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There is no room for moral baggage on a small island. Anything bigger than a bikini is better left at home.

—S. M. Tomlinson,

One Fathom Above Sea Level

If religion is opium to the masses, the Internet is a crack, crank, pixel-huffing orgy that deafens the brain, numbs the senses, and scrambles our peer list to include every anonymous loser, twisted deviant and freak, as well as people we normally wouldn’t give the time of day.

—S. M. Tomlinson,

Sudden Internet Isolation Response

In an Unprepared Society

(Excerpted from Zen Me the Pillow You Dream On)




This book is for two respected travel companions, on the road and off:
Allan W. Eckert and Peter Matthiessen



Sanibel and Captiva Islands are real places, faithfully described, but used fictitiously in this novel. The same is true of certain businesses, marinas, bars and other places frequented by Doc Ford, Tomlinson and pals.

In all other respects, however, this novel is a work of fiction. Names (unless used by permission), characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events or locales is unintentional and coincidental.

Contact Mr. White at WWW.DOCFORD.COM




AUTHOR’S NOTE

I learned long ago, whether writing fiction or nonfiction, an author loses credibility if he’s caught in a factual error. Because of this, I do extensive research before starting a new Doc Ford novel, and Chasing Midnight required more research than most. Before recognizing those who provided assistance, I would first like to remind the reader that all errors, exaggerations and/or misinterpretations of fact, if any, are entirely the fault of the author.

Much thanks goes to the dedicated professionals of Mote Marine Laboratories, most particularly Jim Michaels, for his patient advice and attention regarding sturgeon and caviar. A visit to Mote’s Sarasota, Florida, facility is highly recommended, as is the superb Siberian caviar produced and processed there in the most well-thought-out Earth-friendly facility the author has visited.

Without the extensive use and testing of an extraordinary piece of tactical equipment, the TAM-14, a thermal acquisition monocular, this would have been a very different book, indeed. The author owes much thanks to Bob Alexander and Nivisys Industries of Tempe, Arizona. Nivisys is a low-profile company that, consistently, takes an innovative lead in engineering and producing some of the world’s finest tactical optics systems, and the author would like to thank all involved for allowing him to use the TAM-14 in a very public way.

Others providing expert advice on equipage were Kevin Parsons, founder of Armament Systems and Procedures (ASP, Inc.), Chuck Bunstock of Golight, Inc., Nebraska, and Dr. John Patterson of Bathys Hawaii Watches.

Sports psychologist Don Carman, once again, contributed unerring insights into human behavior, aberrant and otherwise, and his advice regarding Marion Ford’s fitness routine is much appreciated. Dr. Brian Hummel, Dr. Denis Kuehner, of Sanibel Island, and Dr. Timothy S. Sigman provided expert medical advice.

Bill Lee, and his orbiting star, Diana, as always, have guided the author, safely—for the most part—into the strange but fun and enlightened world of our mutual friend, the Rev. Sighurdhr M. Tomlinson. Equal thanks go to Gary and Donna Terwilliger for helping the author to escape, undamaged. Steven Dougherty of New York and California has also provided useful insights into the mind-set of hipsterdom and various modes of übercoolness.

The author’s black ops advisers, Hon. Cdr. Tony Johnson, Capt. Galen Hanselman and Capt. Dan O’Shea, were of especial help, as were international intelligence correspondents T. B. Thomas Pattison, Capt. Bobby Dollar, Capt. James Hull of Costa Rica, Jay Blues Sielman and Harlow Montague—wherever they may be.

Others who provided help or insights, information or advice include: Dr. Pearl D. Miller of Tampa, Dr. Dave Melzer, Darryl Pottorf, Mark Pace, Kirsten Martin of VersaClimber, and friend and attorney Steve Carta.

Special thanks goes to Wendy Webb, my life companion, adviser and trusted friend, as well as Stephen Grendon, the author’s devoted SOB, Mrs. Iris Tanner, guardian angel, and my partners and pals Mark Marinello, Marty and Brenda Harrity and my surfing buddy, Gus Landl.

Much of this novel was written at corner tables before and after hours at Doc Ford’s Rum Bar and Grille on Sanibel Island and San Carlos Island, where staff were tolerant beyond the call of duty. Thanks go to Raynauld Bentley, Dan Howes, Brian Cunningham, Mojito Greg Barker, Liz Harris, Capt. Bryce Randall Harris, Milita Kennedy, Sam Khussan Ismatullaev, Olga Jearrard, Rachel Songalewski of Michigan, Jean Crenshaw, Amanda Gardana Rodriguez, Bette Roberts, Brian Cunningham, Amazing Cindy Porter, Ethan Salley, Fernando Garrido, Greg Barker, Jessica Shell, Jim Rainville, Kevin Filowich, Kimberly McGonnell, Laurie Yakubov, Lisa Reynolds, Michelle Boninsegna, Sarah DeGeorge, Shawn Scott and Dale Hempseed and master chef Chris Zook.

At the Rum Bar on San Carlos Island, Fort Myers Beach, thanks go to Wade Craft, Kandice Salvador, Herberto Ramos, Brian Obrien, lovelies Latoya Trotta, Magen Wooley, Meghan Miller, Meredith Mullins, Nicole Hinchcliffe, Nora Billheimer, Ali Pereira, Andrea Aguayo, Brian Sarfati, Catherine Mawyer, Corey Allen, Crissy McCain, Deon Schoeman, Dusty Rickards, Erin Montgomery, Jacqi Schultz, Justin Dorfman, Keil Fuller, Kerra Pike, Kevin Boyce, Kevin Tully, Kim Aylesworth, Kylie Pryll, Patrick John, Robert Deiss, Sally Couillard, Steve Johnson, Sue Mora and Tiffany Forehand.

At Timber’s Sanibel Grille, my pals Matt Asen, Mary Jo, Audrey, Becky, Bart and Bobby were, once again, stalwarts.

Finally, I would like to thank my two sons, Rogan and Lee White, for helping me finish, yet again, another book.

— Randy Wayne White, Casa de Chico’s
Sanibel Island, Florida
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I was beneath fifteen feet of water, at night, observing a dinosaurian fish, when something exploded and knocked out the island’s underwater lights.

