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Ready?


	They were young. Hardly men at the time. Their mission: highly classified. To them it was no more than an adventure. But reality was harsh and relentless. Terrible doubts assailed them. Even though the army hushed it all up professionally,  


	these men would never forget. They shared a secret. A secret they would hide for the outer world.


	 


	That was twenty years ago. Now someone is brutally murdering them one by one. The offender is systematically elimining the former members of their team. The only way to survive is to cooperate. After all these years they have to rely on each other again. Have to trust each other again. They must find the assassin, before he will murder them all. 


	Only one thing they know for sure. One of them is the murderer…→Start reading!
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	A little more persistence,


	a little more effort,


	and what seemed hopeless failure


	may turn to glorious success


	 


	Elbert Green Hubbard


	(June 19, 1856 – May 7, 1915)
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	1


	Panama, 2003.


	 


	The heat was unbearable. Forty degrees Celsius and it was only ten AM. Heat and humidity were their worst enemy here, at the small camp, hidden in the jungle of Panama.


	“Baldwin!” Commanding Officer Sleighton called for one of his sergeants. Baldwin slowly walked into the office. Even though the AC was running top speed the air-conditioning could not beat the fast rising temperature. Sweat dripped down Sleighton’s face when he commanded Baldwin to stand at ease. 


	“Sir?” Baldwin asked shortly.


	Sleighton was furious. “What the fuck happened out there sergeant?” he yelled.


	“Sir?” Baldwin repeated as if he did not know what Sleighton was referring to.


	“Damned sergeant, I’ve had the MP calling me. You know what that means? Military Police calling me? Here, at a secret location?”


	Staff sergeant Rudd Baldwin understood the reason why the Military Police would investigate the event of last week very well. He also knew why the location of the camp was kept secret for the outer world. Interference of the MP was not appreciated. Any interference was not appreciated. Yet Baldwin wanted to know how much his Commanding Officer, his CO, really knew before he would tell him what happened. “I’m sorry Sir,” he replied.


	“Fuck it sergeant. I’m not able… Not even willing to keep the MP from getting to you.”


	“I understand Sir, but there are some very young men in my squad. Some of them barely left High school.”


	CO Sleighton stood up from his chair. Walked towards Sergeant Baldwin and stopped right in front of him. “Tell me sergeant; how old do you think I am?”


	Baldwin observed his CO closely. “About thirty-five? I guess.”


	“Well guess again sergeant. I’m twenty-nine. Hardly older then you are.”


	“I’m twenty-two Sir.”


	“So? My point is; we are both young men. Just like the people under our command. And every single one of those men has sworn an oath. They all know this operation must be kept secret.” Then, raising his voice, Sleighton said: “So what the fuck were you men thinking?”


	“I take full responsibility Sir,” said Baldwin.


	“Well sergeant, I appreciate your devotion; your dedication to the squad. But if you want me to safe your ass, you have to start telling me what happened.”


	“I thought you… You just said you were not willing to do so Sir.”


	Sleighton stepped even closer to Baldwin, looking him straight in the eyes: “Saving your ass does not mean I’m helping you out sergeant. It means I’m doing all I can to save this operation. Am I clear?”


	“Yes Sir.”


	Sleighton walked back to his desk. Sat down in his chair and wiped the sweat from his face. “Fine then blow it away sergeant. Tell me all you know about Golfito.”


	 


	Rudd Baldwin looked down to the ground. He was ashamed things went out of control. Disappointed about what happened under his command. Although they were on an official leave, he was there too. “Does that mean the MP will stay out of it Sir?”


	“You’re not in a position to bargain sergeant. But I promise you I will do the best I can for the benefit of this camp.”


	“Understood Sir. And what about the men?”


	“US army is my priority sergeant. I will do everything to protect the good reputation of the army. As far as I am concerned any consequences for you and your men, good or bad, are collateral.”


	“Fair enough Sir.”


	“That’s what I thought. Now… Start telling me sarge!”


	Staff Sergeant Rudd Baldwin looked at his commanding officer. Without asking permission, he sat down. “Golfito,” he said. “We all went to Golfito.”
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	Matthew Kerr enjoyed his shower. The hot water running over his head made him relax while the steam vaporized in the bathroom and covered up the mirror. Ah, this felt good. It was so refreshing. Especially after a long day at work. When he heard an unknown sound he stopped the water from running. 


	“Honey?” he carefully asked.


	No answer. 


