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This book is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents, and places are products of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. It's good to pretend that none of it happened. If you were there when it all went down and remember things differently, that's okay.
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“Let us not go back in anger or forward in fear, but around in awareness.” 

—James Thurber, Lanterns and Lances
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(A Poem of West Indian wisdom)

Confusion people vex me all the time.

They always saying crazy things

mixing up a man’s mind.

You know them confusion people

they gotta be that way

making all their troubles

fall down on my day.

Don’t be no confusion person.

Don’t give me no troubles, no.

Don’t be looking around for problems,

let worries pass by, just so.
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The tropical breeze softly coming in from the bay to cool the handful of people sitting at the tables at Max’s was almost a cliché. A very pleasant one. 

There is something special about the nights on Caribbean islands, especially the Windwards, the Lesser Antilles, and that’s true even if there is no rum. 

Max’s Restaurant and Bar is not much more than a palm-thatched-roofed wooden platform on stilts that goes out over the water; it is open to the weather, be it fair or foul. And that day, the balance was perfect — the warmth generated by the glorious tropical sun, offset to perfection by that breeze.

The weather made the simple pleasure of looking out at the boats while drinking a cold Caribe beer something to treasure.

The sight of boats at anchor in the pristine water gave me a great deal of vicarious pleasure and a few twinges of jealousy. 

I missed my own boat, my freighter. I missed my friend Ugly Bill, my brother Tim, and the people I knew and loved on the island of St. Anne. 

I needed to stay clear of all of them, at least for now. They couldn’t know where I was. 

Anyone looking for me would have them watched, knowing that I wouldn’t show, but going through the motions just in case. The people who hunted me would be thorough, and for the time being, I was supposed to sit and wait. 

Figuring out what happened next was someone else’s job. That task I had reluctantly relinquished to the mysterious Hodges. 

Whoever Hodges truly was, and I had no idea who or what that was, she seemed to be on the side of the angels, to the extent there were any angels about. She was definitely competent, decisive, which I like in people, and she had amazing resources.

I’ve met rulers of small countries with fewer resources available than she could muster with a snap of her fingers. 

That kind of power, no matter who wields it, makes me uneasy.

For the time being, I had to work with her. I needed her help and she wanted me to execute her game plan. 

I knew that meant trusting her. The problem was that I didn’t know what her game plan was yet. Hodges played her cards close to the vest. 

I did trust her, but not entirely. 

Her track record was good. A woman I’d known for a very short time and cared about a great deal, a woman I trusted entirely, had sent me to her when a mission went south. 

“You can trust Hodges,” she told me. “Completely.” 

And then she’d died. Amy was gone. 

Hodges had done what was needed and somehow once she had checked out my story, she’d managed to keep my involvement off the books, protected me from the otherwise inevitable publicity.

And then, in Trinidad, she’d bailed me out. 

I had mixed feelings about that, as she was part of the reason I was in trouble in the first place. 

She didn’t give me a heads-up when she could have. Entangling me in some nasty business served her purposes.

I understood that. She worked in a murky world, one with a lot more gray areas than most people live in. And that woman, my only lifeline, had told me to sit and wait for her to contact me.

Patience isn’t my greatest strength. 

I can sit in a sniper post for hours, but to my mind, that kind of waiting is active. I know what I’m looking for—the target. 

In a situation like that, I’ve prepared for it. I know what to expect as long as the winds don’t shift. 

Winds are tricky whether you are sailing or taking a long shot.

The kind of waiting where you have no awareness of how things are going and those things will determine what you do next... that’s the hardest kind of waiting. For someone who believes in being proactive, it’s downright brutal. 

Hanging around a tropical island doing little or nothing hardly sounds like a challenge, but I had to remain relatively invisible, and that meant not making friends or attracting anyone’s attention. 

And I also had to avoid looking suspicious, not look as if I was hiding. 

I had to juggle several almost contradictory goals at once. 

But the day was glorious, the beer cold, the view delightful. My life could have been a lot worse, like being in prison for murder in Trinidad. 

I did my best to embrace the moment.