The fish, a Gulf sturgeon, was armor plated, three feet long, hunkered close to the bottom as it fed. Its close relative, the beluga sturgeon, is the gold standard of caviar lovers, and a sacred cow to the global, billion-dollar caviar trade.

My interest in sturgeon, and the often corrupt caviar industry, was a secondary reason for spending this new moon evening, in June, on one of Florida’s exclusive private islands—Vanderbilt Island on the Gulf of Mexico. The retreat is forty acres of palms, sand and Old Florida architecture, north of Vanderbilt Beach, east of Lovers Key and south of Sanibel Island, a small enclave concealed by swamp and shallow water in a remote corner of Estero Bay.

A handful of the caviar trade’s elite was on the island for a weekend get-together, hosted by a Russian black market millionaire. Officially, he was rallying interest in a new U.S. import company. Privately, he claimed to have found a legal way around the international ban on beluga products. It had something to do with altering the Gulf sturgeon’s DNA to produce larger eggs like its Caspian Sea cousin.

“Eggs firm and finely skinned so they burst between the teeth with hints of butter, almonds and fresh ocean air—each pearl black as a Caspian midnight,” according to literature in my gift bag when I checked in.

Gulf sturgeon were common in Florida until the 1930s, when they were netted almost into nonexistence between Tampa Bay and the Florida Keys. The idea of a genetically altered hybrid was fanciful, considering the legalities involved, but it had merit—on paper, anyway.

But I was dubious. Sufficiently so to make some unofficial inquiries, and then try to finagle invitations for myself and my pal Tomlinson. As I soon discovered, though, the Russian wasn’t handing out invitations to just anyone.

“Impossible,” a woman with a Russian accent had told me, “unless you are wholesaler. Restaurateur, maybe, but established restaurants. And willing to pay fee—in advance—to reserve spot.”

The price was so steep it had strengthened my impression that the black marketeer didn’t want outsiders at his caviar party. After a bit more research, and after discovering a couple of impressive names on the guest list, I had become doubly determined to go. There had to be a way.

There was. Tomlinson is founder of two thriving gourmet rum bars, and I was an investor. That made us both “established restaurateurs.” Sort of. The woman then told me I had to send documentation before she would accept my credit card.

“It worth the money,” the woman had added. “First night, guests treated to night of gambling and caviar at famous resort across bay. They have dolphin show and Jet Skis.”

Flipper and Jet Skis—I could hardly wait.

She was referring to the Bare Key Regency Resort and Offshore Casino Boat, a particularly noxious tourist trap, four miles by water from Vanderbilt Island. But I had sent the papers, anyway, and finally closed the deal.

I wanted Tomlinson along for more than just his restaurant connections. The man may look like the Scarecrow in a New Age Wizard of Oz, but he has rock star qualities that make him a favorite of poor boat bums and yachtsmen alike. To almost everyone, Tomlinson is Everyman, his aggressive edges worn smooth by demons, hallucinogenics and his daily use of cannabis. As an author, he is revered by spiritualist types. As an ordained Zen Buddhist monk, he has a devoted cult following—even though the man is anything but monklike in his appetites and behaviors.

My pal is, frankly, a pain in the ass more than occasionally. But he is also one of the smartest people I know. It was one of the reasons I wanted Tomlinson along. But not the main reason. The Russian host would check my background and be understandably suspicious. The same with three other men I’d found on the guest list. They were the Russian’s caviar competitors from Iran and Turkmenia, and also a Chinese mega-millionaire by the name of Lien Hai Bohai.

Their suspicions about me would be well founded. I’m a marine biologist who is sometimes contracted by the same governmental agencies, state and federal, that are mandated to protect endangered species such as the beluga sturgeon. I hoped my association with Tomlinson—an unrepentant hipster who reeked of patchouli oil and enlightenment—would veil my true intentions.

Fact is, after my unofficial inquiries, a government agency had instructed me to attend the party. Which is why I had paid the heavy fee. The agency’s interest in the Russian—Viktor Kazlov—and his guests, was classified for reasons that had less to do with caviar than with their business dealings in the Middle East.

Kazlov and his Eastern European associates were my primary reasons for being on the island. Because China is now the world’s leading producer of aquaculture products—and the most expert at stealing aquaculture technology—Lien Bohai was of interest, too.

I had grown tired of the formal reception, though, that was still going strong in the island’s main lodge. The bar and dining room were tiny, and I’m uncomfortable in crowded spaces. Then Tomlinson had introduced me to one of the most abrasive women I’d ever met, an environmentalist named Winifred Densler. “Eco-elitist” would be a more accurate way to describe her, because it includes iconoclasts from both political wings, right and left.

Densler, it turned out, had crashed the party, along with four male associates. Worse, as I discovered later, Tomlinson had “possibly but unknowingly” helped the trespassers by posting key information about the caviar meeting on their web page after donating money to the group six months earlier.

Something else I noticed while at the reception: Kazlov’s bodyguard was watching me a little too closely.

I wanted out. I had things to do. I was particularly curious about what the Russian’s luxury yacht looked like from beneath the surface. It was a twenty-some-meter Dragos Voyager, black hull, white upper deck, built in Turkey. One glance at its bright red waterline told me it was a false line, and the craft was carrying something heavy.

So I had given Kazlov’s security guy the slip, and left Tomlinson to deal with the poisonous Ms. Densler and her techy-looking associates, all members of a controversial organization, Third Planet Peace Force—3P2, as it was commonly abbreviated.

Alone at last, beneath a starry June sky, I had donned scuba gear and slipped into the water. I wanted to spend some time observing the Gulf sturgeon penned there as an exhibit, and enjoy the solitude of depth and darkness, before getting serious about inspecting Kazlov’s yacht.

Not total darkness, of course. The docks were illuminated by rows of underwater lights, which provided both visibility and entertainment. Underwater lights attract baitfish. Baitfish attract bigger fish. Big fish attract the true oceangoing predators. There was no telling what was swimming around out there in the gloom.