	No more sound either.


	Cautiously he called again: “Judy? Are you there?”


	Still no answer. 


	Slowly he opened the door of the cabin and reached for his towel. It wasn’t there.


	“Are you looking for this?” Judy asked with a naughty smile upon her face.


	He stepped out of the shower. All naked he grabbed her around her waist and lifted her.


	“Nooo, put me down,” she laughed. “You’re making me all wet.”


	“Ooh, yeah, talk dirty to me.”


	“My clothes, moron. Now put me down.”


	“You started this,” he said touching her all over her body. His hands already untied the buttons of her blouse and quickly removed her bra.


	She pushed her naked upper body against his. He could feel her breasts gliding against his chest. Softly blowing in his ear she said: “You want me?”


	His hands went into her pants, touching her everywhere he could. “I’ll take you to the bedroom,” he sighed excited.


	“No,” she suddenly said and pushed him away. “Not like this. I want to take a shower first.”


	“Well, what are you waiting for?” he teased her.


	“Get out,” she said. “I’ll take a shower and you start making dinner. I’ll take care of the dessert…”


	“Dinner is ready in a second,” he laughed.


	 


	When he had left the bathroom Judy fully undressed and took a shower. Tonight she was going to celebrate her first anniversary with Matthew. She wanted it to be perfect. A nice and romantic evening. She even had bought him a surprise; a defiant set of lingerie she was going to wear. Tonight was going to be just perfect.


	 


	Ten minutes later she was all ready. She walked down the stairs seductively. Only wearing a bathrobe and her new playsuit underneath. When she got downstairs she loosened her bathrobe.


	“Playtime,” she said cheerful when she entered the kitchen.


	The kitchen was deserted. 


	Matthew wasn’t there. 


	Then she noticed the two wineglasses upon the kitchen table. 


	“Are you looking for some special wine?” she laughed while she walked to the living room.


	He wasn’t there either. 


	“Matt? Sweetie?” she called her husband. She waited for him to answer but the only thing she heard was some romantic music playing on the stereo. A pile of CD’s was lying in front of the cabinet. At least he has been here, she thought. But where did he go?


	 


	A breeze of fresh, cold air came into the room. Only then she noticed the front door was half open. What was Matthew doing outside? Maybe he was preparing a surprise for her. To celebrate their first anniversary.


	Excited she closed her bathrobe and pushed against the door. Even before she had opened it completely, she saw the large hatchetlike knife. A machete. She shuddered when she noticed the cold steel machete was all covered in blood.


	Her eyes became big when she stared into the frightened eyes of her husband. The dead cold eyes of her partner. Matthew Kerr’s head was lying upon the small stairway in front of their house; separated from his body which was laying a few steps further down the lane.
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	The ceremony was elementary. The account manager of Matthew’s life insurance policy had informed Judy how sorry he was that the fund was not enough to cover all of the costs of the funeral and how he felt sorry for her as Matthew had died, leaving his widow with financial problems. He would have found a thousand more excuses for not paying the funeral service she hoped for if she had not hung up on him, telling him he could drop dead himself. The moment she ended the phone call Judy realized she was in big trouble and her new unexpected financial status probably meant she would have to sell the house. For the moment she didn’t care. 


	She stood next to Matthew’s grave. All alone; without any relatives standing nearby.


	 


	Not many people attended Matthew Kerr’s funeral. The three men, befriended veterans, standing at a distance between the trees of the cemetery, waited until every member of the family had showed their respect to their former buddy. Now Judy Kerr was standing there all by herself, they moved forward.


	“Mrs. Kerr?” Casey Deyoung asked. 


	Judy was startled by the unexpected visitors. “Yes?” she sobbed staring at the three unfamiliar faces.


	“I’m sorry. We didn’t mean to scare you. We are former colleagues of Matthew,” said Casey.


	“Colleagues?” she said surprised. “From the railroad company?”


	“No ma’am. We served in the army together.”


	Judy Kerr had another suspicious look at the three veterans. “The army?” she reacted surprised. “Has Matthew been in the army?”


	Casey Deyoung looked at his two companions; not really knowing what to say. “Yes,” he said meaningless.


	“Did he never mention the army?” the oldest of the other two men asked.


	When he noticed the surprise in Judy’s face, he said: “I’m sorry Mrs. Kerr. My name is Michael Visione. This here,” he said, pointing at 


	the younger man standing next to him, “this is Rick Bravia. We are very sorry for your loss ma’am.”