As I gave the moment a warm hug, a motor yacht turned into the bay. She was largish, probably a hundred and twenty feet. She was sleek, probably a Feadship of some kind, and flew the Egyptian flag. I’d seen a few Egyptian-flagged boats before, mostly fancy motor yachts, enough to make me wonder if it was becoming a flag of convenience for rich Saudis the way Panama was for commercial shipping. 

Either that or Egypt’s yachting community was doing well. As the boat sat there, she turned, and I saw the name on her stern: Isis. 

That, at least, was honestly Egyptian.

White-uniformed crew expertly maneuvered the boat in through the yachts. In the middle of the harbor, the helmsperson took her out of gear and let her glide to rest. 

She stopped in a gap among the smaller sailboats. I’d wondered what they intended. The captains of fancy yachts prefer to tie up alongside a dock (heaven forbid a rich owner would require a dinghy ride ashore) and this island had no marina at all, just one fuel dock and another, smaller one for dinghies. 

Two crew members, one walking out to the bow and one standing at the stern, worked in coordination, probably using a communications system. 

The one on the bow looked down into the water and used a hand signal, a diver’s okay, sending it toward the flying bridge; the clanking of chain preceded the anchor dropping into the water. 

While the hand on the bow watched, the helmsperson backed down on it nicely. The chain straightened and stopped the boat’s motion. 

Good, professional work. 

As I watched them lower the accommodation ladder on the port side and then launch a dinghy, I decided that Isis wasn’t as ugly as some of the upmarket boats. Rich people seem to have no sense of aesthetics when it comes to boats, or they prefer radical and modern to good boat design. 

The new, expensive yachts I see usually don’t appeal to me nearly as much as some North Sea trawlers with their robust seaworthy lines. But that’s me and I’m a sailor who loves the sea, not a billionaire who wants a palace on the water. 

Different strokes are a good thing.

“Food’s up,” the waitress said, waltzing over with a large oval plate holding the burger and fries I’d ordered. “I bet you’ll need another beer to go with it.”

“Betty, the mind reader hits the mark again,” I told her with a wink. 

She was a stout woman, mid-thirties, with a wonderful disposition that suited her for working with whatever sailors came in. She could roll with the punches and seemed to enjoy the work, approaching her tasks like someone who had done something else quite different once, probably done it quite well, but had changed direction.

I thought she would have told me if I’d asked, but making chatty personal conversation creates friendships and I couldn’t do that. 

Besides, there is custom. In the islands, asking about such things is bad manners. 

Too many people are here to escape something... often as not, themselves. Not that that works, but they deserve the chance to try, and who was I to point fingers at people pretending to be something or someone they weren’t?

“Fancy-looking boat, that new one,” she said.

“The owner will be a big tipper, I’d bet.” I looked at her. “Odds are he’ll bring people here.”

She shook her head. “If he’s Arab, I put getting a tip at a fifty-fifty proposition. It will be good or nothing. If he’s really rich, it won’t be up to him but some snot-nosed personal assistant who is tight with the master’s money, probably pocketing it himself.”

That seemed astute and sounded as if she spoke from experience. 

“The owner could be from anywhere.”

“Hey, that’s where I’m from, too. I wonder if he knows Billy Clark? He lived next door to me in anywhere.” 

We both laughed at her joke. “Still, it’s fun to meet new people.”

“Even if they are from somewhere and don’t know Billy Clark?”

“Sometimes, even then.”

“That’s what you like about your job?”

She laughed. “No, what I like is that when the customers tip well, I can pay my rent. But meeting new people is a nice aspect. Speaking of work and meeting people, I better go meet the bartender and get your beer.”

She drifted off in time for me to see four men come down the accommodation ladder and pile into the dinghy. 

It took a moment for me to decide why that caught my attention. 

None of them moved like a sailor. 

They looked awkward and the man in the back of the dinghy fumbled with the outboard, searching for the release that let him lower it and then making several attempts to start it before one of the other men seemed to suggest he should probably connect the gas can and prime the flow with the inline squeeze bulb.

Once he did that, they started off toward shore.

Watching them made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. 

I had the impression that they were on a mission, and that their mission would involve looking for me. 

My training was kicking in, overriding my snug feeling that they couldn’t possibly know I was even there. Other times and in other places that might fly, but here and now, that just shouldn’t be. 

No one knew I was here. 