The night sea is relentless theater, one small drama after another, alive with sounds. With my scuba exhaust bubbles as a metronome, catfish bawled, distant dolphins pinged, pistol shrimp crackled among pilings where spadefish and sheepshead grazed.

Mostly, though, my attention was fixed on the Gulf sturgeon. At a yard long, and fifty pounds, the animal was probably around ten years old—less than a third of its probable life span. As it moved along the bottom, suction-feeding sandworms and isopods, it reacted to my presence with the guarded indifference of a species that has survived for two hundred million years.

If Batman had a boat, it might resemble the Gothic symmetry that defines the twenty-some species in the family Acipenseridae. The Gulf sturgeon I was watching was a tri-edged submarine, shaped like a spear from the Bronze Age. Its armored scutes were suggestive of helmets worn by jousting knights, its lateral lines were effective, timeless shields. Had the Civil War ironclads enjoyed the same protection, their battles might have survived the harbor.

The sturgeon is among the few bony fishes to have flourished through ice ages, meteorite assaults and volcanic upheavals that dinosaurs and a million other long-gone species could not endure. Only in the last hundred years has the animal’s genetic virtuosity been tested. Loss of habitat and pollution play roles. But it is the global love of caviar that has put the fish on the endangered species list.

Female sturgeon, of all species, are slow to mature—ten to twenty-five years before they can produce the eggs for which they are caught and killed by poachers and black marketeers. Even then, the timing must be exactly right. The eggs must be harvested before the fish ovulates. After ovulation, the shell of the egg—the chorion—is riddled with tiny holes to accept sperm. Salt, and sometimes borax, which are added as preservatives to caviar, convert ovulated eggs into mush. They are uneatable, not marketable. Which is why even farm-raised female sturgeon must be sacrificed, and why there are ever-fewer mature sturgeon swimming wild in our global waters.

This fish, only yards away, was a prime example of a healthy Gulf sturgeon—and why I didn’t want to miss this rare opportunity to observe it feeding at night.

So I was enjoying myself.

Until the explosion.

I had been underwater for about twenty minutes when it happened. I heard a percussive thud that jarred the soft tissue of my inner ears, and left me blinking in the sudden darkness. Then I felt a delayed, radiating pressure that caused me to grab for a dock piling as a mild shock wave rolled past, my swim fins fluttering, but not much.

I didn’t know, of course, but the explosion also took out every light on the island, along with the island’s emergency redundancy systems—backup lighting, generators, computers and the land-based communication systems.

Also unknown to me, a military-grade GSM mobile blocking device had been simultaneously activated to jam cell phones, wireless Internet and VHF radios.

Suddenly, for the first time since a telephone had been installed, Vanderbilt Island was actually an island.

Instead of suspecting that a hostile group was taking the island hostage—something I should have given serious consideration—my first thought was lightning strike.

It made sense. Only a few minutes before, a rain squall, ion-charged, had strafed the coast, moving westward in darkness toward the Yucatán. I had waited until I thought the danger was past, but summer storms are tricky to predict. The night clouds had still been incandescent, rumbling spires when I had entered the water.

Lightning hit a transformer and the transformer exploded.

That’s the way my mind accounted for what had happened. It explained the power outage that, just as abruptly, changed the underwater world I now inhabited.

In the space of those few seconds, the sturgeon I was observing ascended several million years in the hierarchy of fish and primates.

I was demoted proportionally.

On the Darwinian ladder, the fish was now far more advanced than some dumbass, bat-blind marine biologist who happened to be underwater and alone, breathing air from an aluminum tank.

Me, the dumbass biologist.

A moment later, it got worse. My sense of direction was skewed, and I somehow ended up under the docks. How far, I wasn’t sure, but I banged into enough pilings to know it had happened.

Calmly, very calmly, I attempted to surface. Fifteen feet is a short distance, unless you are underwater—and unless the valve of your scuba tank snags a cable tethered to the bottom.

It happened.

For a spooky moment, I strained against the cable. It stretched but wouldn’t break. Then, instead of dumping my gear and swimming to the surface, I made the stupid decision to try to free myself rather than leave so much expensive equipment behind.

More than one diver has killed himself for the sake of a few hundred dollars.

Steadying myself against a piling, I used my right hand to search for whatever it was I had snagged. Finally, I found it: a jumble of nylon rope. Even through my leather gloves, I could tell. Maybe it was the line from a crab trap that had been blown in by the squall.

Strapped to my belt was a perfectly good dive knife. A superb knife, in fact. One of the last stainless steel survival knives made personally by the late Bo Randall of Orlando.

But, once again, I put the value of my equipment ahead of my own safety. If I pulled the knife from its scabbard, I risked dropping it—probably never to be found in the silt below.

Instead, I traced the nylon line until it became taut. I got a couple of wraps around my hand, used the piling as my anchor and gave a violent yank.

Suddenly, instead of just being snagged, I was tangled in what felt like an ascending web of rope.

Another very poor decision. Me, the dumbass, indeed. So my reality was now this: I was underwater, alone, in total darkness, tangled and tethered to the bottom.

Yet… I still wasn’t worried. Not really. I had plenty of options, plenty of air, and I have lived an unusual life. I had been in tougher spots than this and survived. Marion D. Ford, world traveler, expert waterman, drown in a marina basin in four meters of water? Not likely.

Ego, again.

Diving alone at night isn’t for amateurs, nor the poorly equipped. In that way, at least, I was prepared. I had a good knife. And looped to my dive vest, a brilliant little ASP LED flashlight.

I decided to have a look at what I was dealing with before going to work with my knife. Methodical action, taking small, careful steps, is my way of neutralizing panic. When I freed the flashlight, though, my hand banged what might have been a piling crosstie, which caused me to fumble and drop the thing.

Uckkin Id-ot!

Even though I spoke through my regulator, a dive buddy—had I been wise enough to have recruited one—would have understood that I was getting frustrated.

Fortunately, I’d hit the flashlight’s pressure switch before it tumbled to the bottom. It landed on its side.

Visibility was better than usual after a storm—which meant the viz was poor, only a few yards at most. Even so, the little LED speared a dazzling column of light toward a buoyed ring of netting where the sturgeon I had been watching was penned.