	“Thank you,” said Judy meanwhile trying to see if anyone of her friends or family could see her talking to these strangers. Former colleagues from an employer Matthew had never talked about to her.


	“No need to worry Mrs. Kerr; we are only here to say farewell to our buddy.”


	She stepped back, giving the men some space so they could stay closer to the grave. All three of them brought a salute to their deceased colleague even though they were not wearing a uniform.


	“And where did you say you have served?” Judy asked curious to hear more about Matthew’s unknown past. 


	Michael Visione tried to reassure her: “I guess Matthew didn’t tell you anything because he wanted to forget about his time in the army.”


	“Why would he? Did you go to war? Have you been fighting? Gulf war or something like that?” Judy asked astonished by the news the men brought to her on this tragic day.


	“No ma’am,” said Casey. “We never went to war. We have been on a special mission…” He hesitated. “I’m not sure if I should tell you anything about it right now. I mean, Matthew… your husband has recently passed away…”


	“He was murdered…,” she said cold-hearted.


	“Yes, yes, so we have heard. Terrible. What I wanted to tell you is, that maybe he didn’t want you to know about his time in the army. Maybe we should leave it this way.”


	“No!” she said resolute. “I want to know everything about him. We were only married for a year; maybe he wanted to tell me later.” The moment she said it, she realized it would be odd. Why would Matthew wait for telling her about his army time? Why would he wait for a year to pass by before telling her? She first looked at Casey Deyoung, then slowly turned her head to Michael Visione; ending up staring at Rick Bravia. “I certainly want to know all about it.”


	“Alright,” said Michael. “But I think we should come back later. This is not the time or the place to have a discussion about Matthew’s past.”


	“It was a secret mission, wasn’t it?” said Judy.


	Casey Deyoung gave her a faint smile. “We will tell you later Mrs. Kerr.”


	“Judy.”


	“Judy… We will be back. For now I think you should make some time to talk to your guests.”


	“We will be in town for two days,” said Michael Visione. “Is it alright if we meet tomorrow afternoon?”


	“Sure,” said Judy. 


	After they had exchanged phone numbers the three veterans left the cemetery. 


	 


	*


	 


	Around two o’clock the next day former privates Deyoung, Visione and Bravia showed up at the Kerr residence. They noticed the car parked in front of the house. It was loaded with fishing gear.


	“Matthew’s car?” Visione asked when Judy opened the door.


	She almost cried when she confirmed Michael’s question. “We had plans to go camping in the weekend. He didn’t get any further than the front door…” 


	She looked down on the stairs. 


	Casey Deyoung noticed what she was looking at. Some of the blood stains were still visible. “There are specialized cleaners who can solve this you know?”


	Judy nodded her head. “I know. Someone is coming here later this afternoon. The police were not ready yet. They didn’t finish their research till this morning.”


	“There’s also some kind of victim assistance…,” said Michael Visione. “You might appreciate their help or guidance.”


	“I know, they have told me… Please come in,” said Judy. “I’m sorry I cannot offer you anything. I didn’t have time to go to the supermarket.”


	“That’s alright, Judy. We have had lunch and coffee before we came to visit you,” said Casey. “Where do you want us to go?”


	Judy invited them into the kitchen. When they were all seated, she opened a drawer; took out a small box and placed it at the centre of the table. “I only found this last night. And I didn’t show this to the police,” she said when she showed them the photo of Matthew Kerr in his army uniform. “Looks like he is standing in the jungle.”


	Rick Bravia became uncomfortable on his chair. 


	“You are right about that Judy,” said Casey. “We have served together. We were on a mission in the jungle of Panama.” He looked at Michael Visione afraid he would be telling too much. Michael didn’t react.


	“I thought the army had left Panama a long time ago?” said Judy.


	“True. The US army remained in Panama till 1999.”


	“So you have served there before that time?” said Judy. “Wait a minute… That’s impossible. Matthew was hardly fifteen or sixteen at the time…”


	“We… We were there in 2003 Judy,” said Casey.


	“But… but, you’ve just told me the army left Panama in 1999?”


	“Officially,” said Michael. “Unofficially we are still there…”
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	Golfito, 2003.


	 


	The small harbor at the Pacific side of southern Costa Rica was preparing for another incredibly warm day. During the glory days of the banana companies, it had been quite a busy town. But these days were long gone. Now the village was explored by tourists. Mostly fishermen hiring the small fishing boats to enjoy big game fishing along the beautiful Costa Rican shoreline.