The officials here who knew me, knew me by a different name. I had several identities now. 

Not even Ugly Bill knew where I was, and I normally tell him everything. 

That’s how hush-hush my presence on this island was. Or was supposed to be.

Following the logic of things, if I was right that they were looking for me, then they were on their way to kill me.

“Friends of yours?” Betty asked as she put down my beer.

So much for my famous poker face. 

“I’m thinking they are potential new acquaintances.”

“But you’d rather not make their acquaintance.”

“Smart girl.”

“You don’t like them?”

“It’s more that making their acquaintance might be detrimental to my health and welfare.”

As they tied up at the dinghy dock, I took out my cell phone and zoomed in to take a group photo as best I could without getting up.

“Ahh,” Betty said. “Going to create an album?”

“I know someone who damn well better be able to tell me who they are,” I said. 

She better know why they were here, too, I thought. I’d be asking. 

She grabbed my phone out of my hand. 

“Give me that thing.” 

She walked to the railing and shouted at them, a sort of singsong ‘yoo-hoo.’ 

When they turned to look, she took their photos and waved at them. 

They waved back.

After she returned my phone, we watched them go to the port captain’s office. 

“You have plenty of time to eat,” she said. “Our port captain moves at a leisurely pace, and if they intend to find you, there are lots of places they will need to check out before they look here.”

I nodded, deferring to her wisdom. “I suppose.”

“Say, is there a reward for your capture?” she asked. I looked at her and she smiled. “Just curious.”

“Not as far as I know. I don’t think the people who sent those guys feel the need to hand out money.”

“So a cheapskate sends thugs after you,” she said. “That doesn’t make a lot of sense.”

“I’ve been told that violence is usually senseless.”

She licked her lips. “Maybe. Sometimes the alternative kinda sucks, though.”

I reminded myself to leave her a nice tip. 

Betty was good people for a mind reader.
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I walked the dark cobblestones of the deserted narrow street, occasionally balancing myself by putting a palm against the brick walls of shuttered shops and homes. 

Each time that happened, I’d pause... take a little rest and enjoy the balmy tropical night for a moment. Then I’d start out again, wobbling a little, unsteady on my feet the way a man often is when he is heading home from a drinking session at Big Man’s Rum Shop. 

I worked at making my wobble look authentic; walking without a stagger would look strange to anyone who knew I was coming from Big Man’s (which meant anyone on the island). 

But the uneven, sometimes loose cobblestones underfoot exaggerated my movements. That was good. It enhanced the image I wanted people to have of me as nothing more than another man who’d spent the evening enjoying more than his fair share of rum. 

Most likely, no local would even think that. 

This was Saturday night, and on a Saturday, a man walking home drunk wasn’t anything worth thinking about. I wouldn’t attract any attention at all. 

Others had left the bar earlier, following this same path home, and I wouldn’t be the last. 

The rum shop wouldn’t close for hours yet. It had still been overflowing when I left, with patrons buying drinks and taking them out on the beach.

The men from the yacht hadn’t appeared yet, but they’d set about the task of finding me. 

I couldn’t make it hard enough to lose them, not on a small island, but if I made it easy enough, and made it appear that I had no idea they were hunting me, that might give me a slim edge.

Music poured out of the big speaker banks that stood guard on either side of the doors at Big Man’s, pounding out a heavy soca beat that washed down the street, echoing off the dark stone walls of homes and shops. 

The churchgoers who lived inside these houses had packed it in long ago. They’d locked their doors, closed the windows, and cranked up the air conditioners in an attempt to get a little rest before they had to rise for early Sunday morning services. 

I felt sorry for them. No matter what they did, the music would reach them, rattling their windows. 

But that’s how it was, and they couldn’t do more than put up with it. 

On a small Caribbean island, people gonna party. Complaining wouldn’t change a thing. 

I was heading home, which was the room I’d taken in a house at the end of the street. It wasn’t far. 

Nothing is here. 

The entire street, Back Street, is only about six blocks long and gets its name from its location. 

They wouldn’t want you confusing it with Front Street, after all, which is the other street in the city, if that isn’t too strong a word. 

The two streets run in parallel, with alleys running between them; Front Street is on the ocean side, and Back Street sits, well, in back of it, up against the mountains that take up the center of the island. 