A second sturgeon had joined the animal, I noted through the murk. Both appeared unfazed as they hugged the bottom, silt blooming from their gills, as they suctioned crustaceans and worms from unseen holes. I was amused by the notion the fish were now observing me, but I knew better. Even in temporary captivity, wild Florida sturgeon had better things to do than watch a primate drown.

The flashlight provided enough ancillary light for me to take stock of the situation. Yes, I was tangled in a dozen yards of crab line, a weighted trap somewhere off in the darkness.

For the next ten minutes, I stayed very busy trying to recover from my error, and the snowballing series of small mistakes that no diver with my experience should have made. Underwater, the only expert divers worthy of the term have scales, or fluked tails. No matter how shallow, or close to shore, that reality doesn’t change. Primates are rank tourists whenever depth exceeds the distance between our feet and our nose.

For me, the “expert diver,” it was a much deserved kick in the butt. And a reminder that “the unexpected” only surprises amateurs, drunks and children.

It was not, however, the most compelling reminder of the night.

A stranger, pointing a semiautomatic pistol at my head, would provide that.
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I was a little shaky when I finally surfaced. And mad enough to have exhausted the profanities that accurately described my incompetence—and there were many.

A dazzling tube of light still marked my flashlight’s location. It was beneath a dock in the deepest part of the basin. Seeing it was frustrating enough to cause me to swear at myself again. My damn tank and regulator were down there, too. Plus a weight belt!

I had gotten so badly tangled that I had jettisoned everything but my buoyancy compensator vest. Worse, I hadn’t managed to get a look at the underside of the Russian’s yacht, which was moored in deep water along the outside T-dock. The vessel sat alone, tethered to shore power by an electrical umbilical cable, which explained why its cabin had gone black, and why its pumps were no longer bilging water that is omnipresent in a craft her size.

Thinking, Her emergency generator will kick on soon, I treaded water above the flashlight, vaguely aware the generator did not start automatically—a fact that would prove of grave importance by early the next morning.

I was more concerned with what had just happened. Finally, I decided, screw it. Enough for one night. I could always buy more scuba equipment. More likely, though, I’d recover my gear in the morning.

To regroup, I rolled onto my back, inflated my vest and took a look around. The power was still out; no backup generators running on shore, either, which I found odd. The marina was a gray scaffolding of docks; the island, a density of shadows pocked by rooflines, coconut palms, the opaque glint of windows. Miles to the northwest, though, a pearlescent glow told me that Bare Key Regency Resort, and its floating casino, hadn’t lost power. Farther north, Sanibel was an inverted island of luminous ivory, moored beneath the stars.

Seeing the lights of Sanibel reminded me that Vanderbilt Island is only a thirty-minute boat ride from my fish house and laboratory on Dinkin’s Bay. Fast, unless you come by sailboat, which I had (against my better judgment), arriving earlier that day aboard Tomlinson’s old live-aboard Morgan, No Más.

The decision seemed harmless at the time because Vanderbilt ranks as one of the most insulated and safest retreats in the world. The acreage is a tropical garden of blooming flowers and coconut palms, with a historic fishing lodge built atop the remnants of a pre-Columbian pyramid. That’s right, a shell pyramid in Florida. Vanderbilt is one of several ancient places on the Gulf Coast once inhabited by contemporaries of the Maya.

Now, though, as I floated in darkness, I began to regret coming by sailboat. There was no telling how long the island’s power would be out. More than a few hours, and I’d be forced to bunk aboard No Más instead of the air-conditioned suite in the main lodge, where I had already stowed my overnight bag.

Tomlinson snores. He barks and chortles as he dreams. If I’d arrived in my overpowered fishing skiff, I could sleep in my own bed and be back on Vanderbilt Island before breakfast.

Then the prospect became even more unsavory. What if Tomlinson had lured his eco-elitist friend, Winifred Densler, aboard No Más while I was underwater? By God, I’d sleep on the dock before enduring close quarters with someone like her. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d slept outside to escape Tomlinson’s craziness.

I flutter-kicked into deeper water for a better view of the very few boats among the network of dockage. My friend’s old Morgan was moored thirty yards from where I’d surfaced, so it wasn’t hard to spot. No oil lamp showing through the porthole, though… no sounds that I could hear.

Reassuring, but it wasn’t proof.

I checked my Chronofighter dive watch: 9:45 p.m. Early, by island standards, where days are shortened in favor of long nights spent partying.

Tomlinson probably was still at the main lodge, getting determinedly drunk by candlelight. Or entertaining his eco-elitist lady friend, or some equally determined female—or females. The man is open-minded when it comes to excess. And he’s a resourceful opportunist when it comes to power failures.

No one else was around, either. The caviar reception again. The island’s summer population, which was zero, had been displaced by a dozen weekend caviar-minded dignitaries, which was why the marina was now a ghost village of a few empty boats and silence.

That was okay.

It was nice to be in the water, alone at night—particularly after coming so close to being killed by my own ineptitude. I decided it was the perfect time to drift for a while and look at stars. After being reminded of my personal deficiencies, it might be comforting to reaffirm that, above me, were a trillion indifferent solar systems that simply didn’t give a damn what happened to me, and never would.

That’s exactly what I was doing—floating on my back, looking at the sky—when I noticed a lone figure coming down the dock toward me.

It was a man, walking fast, hands in his pockets. Was he wearing a crewneck? It crossed my mind because Tomlinson’s environmentalist friends had all worn black crewnecks, the organization’s yellow logo on the breast pocket. Maybe the visitor had come searching for Tomlinson and the outspoken Ms. Densler.

My glasses were around my neck on fishing line, but I also use a prescription dive mask. I seated the mask on my face, but there wasn’t enough light to see. So I tilted the mask to my forehead and waited.

There was something so determined—no, aggressive—about the man’s body language, it stopped me from calling out a greeting. Or asking, What knocked out the power? which I would probably have done under different circumstances. Small islands are throwbacks to small towns of the previous century—even a retreat for the ultrawealthy. Strangers interact. People smile. They wave. They make inane remarks about the weather, totally out of character with the aloof and guarded lives they’ve probably left behind.