	 


	A group of fifteen men arrived by bus. Young men in their early twenties, some even younger. Dressed as civilians, but every local knew they were American soldiers. Every two weeks a group of ‘Americanos’ would pass the border of Panama, only a few miles from Golfito, to spend their official leave in the little village. 


	“Whoa, Casey!” Matthew Kerr yelled excited. “There’s the ocean. Ready to catch some fish?”


	“Finally,” Casey Deyoung answered his buddy Matthew. Nineteen year old private Kerr was the youngest of his squad. Even of his platoon. Casey Deyoung, being one of the older soldiers, felt responsible for the rookie.


	“What, finally?” said Matthew. “You’ve been sleeping most of the journey.”


	“I’ve been thinking Kerr. Not sleeping.”


	“Yeah, right. And my mum is the queen of England.”


	“Oh, I thought she was a MILF,” said Ken Lazaro. “Did I tell you she’s lovely? Just like her pretty little boy Matthew. I can do her, you know.”


	“Lazaro shut your big mouth or I will use you as bait to catch some sharks,” said Casey. 


	“That’s enough guys!” said Rudd Baldwin. “We are on leave, but we’re still soldiers. You all behave or I will have to report you.”


	Lazaro started whistling to tease his sergeant. Baldwin didn’t react. “Listen up,” said Rudd Baldwin to all of his men. “The bus driver says we will be at the hotel within ten minutes. You all check in and bring your stuff to your room. From there on you are free to go and do as you please.”


	“I’m gonna do some of those Tica’s tonight,” Lazaro shouted, referring to the nickname for Costa Rican girls. “And maybe I will see your mummy there too Kerr,” he said to Matthew meanwhile making obscene gestures by moving his tongue between two fingers.


	“Lazaro!” Baldwin warned the obnoxious soldier. “Knock it off. I will not tolerate this behavior in my squad!”


	Lazaro stopped provoking the young soldier. But the look on his face was contemptuous. He would never like his sergeant. Not even respect him. And he would not let any opportunity pass by to let Baldwin know. But for now, he was too excited about his three day leave. They had been in the jungle of Panama for almost sixty days. The Greenhouse, as they called their camp, had become a prison. A fucking hot prison. And Lazaro regretted the moment he had volunteered to get in.


	The bus stopped in front of a hotel named ‘Miramar’. Its wooden walls, once painted powder blue, were touched by the weather and the salt water of the nearby sea. ‘El Barco’, the small bar on the left was still closed at this time of the day. On the terrace of ‘Big Ben’, the larger bar and restaurant at the other side of the hotel, a tall man with red dreadlocks was cleaning tables upon the rhythm of some Bob Marley music.


	“Seems we don’t have to walk much tonight,” Lazaro yelled when he moved upfront in the bus. “You won’t see me much.”


	“We never do,” said Dwight Axelrod who was fed up with Lazaro’s behavior. 


	“Don’t be afraid Axelrod, those lovely chica’s will not steal your little dick,” Ken Lazaro laughed.


	Dwight Axelrod grabbed his bag, just like everybody did now they had reached their destination. No need to answer he said to himself. He left the bus and waited for his friends. Thom Brown, Stevie Mason, Nick Reeson and Dwight Axelrod had been together since their first day in the army. Rough and tough, the type of men the army always was looking for. As for most of the soldiers in The Greenhouse, this was their first assignment abroad. And even though conditions in the jungle were hard, they did not complain. They had joined the army to fulfill a job and that’s what they did. Later this afternoon they would go for the small harbor to arrange a fishing trip for tomorrow. Just like Casey Deyoung, Matthew Kerr, Michael Visione and Rick Bravia. 


	Michael and Casey were a little older than the rest of the squad. Michael had also found himself a younger protégé: Rick Bravia, hardly six months older than Matthew Kerr. Two very young, enthusiastic soldiers with only little experience in real life. Casey and Michael not only had experienced enough to compensate the lack of knowledge and skills of the two rookies; they also knew each other since childhood. Aged 25, they felt a quarter century of life experience was making them a bit superior to the other members of the squad. Even though they had never been on a real mission either.