The city, the hub of activity, uses the narrow strip between the mountain and the waterfront. 

And walking Back Street, I moved in and out of the shadows cast by spotty lights.

If I was leading a pack of professional hunters, this would be the place I would choose to intercept my prey.

Four men could easily block all escape routes. When the fighting started, it would be in close, and if things went well, would not be loud or last long. 

If they were professionals, that is. 

Their movements suggested they were muscle, but not well trained. 

That didn’t mean they weren’t dangerous, but they might not do what I thought was logical. All that meant was that planning was useless. I needed to be alert and react without thought. 

Mushin, the Japanese martial artists call it. Literally, it means “no mind,” but my modern take is that you shouldn’t overthink it. Go with the flow.

Impeding my current flow was a smallish man with long arms who stepped from where he’d been leaning against the wall and asked me for a light. 

“Sorry, I don’t smoke,” I said.

“No matter,” he said. 

As he spoke, his right hand moved back and swung to the side. 

I heard the click of a flip knife locking open. Fortunately, I hadn’t waited to hear the click. 

As his hand moved, I stepped toward him, gripping his wrist with my left hand and putting my right behind his elbow and pulling it toward me. 

This tipped him back. 

Before he could realize the danger he was in, I drove my foot hard into his kneecap, putting all my weight into the blow. I heard a snap, and he went down to the ground with an agonizing scream.

I don’t often try to damage a person in a way that gives them a permanent injury, but this was just the opening sortie, and being nice, worrying about the health of an opponent, is risky. It also takes time, and that was something I lacked — the other three were closing in fast. 

Instead of knives, they had machetes. The wide, flat blade makes it a lovely weapon, nearly as versatile as a knife. 

Best of all, they are commonplace on the islands. You can buy them in any hardware store. And when they are sharp, they can be deadly, making a man who knows how to use one a formidable opponent. 

Fortunately, the next man to reach me, although large and muscular, moved without grace. 

Gripping the machete tightly in his right hand, he swung it downward in an awkward arc. 

I stepped to his right, my right hand brushing his wrist as I sidestepped the blow while driving my right foot into the back of his leg. 

He fell forward and his machete clattered away. 

He got on his hands and knees, and I kicked his face, flipping him over onto his back, then turning to see what the other men were up to. 

The next two attacked together. 

Fortunately for me, the narrow street forced them to form a line, one behind the other, with the tall man coming directly at me, his machete pulled back to his right side, intending to swing it like a bat and cut me in half. The larger man, right behind him, held his machete overhead, poised to make a downward strike. 

I shot forward, moving directly into the first man, reaching him just as he started his swing, simultaneously driving my left arm into the inside of his striking arm and my right elbow into his face. 

When his head snapped back, I spun, turning to press my back against his chest and clamping my right arm over the arm holding the weapon, trapping it in my armpit, holding his arm tight against my body, and continuing my spin, pulling him off balance. 

My movement surprised him and pulled him into a tight orbit around me, and we danced in that circle, bringing him directly into the path of the man rushing up from behind. 

He was already bringing his machete down in a deadly arc when I brought my dancer partner’s machete around to point toward him, extending the hand holding the machete into the trajectory of the second man’s plummeting machete. 

Unable to stop his strike, the big man scored a direct hit and his sharp machete sliced cleanly through his partner’s wrist. 

As the wrist severed, the man screamed out a shrill, agonizing cry and the hand, still clutching the machete, clattered to the ground. 

When I raised my arm, releasing his arm, he followed the weapon to the ground.

The big man, stunned at the realization he’d cut off his colleague’s hand, stood still long enough for me to face him, grab his shoulders, and drive my knee into his groin, rocking my head and shoulders back to ensure I delivered all the force I could muster. 

He crumpled to the ground.

As he fell, I turned my focus back to the second man I’d fought, the one I’d simply kicked. 

He had gotten to his hands and knees and was groping for his weapon as I stepped close and kicked him in the ribs. 

Scooping up his machete from the cobblestones, I brought the handle down on the back of his neck. 

He went out.

Now, two of my attackers were unconscious and one was more concerned with stopping the blood from gushing out of his stump than bothering with me. 

