then began reading about Korotonga.

			The South Africans were quite thorough, going so far as to make everything in miles instead of kilometers, which was totally unnecessary. Ever since the formation of NATO, everything in the US Military was in metric so everything would be interchangeable with other NATO allies, so he was quite well-versed in the metric system and could do the conversions in his head. Flipping over the cover page, he saw that the Republic of Korotonga consisted of three islands, the main one being roughly 2/3 the size of Viti Levu in Fiji. It was 60 miles long, 44 miles wide, and 4,328 square miles in area. The other two islands in the group were Korotona, only four square miles in area and sat a half mile off the main port and city of Kotara, the nation’s capital, and was uninhabited. Koromomo, also uninhabited, sat several miles to the north and was basically a mud flat.

			It had a population of roughly 50,000, one-third of which was of East Indian descent, brought to the island by the British before the First World War to harvest sugar cane. The rest were indigenous islanders, closely related to the Fijians. It was a British Crown Colony until 1965, when it gained its independence. During World War II, it was occupied by the Japanese after overrunning the British garrison, although no major conflicts were reported. 

			The island had been ‘hopped over’ by the advancing allied troops, and the Japanese garrison was left to starve through lack of supplies when the sea routes from Japan were cut off by the advancing Allied armies and US submarines.

			Dan put down the folder, lit another cigarette and took a pull from his beer. He blew out a cloud of smoke. The damn thing read like a CIA fact book.

			He skimmed through the rest before putting it down. He’d save it for the flight out. He knew that would be a long one, even in first class. Thankfully, it wouldn’t be in the cargo hold of a C-141 or C-130. That truly would be an unpleasant flight. He stubbed out his cigarette and went to the fridge to get another beer when there was a tap on the door. He picked up the pistol, and grabbing the towel he’d used to dry off earlier off the floor, he wrapped it around his still naked waist and walked over to the door, peering through the peephole. He saw Maria standing there sheepishly, looking around as if she hoped no one would see her. He grinned and opened the door. She smiled when she saw him.

			“Señor Dan, are you not angry with me no more?”

			 “No, I never was angry at you. Please, come in,” he said, standing aside as she breezed by him into the center of the room.

			“Señor Franz tell me you were here.”

			“I’m glad,” he said, shutting the door and locking it, dropping the towel with a smile. He placed the pistol on the nightstand, took her slight frame in his arms, and kissed her deeply, pulling her towards the bed. He picked her up as if she was light as a feather and tossed her playfully on the bed. 

			Maria was tiny in comparison to Dan. She stood barely five-foot-tall in bare feet, and Dan’s six-foot-two frame towered over her. She pulled off her sundress with a quick motion and rolled on top of him. They made love with the late afternoon sunlight streaming in the window, and the only sounds were their breathing and the old Cold Point air conditioner working overtime to battle the heat and humidity. When they were done, Dan laid back with his head propped up on the pillows, Maria’s head on his chest. He ran his fingers through her soft, long hair. They lay like that for quite a while.

			“Señor Dan, are you a dangerous man?”

			“Why do you ask that?”

			“La pistola,” she said, pointing at his handgun.

			“It’s insurance.”

			“I know dangerous people before. Some good dangerous, some bad dangerous.” 

			“I’m only dangerous to people who piss me off.”

			 “I saw men like you before,” Maria said. “In my village.” 

			“Am I good dangerous or bad dangerous?” he asked with a smile, however, the look on her face wiped it away.

			“I think you can be both, ti amo,” she said flatly.

			“I’d like to think I was one of the good guys.” 

			“I believe you are, Señor Dan. You can be hard sometimes also. I see it in your eyes.”

			“You do?”

			“Sí. I see it deep down. You would do great harm to people who cross you. Franz and José do not see it, I do.”

			“Are you afraid of me?” he asked, stroking her bare back.

			“No, I am not afraid of you. Men like you help teach my villagers to be soldiers to fight the Sandinistas who kill my family. It is why I run away to here to find work.”

			“Will you want to go back to Nicaragua some day?” 

			“Sí, when the fighting is done. Maybe someday you will come with me?”

			“I was there once. Your countrymen didn’t like me and my friends.” 

			“When the fighting is over, it will be mucho mejor, much better, no?”

			“Yes, I do believe it will. Viva La Contra!” he said and kissed the top of her head.

			“I do know this. I do know that I would not want to be your enemy, Señor Dan.”

			“Is that so?”

			“Sí. Señor Franz thinks you are some rich Americano. I know better. He tells me you go for job overseas now. You go and teach others to fight for their freedom like you do in Nicaragua?”

			“No, Maria. It’s a consulting job. I don’t do that anymore. I left that life far behind me,” Dan said without a lot of conviction.

			“I ask again, ti amo, why la pistola?” Maria asked in a frightened voice.

			“Because carrying around a whole cop would be a pain in the ass.”

			“You are funny sometimes.” She giggled and pinched one of his nipples.

			“Yeah, I’ve been told that before. I’m a funny guy. Maria, please keep all of this to yourself, okay? The pistol, and my past.”

			“I do not tell Señor Franz anything. It is plain to see what it is, and if he is too estúpido to see what is before his eyes…” 

			 Dan kissed her head again. “Maria, I gave up that life. Too much deception and too many lies. I want to grow old with all my bits in one piece.”

			“Sí! And I like your bits!”

			“Oh, you do, do you?” he said, pinching her butt and she squealed.

			“I am serious. I want you to grow old also.”

			“Will you take care of El Gato for me?”

			“Does that mean you will be back?” she asked, spinning around to face him and resting her head on her hand.

			“Sí. Yes, I will be back. I don’t know when, maybe a year or so, but I will be back.”

			“Then yes, I will take care of El Gato and make a nice home for you for when you return.” She began to kiss his chest all over. 

			Dan looked up to the ceiling and moaned softly, wondering what in the world he was doing. Was he deceiving Maria too? It was a security job, nothing more. And hopefully it would only last a year and he could come back and live a nice quiet life. He really liked Maria. While he wasn’t sure he loved her, he enjoyed her company, and her pleasant diversions. 

			How long had it been since he’d had a serious relationship with any woman? Too far back to remember, and working for the Agency wasn’t exactly the chick magnet that Hollywood led one to believe. He was no James Bond, bedding every hot property he met. Being a field agent for the Central Intelligence Agency was like being a soldier. Although there were no medals or parades, not that he got a warm welcome home from Vietnam, the only thing one would get for a job well done or job disaster would be an unmarked grave somewhere in some Central American jungle and a posthumous gold star on a wall at CIA Headquarters in Langley, Virginia that only other CIA pukes would ever see. Nothing much to illicit warm and fuzzy feelings, and definitively no chick magnet Bond stuff.

			“I do not like the fighting, Señor Dan. Sandinistas killed my family and now all I have is you,” Maria said.

			“No fighting, Maria. And I will be back.”

			“Do you promise me?”

			“Sí. I promise. I want to buy the place from José and we’ll build a nice villa on the property.”

			“And we will have a boat?” she asked, biting his nipple playfully.

			“Yes, we’ll buy a boat and take rich Americanos and Brits fishing, Maria,” he said breathlessly.

			“That will be the life for us then, no?”

			“Sí, that will be the life for us, no fighting, no wars. Fun in the sun, and fishing every day.”

			“Los niños?” 

			Sí, y los niños, mi amor.” He wondered if he meant it. 

			He rolled on top of her and kissed her deeply. Maria reached over to the bedside lamp and switched it off, forgotten for now his upcoming journey.
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