	Ken Lazaro had found himself some big mouthed friends in Jon Budweiser and Walter Payton. The three of them grew up in the suburbs of New York where they had met each other occasionally. Had a few fights, a few good laughs, argued about girls and had a few drinks together. Usually a few drinks too many. They never became friends until fate had brought them altogether in The Greenhouse. Except for the money, they didn’t care for the army. To them it was a job. Just a job and nothing else. Walter Payton never seemed to have his own opinion; he just walked along with his two friends. Whatever they would do he would do too. And although Lazaro had the biggest mouth, Jon Budweiser was the worst of the three. He had managed to survive the ghetto life the hard way. Kill or be killed. A harsh but simple life philosophy. He was no racist at heart. Among his ghetto friends, every nationality was present. But from the day the Twin Towers had collapsed, he had sworn he would never be friends with any muslim. That is why Sergeant Baldwin kept an eye on him and one of his finest men, Ibrahim Yavuzyitoglu. A muslim who, like all Turkish people born abroad, had two nationalities. He had a Turkish passport based on his origin and an American passport based on his American citizenship. As hardly anyone could pronounce Ibrahim’s last name, not even remember it correctly, everybody called him ‘Abe’.


	Abe had found two companions in the squad: Rob Seegers, a brave open minded youngster from a small town close to the Canadian border, and Shaun Mackelvey, son of a Washington based politician. An intellectual threesome.


	Only two weeks ago Rudd Baldwin had been assigned to this squad as staff sergeant. His first assignment. Even though they were not stationed in a battle zone, the secrecy around The Greenhouse and the mixed group he had to lead were giving him heartaches. Over the past two weeks Baldwin tried to train the men and make them work as a homogenous team. The members of his squad had been in camp for almost two months. They had become teams within a team. The differences were keeping them apart. United by disturbance. 


	The behavior of some of his men in the bus was best described as alarming. As far as Sergeant Baldwin was concerned, the three days leave at Golfito had come too early. Yet he was in charge. He had to deal with it.  


	 


	Just before his men were going to check into the hotel ‘Miramar’, a Jeep stopped next to them. Five men stepped out. 


	 “Hey!” Lazaro yelled when he recognized the men from The Greenhouse. “You’ve come to join our party?”


	Rudd Baldwin was surprised to encounter his colleague, staff sergeant Heckenrath, and four of his men here. It was very unusual to give two squads of the same platoon a leave at the same time. He wondered if he should inform CO Sleighton. On the other hand the CO had to be aware of this situation. After all he was the one who had to give his men permission for a leave. 


	Baldwin looked at the two men he had learned to appreciate the most during his first two weeks of command. Not without a reason Casey Deyoung and Michael Visione were also looking at their staff sergeant. Their worried faces confirmed Baldwin’s suspicion. Once again his instinct was right. 
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	Judy Kerr was astonished. She had never heard her late husband talking about the army. Now she was sitting here, at her own kitchen table, facing three former army men who claimed to be army buddies from her murdered spouse, Matthew Kerr. They claimed they had served with Matthew in Panama. Unofficially. “Were you there illegal?” she asked the three men.


	Rick Bravia sat up straight. “Depends on what you call illegal.”


	“What kind of an answer is that? It’s either legal or it’s not. Simple as that,” said Judy agitated.


	“Well, you see,” said Rick. “If the Pentagon agrees upon something, I would say it’s legal.”


	“So? Did they? Did the Pentagon agree to your mission in Panama?”


	“Officially, and you’ve got to know this has been an official statement, the Pentagon has founded the creation of secret military bases capable of hosting US forces in several countries. And as far as I know several police bases too.”


	“Including Panama?”


	Michael Visione looked at Rick. “He knows best. He’s the only one of us still involved with the army. Albeit a civilian task.”


	Rick continued: “It may be a civilian task, but nevertheless I have to keep my secrets Michael. Besides, I don’t think this has anything to do with the murder on Matthew.”


	Judy Kerr could feel her heart beating in her throat. Yesterday she had buried the love of her life; today she was quarreling with three of his friends. Men she had never, ever met before. Men Matthew never had been talking about. Yet, they knew things Judy didn’t know about her late husband. “Why are you so certain about that?” she asked Rick. “You haven’t seen Matt’s body. He has been slaughtered, you hear me? Slaughtered! What kind of animal rips off someone’s head?” Then she started to cry.


	“Jesus Rick, mind your words will you?” said Casey Deyoung. He laid his hand upon Judy’s shoulder. “Sorry for that Judy. We shouldn’t be bothering you.”


	“Then why are you here?” she sniveled. “I invited you because I thought you might know why he was murdered.”