I went to stand over the handless man, watching him writhing on the ground. 

I squatted down to undo his belt and pulled it free of his pants, then wrapped it around his stump and pulled it tight. 

His eyes were dull with shock as I put the free end into his remaining hand. 

“Keep this pressure on it and maybe you will survive,” I said.

The fourth man, the knife-wielding idiot, slumped against the wall, moaning woefully. 

I moved toward him, gratified to see him flinch as I approached, in anticipation of more pain. 

That was good. I hoped his fear of more punishment and his awareness of his vulnerability, his inability to defend himself, would put him in a more cooperative mood. 

I stopped beside him, putting a hand on the wall and staring down at him. 

“Who ordered you to kill me?” I asked. 

He looked up at me. “If you aren’t willing to volunteer the information I want, I can break the other knee and give you a matching set. Then I can start on other bones.”

He shook his head. “There’s no point in doing that. None of us knows shit. The boss sent us over to kill you, but he doesn’t even know who you are.”

That struck me as strange. “The boss?”

“The man that owns that big Egyptian yacht. We sometimes do jobs for him. He brought us here to kill you.”

I believed him. “You knew exactly how to find me. How did he know I was on this island?”

“I got no idea. He brought us here, then gave us our instructions and a crappy picture of you. But it’s a small island, and you weren’t exactly hiding. We asked around all day, showing your picture, said we were friends and had work for you. Lots of people knew you, even though in the picture you didn’t have a beard. They’d seen you around and told us where you’d be.” 

I believed that too. I’d been working on the basis that a man who is trying to hide shouldn’t act like he is hiding. 

There is a balance in doing that, and it works fine until people actually came looking for you.  

“Is the boss expecting you to come straight back?”

“No. Not right away. We couldn’t know how long it would take to find you. So we told him we’d be back in the morning. Me and the guys figured to go for drinks afterward, maybe find some girls.”

I pointed up the street in the direction I’d come from. 

“The hospital, such as it is, is that way. So is the rum shop. If you and your pals can drag yourselves down that way a few blocks, you can pick which of those suits your needs best.”

He was looking at me, trying to hide how much that busted-up knee hurt, trying not to look at the man bleeding out. The other two stirred on the ground. 

“You gotta help us.”

“No, I don’t. I’m not doing anything to help you out,” I told him. 

“That man is bleeding out,” he said, pointing at the man who’d lost his hand.

“It’s time you boys need to learn what my mother taught me about not playing with sharp objects. If I help you now, you’ll never learn.” I stepped over the inert forms. “Since your buddies seem to be resting peacefully, you might want to crawl down the street and see if you can find someone interested in helping you get them to the hospital,” I said. “But that’s your call.”

“What are you going to do?” the knife man asked.

“None of your business.” 

I was sure I heard their boss, the owner of the fancy yacht, calling to me, inviting me out for a friendly visit, but I didn’t want his minions giving him a heads-up. 

And then I left them to whatever came next. 

I don’t enjoy hurting people, but when armed men attack me, when I’m outnumbered and forced to fight, winning tastes sweet. 

Yes, I felt altogether fine about leaving them lying in the street wounded and dying.
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I walked the length of the splintery wooden dinghy dock, moving past the inflatable dinghies tied to it. 

It was a good place to tie up when you went ashore, going shopping or for dinner, just for a walk, or even to hunt down a man you wanted to kill. 

Under the flickering yellow light that hung over the dock, I saw the one I was looking for — a large, white rubber dinghy that had “M/V Isis” stenciled on it in black letters. 

The 25-HP outboard on the back stood out compared to the typical 5-HP motors on the dinghies from sailboats. 

I hopped in, going aft and sitting down on the seat next to the motor. 

A separate gas tank sat on the floor and was very easy to disconnect. 

Of course, that meant it would be just as easy to reconnect, so I took out my knife and cut the line, watching gas flow out for a moment before the lines lost pressure. 

Stinking of gasoline, I grabbed the gas tank and took it with me, climbing back out onto the dock and walking to a garbage bin I’d seen at the head of the dock. I opened the lid and tossed it in.

That done, I walked to the end and looked out. Isis sat quietly at anchor. 

I couldn’t see anyone on deck; nothing was happening at all. 