Not with this guy, though. He wasn’t out for a stroll. He was on a mission.

I used my fins to rudder me safely into the shadows, closer to shore, where, if need be, I could be out of the water quickly.

The man continued along the main dock, still walking fast. That’s when I realized he had spotted my flashlight. The one I had dropped and left on the bottom. Its beam created a murky corona beneath the dock, noticeable from a long distance because it was the only light for miles.

Yeah… the guy’s attention was focused on the light, because he didn’t stop until he was standing directly above it. I watched the man squat to get a closer look. Then he was talking into what must have been a cuff link–sized transmitter, because he touched a finger to an earbud as spoke into his wrist.

“I think find him at marina. You hear? I see underwater light, I see bubbles.” Then, to himself, he muttered, “Damn radio amateurs!”

I wasn’t sure what that meant, other than my regulator was leaking residual air (I had closed the valve after jettisoning my tank.) And the man had some professional training of some sort or his tone wouldn’t have been so contemptuous.

He was having radio problems, obviously. I watched him slap at the transceiver before he asked again, “You goddamn hear me or not?”

The accent was Russian. For a moment, I assumed the accent confirmed it was Kazlov’s bodyguard, or an employee of one of his competitors. He definitely wasn’t with the Chinese mega-millionaire. But then I remembered that Densler and her party crashers were part of an international organization. I’d been told there were five Third Planet members on the island, but only three were at the reception. I’d gotten a quick look at the other two, though, before I’d fled the fishing lodge, a pair of chubby blond-haired twins who, Densler had said, drove their van from California. Were the twins originally from the Caspian Sea region, the epicenter of the organization’s work?

Possibly. If so, I guessed they would soon be enjoying a night in an American jail, compliments of one pissed-off Viktor Kazlov.

The prospect buoyed my spirits as I watched the man bang the transceiver with his fist, then curse it with a string of Russian profanities. Finally, he said, “Transmission jammed! Bastards have jamming device, you hear?”

A jamming device? On Vanderbilt Island? Hilarious. I actually smiled. I didn’t believe it, of course, but at least the guy was entertaining.

That’s when I heard him say, “What is happening now? Answer me! Who is shooting?”

Shooting?

Suddenly, I wasn’t smiling. Yes, shooting. Not firecrackers. Gunshots. I heard them, too. Three shots, rapid-fire, followed by two shots, a gun of heavier caliber. Then another burst of rapid fire from the opposite end of the island. It was like a small war was erupting around us.

For a moment, I felt detached from reality. People on Vanderbilt Island didn’t carry weapons. The explosion I had heard was just that—an explosion. Lightning, a faulty wire—it could be explained. In a peaceful place like this, though, gunshots were an aberration. What the hell was happening?

Now the man had the transceiver out of his pocket and was tapping it on a piling. Frustrated, he held his wrist to his mouth and said, very loud, “If you hear me, I find Ford. Take no more chances. Understand? He is here… at marina. Out!”

It was startling to hear my name, but I was shocked at what happened next.

As I floated motionless, only fifteen yards away, the man drew a semiautomatic pistol and took his time mounting an oversized sound suppressor on the barrel. Then he chose a section of water above my sunken flashlight, pointed the weapon toward the bottom and fired four muffled shots in rapid succession.

After waiting a few seconds, he went to the other side of the dock and fired four more rounds. The bullets pocked the water with miniature geysers of light, each report no louder than an air rifle.

I wasn’t dreaming—it was happening.

Slowly, then faster, I began kicking quietly toward the dock because I realized what was happening. Not why, but what, and I didn’t like it. The sound suppressor implied the shooter was a pro, and he intended to kill me. But to do it, he either had to make a lucky shot or scare me to the surface.

The odds favored me surfacing, and the shooter knew it. That’s why he took his eyes off the water long enough to check his watch. It was also why I was swimming toward the man instead of panicking and racing for shore.

I had to get under the dock before he spotted me. It was the only available cover, and the shooter’s next move was obvious: he would produce a flashlight and search the area before firing randomly again.

A flashlight… it scared me more than the gun. But that’s what the shooter was doing now, taking a cop-sized Maglite from a pack strapped around his waist.

As I swam, I watched him check his watch again, then use the flashlight, shining the beam down into the water, then panning it in my direction.

I didn’t see what the man did next. I was busy slipping free of my inflatable vest, submerging silently, then kicking hard in darkness, in the direction of the dock.
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Underwater, from old habit, I counted each kick-stroke with my left fin. It’s an effective navigational tool. And the only aid available, under the circumstances, except for the faint glow of my lost flashlight, off to my left, which helped me maintain a straight course.

Or so I hoped.

I guessed the dock was twenty yards away. I knew that, for me, twenty-five yards requires at total of eighteen to twenty fin strokes. Nine to ten, if counting only my left leg.

It varies, of course, depending on tidal current. Or whether I’m in a pool or open water. So, the seventh time I kicked with my left fin, I thrust my hands ahead of me, anticipating a collision with a piling.

Something else I anticipated was the shooter spotting me, and that bullets would soon pierce the surface. I’ve heard bullets from underwater before. They make a keening sound. Their punch creates an uncomfortable shock wave as they arc past.

There were no shots fired, though. Nor did my hands make contact with a piling as expected.

Because adrenaline was firing my muscles, I was burning air fast. But holding my breath was the least of my problems, I decided, when I still hadn’t found the dock after a total of twenty-four fin strokes. Twelve with my left leg.

Could I have possibly swam beyond the dock? That was unlikely. It would have required navigating a perfect line between rows of pilings, a feat similar to threading a needle in darkness. If I’d wanted to do it, I couldn’t have done it.

Apparently, though, I had swum too far. So I jettisoned air to reduce buoyancy, balled my legs beneath me and spun around, pulling hard with my arms, attempting to retrace my course.

Yes, it turned out, I had threaded the needle. I knew almost immediately because, mid-glide, before I could get my hands in front of me, my head collided with a piling.

Thunk.

It was the sound of an ax rebounding off green wood. I hit so hard, I was disoriented by the impact and the acid sting of barnacles that lacerated my forehead.