	“We haven’t got a clue,” Michael lied to her. “We heard about his death. And the way he died. We thought we at least owed him a final salute. And maybe we could help you in some way.”


	“I still don’t understand why Matt never told me anything about his time in the army. I mean, as you have come all the way to attend his funeral, even after all these years, there must have been a special bond between all of you. Something worth talking about.”


	The three men stared at each other. What were they going to say?


	“There, umm… We certainly had a special bond,” said Casey. “But not something to talk about in public.”


	“Now I am the public? I was his wife. Still am,” Judy reacted upset.


	“I think we shouldn’t have come so early, Judy. Looks like it’s too soon for you. Maybe it’s better if we leave and come back later. Within a few months or so. Whenever you are ready. Okay?”


	“But he didn’t do anything illegal, right?” she persisted to know.


	“Promise you Judy,” said Casey. “Matthew Kerr was a fine soldier. You would have been proud of him.”


	“Thank you,” she cried.


	“Give us a call when you feel you’re ready to talk Judy. Or if there’s anything we can do for you. Alright?” said Casey. 


	“Will do,” she said through her tears. 


	“Let’s go guys,” Casey said to Michael and Rick. 


	Back outside they passed Matthew’s car again; packed with fishing gear for a special weekend. How was he to know his weekend would end before it even began? 


	“Remember that crazy fishing trip at Golfito?” Rick laughed.


	“Yeah,” said Michael. “We didn’t know anything then.”


	“And now we do?” Casey asked. 


	“You know what I mean Casey,” said Michael. He stepped into his car, waiting for his old friends to be seated. “We know what we know Casey. And I guess someone out there thinks that’s too much.”


	“Guess you’re right,” said Casey.


	“I don’t guess he’s right,” said Rick. “I’m afraid he’s got it right.” 
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	Golfito, 2003.


	 


	High noon. Most of Baldwin’s men gathered in Golfito’s little harbor. Only a few guys stayed at the hotel; escaping the extreme heat and impatiently waiting in their room for the bar to open. 


	“This one speaks a little English,” said Jon Budweiser. He just had a small conversation with the captain of one of the fishing boats. Thanks to his ‘friends’ from the hood back home Jon had learned a little Spanish which made him the only one of his platoon to understand the locals. “He says we can make a trip this afternoon.”


	The men had a little discussion whether they would go out this afternoon or should wait for tomorrow. Early in the morning the sun would not bother them as much as it did now. 


	“Well?” Jon wanted to know. “Who’s coming?”


	“How many boats are available?” Casey Deyoung asked.


	“And do they have enough fishing gear?” said Michael Visione.


	Eventually three boats left the harbor. Matthew Kerr stood on the bow of the second boat as if he was sailing a massive flight deck ship. In fact the boats were hardly big enough for the large group of fishermen. The first boat, an old wooden motorboat, transported a six men group; the second boat, the most modern one of the three, also carried six passengers; the third boat, a blue speedboat, had sergeant Heckenrath and his four men aboard. 


	“Where do you take us?” Jon asked the captain of the first boat while he dragged his hands through the warm ocean water. 


	“We have to cross this bay. That will take about a quarter of an hour,” said Captain Josep Torroella, “then we will pass the peninsula and move into the open ocean. All together about half an hour sailing.” 


	“Alright,” said Jon. Then to his buddies: “Want to bet who’s going to catch the biggest fish?”


	“Yeah, let’s do it,” said Ken Lazaro. “And what about you Abe? Want to join in?”


	Ibrahim Yavuzyitoglu’s dark eyes looked at the annoying Lazaro. “You know I cannot bet.”


	“Oh yeah, your religion, sorry,” he said with a grin upon his face. The way Lazaro smiled and looked at Jon Budweiser bothered Sergeant Baldwin. If they would have been in their uniform he would have said something about it. For now he had to let it go. But he certainly would keep an eye on him.


	“Let’s ask the guys on the other boat,” said Jon. “So we can raise the bets. Hey Josep, can you contact the other boats?”


	Josep used his mariphone to ask the other men to join the game. “They say you’ll be sorry,” said Josep.


	“Who says?” Jon asked. “Little Kerr? He does not even know how to put the bait on the line.”


	“He doesn’t even know he is the bait,” said Lazaro laughing. 


	Josep held the mariphone in his left hand, steering the boat with his right hand. “How much, they ask.”


	“Fifty bucks,” said Budweiser. “Winner takes it all.”