Word hadn’t gotten back to them yet. I didn’t know how long it would take, but eventually, someone would find the thugs and connect them to Isis. When that happened, all hell would break loose. 

I took off my shoes and tied the laces together and hung them over one of the posts. Then I went down the rickety ladder that someone had nailed to the dock and eased myself down into the warm water. 

I pushed off and began swimming slowly but steadily toward the yacht, using a breaststroke so that I didn’t splash the water or otherwise attract attention. 

If a yachtie spotted me and yelled out, that might alert the crew of the Isis, and I preferred them to be blissfully unaware. 

In the best of all worlds, they would be smugly confident that the thugs they’d sent had done their job and had probably stopped in a rum shop for the celebratory drink or two the man with one knee said they’d intended to enjoy.

If he wasn’t lying, that gave me time. 

Swimming my slow, steady breaststroke took me past a variety of yachts. Most of them were either deserted or the crew was below decks. 

Sometimes I heard the sounds of people talking, music, the clattering sounds you hear when people are eating... everything normal and peaceful.

I was not feeling peaceful.

A movement on Isis’s flybridge caught my attention. 

I stopped and floated, keeping perfectly still, watching, noting that someone on board Isis had stepped out onto the deck. 

I saw a flash of light and then smelled the acrid tobacco of a Turkish cigarette. 

Treading water, I waited until he or she flipped the glowing butt into the water and went back down the ladder and below decks. 

I resumed my approach. 

My target was the swim platform on the stern. 

Most yacht builders assume people want to be able to swim off the boat. They also assume they might want to get back on the boat, and they know that the rich owners and their guests won’t want to clamber up a ladder or throw a leg awkwardly over a high railing, so the yachts have a platform you can stand on. The fancy ones, like Isis, have a door in the stern that you can open and step through. 

Such doors typically lock to prevent following seas from flooding the deck, but they aren’t intended to keep intruders out... it isn’t a burglar-proof arrangement, merely strong enough to resist a moderate wave rushing on board. 

Convenient for me.

I pulled myself up and stepped onto an empty deck that was furnished like an outdoor sitting room with a couch and chairs. 

A nice entertainment area. The deck above provided shade and protection from the rain. Any water that came aboard ran through slots in the teak decking and out through scuppers built in the sides.

Both sets of dinghy davits were empty. 

I hadn’t seen the other dinghy yet. I didn’t like not knowing where it was. But that was the way things were.

Moving slowly and quietly, I made my way to the nearest hatch and stepped into the aft cabin, a reasonably lavish stateroom. 

As it didn’t appear to be occupied, I snooped in the closets. They were empty apart from stacks of bedding, including warm blankets that seemed excessive for the tropics.

Another door led from the cabin back out to the outdoor passageway that circled the boat. 

Watching for signs of life, I followed it forward, moving past the accommodation ladder and the doorway into the main saloon. 

My senses went on high alert, scanning for sounds and smells that might give away the presence and position of any crew even before I heard them. 

This time the sound came to me first — voices wafting from the far side, the port side. If this yacht followed the (more or less) standard layout for its breed, that was probably where the galley was. 

It would make sense for the crew to be there. The day’s work was over for everyone but the watch-stander (and the thugs, of course) and it was a place to gather. 

The watch-stander could be with them until time for rounds, probably hourly. Then the watch would take a stroll about the ship, checking the gauges on the bridge to ensure the generator was running properly and checking the GPS to see that the anchor was holding. 

They’d also scan the nearby boats, making certain that none of them were dragging their anchors and in danger of drifting into the yacht and damaging its incredibly expensive paint job.

Boring tasks, but important. 

This was an expensive bit of boat that would carry a big insurance policy. But insurance companies look for reasons not to pay claims and when bad things happen to fancy boats, they always try to prove the crew was negligent. Claiming they were not paying attention, didn’t properly display an anchor light, or committed some other heinous crime were grounds for disallowing a claim. 

And they say bank robbers are criminals. I think it was Woodie Guthrie that first mentioned people robbing you with a fountain pen. 

But those crooks weren’t my concern.

I got to the doorway that I expected would lead to the master stateroom. 

It was dark. 