I surfaced without deciding to surface, still woozy and unsure what had happened. Then it took me a moment to realize that the light suddenly blinding me was unrelated to the starbursts firing inside my head.

From above, I heard a voice say, “Hah! Blood on your face! Is dangerous, you know, to produce blood when swimming. Sharks everywhere in water—Dr. Ford.”

A joke, I realized. Someone was making a joke before shooting me—something only a cold-blooded killer would do.

The man also had a head full of rage. It was in his tone.

I blinked my eyes, the taste of salt water and blood warm on my lips, as I looked up. The shooter was a vague silhouette behind the flashlight’s glare. He was on the dock above me, only a few feet away. Too close to miss with the pistol he was pointing at my face… now getting ready to squeeze the trigger—I could tell by the way he leaned to reduce the distance that separated us.

Why? That’s the question I wanted answered.

Instead, I haggled for a few extra seconds of life, sputtering, “If you shoot me, I won’t be able to tell you what I know. It’s worth a lot of money.”

The lie was as desperate as it was baseless, but it caused the man to stop what he was about to do.

The shooter lowered the gun slightly. “You have secrets to sell? In our work line, who does not?”

In our line of work, he meant. Not good news for me. It suggested that I’d been right from the start. He was Viktor Kazlov’s bodyguard, whom I’d seen earlier in the bar. Big slope-shouldered man, hairy as a bear, and former KGB, my guess. A professional who was also furious about something, so he didn’t mind waiting while I humiliated myself by trying to negotiate.

I took a chance and said, “Government secrets—who cares anymore? Beluga caviar, though, that’s valuable.”

Yes, the guy was taking his time, enjoying himself, because he replied, “Beluga, of course. Better exchange rate than gold. Diamonds are shit to beluga. This is information you selling? Maybe you working for competitors and make me better offer.”

Another joke.

My head was clearing, I was putting elements together: an explosion, several gunshots, then a man aiming a pistol at me. It meshed with the gangster tactics common in the black market caviar industry.

I was also assembling a vague plan. My right hand confirmed that my dive knife was still secure in its scabbard as I replied. “I’m not going to risk lying. You’d just shoot me later. Let’s talk. How about you start by telling me your name.”

I wasn’t being polite, I was employing the hostage’s first rule of survival: use first names, make it personal.

In reply, I heard laughter with a derisive edge. “Putin—Vladimir Putin. What you think of that?”

Yep, a funny guy. I used the name, anyway, saying, “You can drop the doctor stuff… Vladimir. Give me time to get out of the water and I’ll tell you why I’m worth more alive than dead.”

Suddenly, the shooter was tired of the game. “Enough talk. I see you and long-haired friend at bar tonight—he like to talk too much, I think. I know you steal from Mr. Kazlov’s yacht today. That stupid. Then, tonight, you shoot Mr. Kazlov. That very stupid.”

Kazlov, shot?

No wonder the guy was furious. I hadn’t been aboard the yacht, but, otherwise, the shooter, Vladimir, was uncomfortably accurate in suspecting I had targeted his boss. Not to kill him—not yet, anyway. Even so, what the hell had Tomlinson said to make me a suspect?

The conversation had taken a dangerous turn, but going for my dive knife was the wrong move now. Instead, I said, “How badly was Kazlov hurt?”

Vladimir was staring at me, letting his anger build. “There is only one secret you have I want. Where is explosives? You and hippie friend put bomb somewhere, kill everything on island? Or poison gas, maybe, huh? Where is?”

Bomb? What in the hell had Tomlinson told the man?

I exhaled, and sank imperceptibly as I said, “If there’s an explosive somewhere, I didn’t set it—but I’ll help you find it. And I didn’t shoot your boss. In fact, we had a friendly talk today. Kazlov will confirm that, if he still can.”

“One more chance, I give you. Where is explosives? No more time for lies.”

I started calm and tried to reason with the man. “Vladimir, listen to me. What you’re saying makes no sense. I live in this area. I’m known in Florida. Why would I risk all of that? Put the pistol away and let’s talk, okay?” As I said it, I allowed my body to sink another few inches. Now only my face was visible above the water. Beneath me, through contact with the fins, my toes sensed the bottom only a few inches below.

The timing was right because Vladimir was shaking his head, done talking. I waited as he extended the pistol toward me again. Four feet separated us… then three feet. It was impossible for him to miss, yet I fought the urge to throw my hands up as a shield. My hands had to remain where they were, in the water, to provide thrust when I needed it. Another reason I couldn’t use my knife.

I heard the first syllable of something the man was going to say, some parting word, before he pulled the trigger. As he began to speak, I sank deeper. Then, when my fins touched bottom, I used that tiny momentum to vault upward, kicking furiously, as I butterfly-stroked once with both arms.

The combined thrust dolphined me out of the water, my hands soaring above dock level, high enough to grab for the pistol. As I did, Vladimir made a grunting sound of surprise and fired two, maybe three, wild rounds. Impossible to be sure because it all happened so fast.

Instead of finding the weapon, though, my hands made contact with the man’s right wrist. It was all I had and I wasn’t letting go.

My fingers buried themselves tendon-deep in the guy’s forearm. He fought back, but my descending weight was too much. Vladimir made a bellowing sound as I pulled him into the water on top of me.

We went straight to the bottom, the bodyguard kicking and clawing, as I wrestled for hand control. By the time we’d surfaced, I had confirmed that the semiauto pistol and the flashlight were both gone, lost during the fall.

I was relieved, at first. Then vaguely disappointed. I spent years as an amateur wrestler learning hard lessons from tough technicians. Then more years learning lethal, unconventional techniques from military studs, usually at the Jungle Operations Training Center, Fort Sherman, Panama. I knew within seconds that Vladimir had the grappling abilities of an average adult male—few skills at all, in other words. Unless he’d gotten very, very lucky, I could have stripped the weapon from him, no problem.

Or maybe I’d badly misjudged the man.