	“In the pocket,” said Lazaro convinced about his fishing technique.


	“They are in,” said Josep and ended his conversation. 


	Lazaro looked around him. “So that’s six guys from the second boat and five from Heckenrath’s company. And how about you guys?” he asked the other men in his boat. “Who’s joining us? Or have you all become muslims?”


	“I’m in,” said Shaun Mackelvey. 


	“And how about you Seegers?” Budweiser asked. 


	“Believe me; you would not be happy if I joined in.”


	“Why not?” said Lazaro. “You’ve only got Canadian dollars?”


	“No. I know you cannot stand to lose,” Seegers replied.  


	“That does it,” said Lazaro. “He’s in!”


	“It’s your choice,” said Rob Seegers, pulling up his shoulders. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


	Budweiser looked at Baldwin. “Sarge? You’re in?”


	Rudd Baldwin hesitated. As much as he wanted to be one of the guys, he also had his responsibilities. Then again Heckenrath had already joined in. “Alright,” he finally decided. “Count me in.”


	“That makes you the loser Abe,” said Lazaro. 


	“Jackpot!” Budweiser shouted to the other boats. “Eight hundred bucks to win guys!”


	“Twenty bucks for the first boat to pass the peninsula,” Heckenrath shouted across the water. All men cheered. 


	“Damned,” said Josep. The three captains pushed their boats to the limits. His boat was the oldest and could hardly compete.


	“Holy Shit Josep, do we have to row?” said Lazaro when he saw the other boats heading them. 


	“Sorry, it’s an old boat,” he apologized. “But I am a better fisherman. I will take you to the best fishing spot. Whoever will win, will be on my boat!”


	All men on Josep’s boat started to cheer even though they knew they would lose this first bet. The men on the other boats thought Josep’s crew had gone mad about their loss. Now the pressure was on the other two ‘Capitanos’. Baldwin was not surprised to see sergeant Heckenrath pushing his captain to the edge. The two boats raced close to each other. Hitting each other seemed to be inevitable. 


	“Take it easy Heck,” shouted Baldwin, afraid the two boats would collide. The racers couldn’t hear him shouting. The engines of the motorboats were roaring. The boats jumped upon the waves, splashing water all around and wetting the men in the back of the boats. Heckenrath was furious. He shouted and cursed his captain to win the race. 


	“Holy shit,” said Baldwin. “It’s only twenty bucks, moron.”


	The competitive Heckenrath went mad when he noticed they were getting behind. He pushed the captain aside and took over the steering wheel. Smoke was coming out of the two engines when Heckenrath pushed his boat to the very limit. He bumped against the leading boat. Matthew Kerr, still standing up front, fell overboard but managed to hang on to the railing. 


	“Damned,” said Baldwin when he looked at poor Kerr being dragged though the water. “That idiot is going to kill my men. Call the captain,” he said to Josep. 


	”That has no use. They will not hear me.”


	“Then give me the mariphone,” Baldwin said with anger.


	Instead of passing the mariphone to Baldwin, Josep started to blow the horns on his boat. The boat in front reacted by also blowing his horn. Heckenrath continued his mad pursuit.


	Finally the boat with Kerr still hanging aside passed the peninsula. Heckenrath and his blue speedboat finished second. Baldwin commended Josep to move close to the winners’ boat.


	“Get Kerr on board,” he yelled to his men.


	Soaked by the salty water Matthew Kerr was dragged out of the water. “Wow, that was an exciting ride,” he said. 


	“Damned Heck, what the fuck do you think you were doing? You could have killed someone!” said Baldwin expressing his anger.


	“Take it easy Rudd. It’s all in the game,” Heckenrath laughed. “This is a man’s world. If you don’t like it, leave it.”


	Baldwin didn’t argue with the older, more experienced sergeant.   


	“This one is for the captain,” Casey Deyoung shouted to change the subject. “He’s the winner.” Everyone saw the captain crying when Casey paid him. The man had the time of his life. He already had earned more today, than he would normally get in an entire week.  


	Half an hour after they had left Golfito’s harbor, they reached their destination. At first all three boats were gathered around the same spot. Then Josep said it would be wiser to have some more distance between the boats so they would avoid their fishing gear getting tangled up. He anchored half a mile from the others. “This is the place to be,” he said to his crew. “Right here, beneath us, there is a wreck. All the big fish are swimming around the wreck, hunting for the smaller ones hiding inside.”
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