That meant the owner had gone ashore. Perhaps he wasn’t as trusting that his thugs were hard at work as my informant thought.  

His reason for going ashore didn’t matter. What did matter was that he had some decent clothes that were dry and pretty much my size. 

Most of the stuff was too fancy for my taste, but I found some jeans and a tee-shirt and took them into the bathroom. 

I stripped off my wet clothes and hung them over the glass shower door and put on the dry clothing. 

The stateroom had a lovely wooden dry bar, probably made of Greenheart. It held several bottles of whisky. 

I found a crystal highball glass and helped myself to a double shot of one that I knew well and loved — Glen Fiddich, a single malt scotch. 

A cream-colored envelope leaned up against a vodka bottle. On it, someone had written “Thank you, Achmed” in a flourishing script. 

Nice. It made you wonder what Achmed did to earn such thanks. 

It might even be for having someone (me) put down. 

I knew the owner, Achmed, I assumed, wouldn’t mind me helping myself to a drink. 

Taking out his men would give him something far more important to worry about. I fully intended to continue that trend of worrying him, at least until I learned what I wanted to know. 

For some inexplicable reason, when people try to have me killed, it annoys me.

A comfortable-looking recliner sitting in the corner of the stateroom faced the door, making it a perfect spot to keep watch. 

I took my drink and sat in it, leaning back and sinking into it, wanting to be in a good position when my host returned.

It wasn’t long before I heard the throaty roar of an outboard and the slap of water against the hull as she pulled alongside at the accommodation ladder. 

Voices shouting, and a man’s voice berating someone, reached my ears. 

I didn’t recognize the language. 

Footsteps rang out on the aluminum steps, then came down the outside passageway, heading toward me.

The door swung open and a stout man, dark-complected, probably in his late thirties, stormed into the stateroom. 

Leaving the light off, he went straight to the bar and poured a tall drink. He took a long sip. 

“What a night,” he said. 

I couldn’t tell if he was upset or pleased about the evening’s events. 

He might even be talking about a different set of events, for all I knew. My attempted assassination had been important to me, but he might have other things in mind. It was impolite not to ask.

“Are things not going well?” I asked.

He spun to face me, looking startled at my appearance, then somewhat amused. 

“Who the hell are you?”

I chuckled. “You know who I am.”

“And how would I know that? I don’t keep tabs on burglars.” 

“I don’t know how you know it, but seeing as you sent some thugs to kill me tonight, people you sent hunting with copies of my picture, it’s rather natural to assume you do know who I am.”

That got him looking coolly at me. 

“Ah. You. I assume they failed miserably, then?”

“Let’s say their evening didn’t go as they planned.”

“Did you kill them? I understood you were dangerous.”

“One or two might be dead soon. For argument’s sake, let’s say they are dead.”

He backed toward the door. “What are you doing here?”

“After I met your thugs, I thought it appropriate to meet and have a chat,” I said. “I don’t know you and yet you had them try to kill me. I have an active curiosity and when someone tries to have me killed, I get all interested in why. That might strike you as unreasonable, but that’s how I am. And one other thing.”

“What?” 

He held his drink in one hand and the other reached out toward the door handle.

“If you touch that door or yell out, you are a dead man.”

His face told me he believed me. 

He was probably a powerful man, used to getting his own way, but he was definitely not a hands-on guy when it came to violence. 

I could tell by the way he moved he had no combat training.

“I...”

I didn’t enjoy hearing him groping for a bullshit threat, so I put an end to it. 

“Make it easy on yourself,” I said. “Come over here.” I waved at the chair near mine. “I’d like you to take a seat. We will drink our drinks and have our chat.”

“My men would get you before you got away,” he said. 

I heard the nervousness in his voice.

“Possibly. But you’d be dead and what good would that do you? What good would that do either of us? If your crew are as well trained at fighting as your assassins, which I doubt, the probability is that I’d kill them all before they stopped me. That’s a lot of unnecessary killing.”

He caught his breath. He nodded. 

“It sounds like I need to speak to my human resources person about our hiring practices.”

“Good idea.” I motioned to the chairs. “If you are reasonable, we can have a friendly, well, civilized chat. Under the circumstances, I think that’s the best way to proceed, don’t you?”
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