When we surfaced, I was facing the shooter. I tried to slip behind him, but he pivoted with me, which was impressive, considering the man wasn’t wearing fins. When I grabbed for his elbow, he used the palm of his free hand to try to knock my jaw crooked, then swung a wild right fist that numbed my ear, then deadened my shoulder. Vladimir, I realized, was a boxer with some martial arts skills. Worse, he possessed what’s called “heavy hands.” If he landed a punch, it might be the end of the fight, and the end of Marion D. Ford. The possibility scared the hell out of me, so I retreated by exhaling and diving for the bottom.

When I reappeared, I was kicking so hard that I launched my body over the man, smothered him with my arms, and took him under for several seconds. This time, when we surfaced, I was behind him. I had an ankle grapevined around his right leg to ensure body control, leaving one fin free to keep us afloat. My right forearm was across the man’s throat, my left hand was behind his head. The configuration resembled a figure four: my right hand locked over my left arm to create a fulcrum. I had sufficient leverage to snap the man’s neck, if I chose to do it. Deadly—as I knew better than most.

Or, with the sharp edge of my wrist, I could slow the flow of blood through the man’s carotid artery until he chose to surrender rather than black out. The finesse provided me options—persuasive, debilitating or deadly—depending on how much pressure was applied.

I was glad I hadn’t risked using my dive knife now.

Vladimir was a fighter, though, and wouldn’t quit. He bucked and thrashed; rested for a few seconds, then bucked and thrashed some more. His efforts reminded me of a grazing animal that had been surprised by one of the big constrictor snakes. A python or anaconda. His was a gradual surrender interrupted by frenzied bursts of desperation.

Finally, when I felt the man’s body go limp, I pushed his head under long enough to confirm he wasn’t faking. It was a judgment call—I didn’t want to drown him. I wanted the guy alive so I could find out what the hell was going on. Afterward, I’d call the cops—if they weren’t already on their way to arrest the trespassing environmentalists. Or I would use the sailboat’s VHF to raise the Coast Guard—depending on the man’s answers.

There was a reason why his answers were important to me.

Inside the boundaries of the United States, I’m just another face in the crowd, a low-profile citizen. And that’s the way I want to keep it because I live a very different life when I’m in other countries. Which made it risky for me to get law enforcement involved—especially the feds—so I had to be very, very careful.

What worried me was the possibility that Vladimir, and Kazlov, knew about my other life—my “shadow life,” as an NSA associate once described it. I’m a biologist by profession, true. But I also use my research as plausible cover to travel the world, gathering intelligence for an agency that remains classified, as well as to carry out less traditional assignments.

The euphemisms vary throughout the intelligence community, although few agencies have cause to use them—only one deep cover team, as far as I know. Special duties. Executive reassignment. Kinetic military action—just a few of the code phrases used in my shadow life and my work overseas.

On those rare occasions when I’m assigned a specific target, a human objective. “Eternalize” is a better word choice. Spoken or written, it might be “internalize,” which could be explained away as a typo. Or a word that was misheard.

Always give yourself an out.

Early in my secret career, I sometimes struggled with the moral ambiguities. No longer. For better or worse, I’ve come to terms with who I am, what I am. Darwinism explains the human condition as accurately as it describes the competitive process that is natural selection. It was possible that the bodyguard had been assigned to eliminate me for reasons just as cold, just as impersonal. Reasons that had nothing to with a supposed theft, or the shooting of Viktor Kazlov—if the man had, indeed, been shot.

From the instant I saw Vladimir mounting a sound arrester on his weapon, that possibility had been in my mind. There are at least three foreign governments, and two foreign black ops organizations, that would me shoot on sight, given the opportunity. It was not improbable that one of those groups had been tracking me for a while and had chosen Vanderbilt Island because the caviar gathering provided plausible cover. After all, that’s what had brought me here.

How much did the bodyguard know? That’s what I had to find out. And I would—as soon as the man regained consciousness.

How I handled the situation depended on how he answered my questions. I didn’t want to go to extremes—in fact, dreaded the tight-sphincter complexities of disposing of a body or staging an accident.

If the man posed a threat to my career, my group or my freedom, however, I wouldn’t hesitate.
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As I swam Vladimir into the shallows, I heard more gunshots in the distance. Someone was burning a lot of ammunition. Because the reports lacked the distinctive give-and-take rhythm of enemies trading fire, the random bursts suggested chaos… or panic. It was as puzzling as it was surreal.

Nor did my interrogation of Vladimir go as smoothly as expected. I discovered that I hadn’t kept the man underwater long enough to confirm he was unconscious. The instant our feet touched bottom, he surprised me by hammering me in the ribs with his elbow, then caught me with a right fist to the forehead as he turned.

It was a glancing blow. I was wearing fins, though, which put me at a disadvantage. As if wearing clown shoes, I went stumbling and splashing sideways, struggling to keep my balance. When I finally went down, Vladimir was charging me through knee-deep water to continue the fight—a mistake on his part.

The man should have run for shore and escaped into the shadows. It might have saved him from what happened minutes later.

I was wearing old-style Rocket fins. They’re heavy, but I like them because they don’t float, and because they’re big enough to allow me to wear jungle boots rather than booties, if the situation requires.

Tonight I was wearing worn-out Nikes, not boots, but that didn’t make it any easier to pry the fin straps over the heels of my shoes. That’s what I was trying to do when the man threw himself on me, yelling something in Russian.

As he clubbed at me with his fists, I managed to get one fin off and toss it toward the dock before deciding I’d better fight back. If he connected solidly, knocked me out, he might be able accomplish with his hands what he’d failed to do with the pistol.

I became an armadillo—pulled my knees to my chest and wrapped my arms over my head for protection. It gave the bodyguard enough confidence to do what I anticipated. I waited until I felt the man’s body weight move to my shoulders as he tried to get a clean shot at my face. He was riding too high, in wrestling jargon, something he wouldn’t have understood. That subtle change in balance allowed me to crab-crawl backward from beneath his legs and escape behind him. Out the back door—more wrestling jargon.

That quick, our positions were reversed—me on top, him on his belly in the water. Twice, he tried to slam the back of his head into my face, but I was pressed too close for him to connect. The positioning allowed me enough control to free one hand, pry off my second fin and lob it close to where the other fin had landed.

When I did, he attempted to elbow me. I caught his left wrist and levered it up between his shoulder blades. At the same time, I grabbed his throat with my right hand, lifted his face out of the water and leaned close enough to his ear to whisper, “Why are you doing this? I didn’t shoot Kazlov, damn it!”

Struggling to breathe, Vladimir made a guttural sound of pain but didn’t answer.

I jammed the man’s face into the water, pushed it to the bottom and held him there while I refueled with ten deep breaths. As I did, my eyes scanned the docks, then moved to the island. The bodyguard had been in contact with someone before he’d had radio problems. Soon, they would come looking for him.

I leaned and squinted, trying to discern details. Was there someone in the shadows, moving toward us? My glasses were still on the fishing line around my neck, so I couldn’t be sure.

I watched for a couple of more seconds, then returned my attention to Vladimir. After levering the man’s head up, I waited until he was done coughing water before I tried again.

“Tell me what the hell’s going on and I’ll let you go.”

When he refused, I pushed his face to the bottom for another ten count, as my head swiveled toward the island. Yes, there had been someone standing near a tree—possibly the shooter’s ally. I knew for certain only because the blurry shape I’d seen was now gone.

Where?

I couldn’t risk remaining in the open, an easy target. Not with so many trigger-happy people around. So I grabbed the bodyguard’s belt and dragged him closer to the dock in case I needed cover… or a safe exit.

Then I waited as Vladimir tried to stand. He was so winded and disoriented that he staggered and fell before finally making it to his feet. For several seconds, he stood at leaning rest, hands on his knees, fighting to get his breath.

There didn’t appear to be much fight left in the guy, but he had fooled me before. By the time he’d recovered enough to stand erect, and look at me, I was holding my dive knife, palm up, because I wanted him to see it.

“You didn’t try to kill me because of explosives,” I said in a low voice, straightening my glasses. “Or because Kazlov was shot. This has something to do with his boat being robbed, doesn’t it? Doesn’t it?”

The man snorted as if I was too stupid to understand, his eyes moving from me to the Russian’s yacht moored at the T-dock, seventy-some yards in the distance. His contempt caused me to think of another explanation for why the night had suddenly turned violent.

No… there were several possibilities, in fact—explanations that were as varied as the three powerful men who had come to Vanderbilt Island as Viktor Kazlov’s guests.

Earlier in the day, Kazlov had told me he was disappointed in the turnout for his caviar party. I doubted that, considering the difficult time I’d had finessing invitations, but hadn’t challenged the point. The Russian claimed he had invited experts from around the world, but the only notables who’d showed were his three most powerful rivals, an Iranian, a Turkmenian and the millionaire from China.

Later, I had made it my business to meet them all—introductions filled with meaningless niceties to deflect conversation. It is a device that powerful people use to keep their inferiors at a respectable distance.

Lien Hai Bohai was Chinese, but he had been educated in Hong Kong, so his English was as polished as his manners. He owned a fleet of fishing boats that were actually floating fish factories. Bohai also owned three aquaculture facilities and was among the primary reasons that China is now the world’s leading exporter of farm-raised caviar. Since China began encouraging private enterprise and entrepreneurialism more than a decade ago, men like Bohai had turned the behemoth’s economy around.

The surname of Kazlov’s Iranian competitor was Armanie. Because I’d done research, I knew Armanie’s given name was Abdul, but the man rarely used it.

The third man, from Turkmenia, was Darius Talas—a massively fat man whose first name stuck with me because I associated his silver hair and mustache with the fictional Dorian Gray.

Like Kazlov, his guests had spent the previous two days gambling, partying and watching dolphins humiliate themselves at the resort across the bay—a spectacle Tomlinson and I had intentionally missed.

“Bonding,” the Russian called it.

Like Kazlov, both Caspian neighbors had brought a security “assistant” to the island—high-stakes businessmen hire bodyguards for a reason. Unlike Kazlov, his competitors had business interests that included more than caviar and black marketeering. Talas and Armanie were also making a fortune drilling for oil in the Caspian Sea, so caviar wasn’t their primary source of income.

Lien Hai Bohai was different from his rivals in several ways (although he, too, had enjoyed the casino, I’d been told). Kazlov and Armanie were seldom separated from their bodyguards while Bohai, a frail man, in his seventies, seemed unconcerned with security. He was traveling with two women, no security guys. And, unlike the others, he had made his fortune stripping the sea bottom of life rather than probing it for fossil fuels.

All three of Kazlov’s rivals were rich—an important similarity, if one of them had something to do with breaking into the Russian’s yacht. If they’d done it, they weren’t looking for money.

“Someone stole information,” I said to the bodyguard, as we stood facing each other in thigh-deep water. “That’s what this is all about. You didn’t ask me anything about what was stolen, so it has to be data of some type. The thieves were after something that had no value once it was compromised. That’s why you don’t care about recovering it.”

I made sure he saw my knife before I said, “That’s why you didn’t ask me about the robbery before you tried to shoot me. Nothing else explains it. What did they take, a computer? A hard drive?”

Photographs were another possibility, but I was thinking about Kazlov’s claim that he had discovered a way to create a hybrid caviar using DNA from beluga and Gulf sturgeon. The Russian had explained the process to me, but in vague terms, when I’d met him earlier.

Vague or not, I understood more than Kazlov realized, because sturgeon aquaculture was another subject I had researched. In fact, I had spent a couple of days in nearby Sarasota, at Mote Marine Laboratory’s seventeen-acre research facility, talking to experts. There, Jim Michaels, one of the world’s leading authorities on sturgeon farming, had provided me with the latest data.

Thanks to Michaels, I had learned more from what Kazlov didn’t say, during our half-hour conversation, than from the few details he provided. I had come away from the talk convinced that Kazlov, and his aquaculture specialists, were working on something unusual. A unique protocol, possibly, that had more to do with manipulating chromosomal sets in sturgeon than disguising beluga DNA. Research on transgenic fish has been around just long enough to earn the process an acronym: GMOs. Genetically modified organisms. And also long enough to prove its profitability.

The fact that I knew this in advance caused me to suspect that Kazlov was lying about developing a sturgeon hybrid. Why would he bother? More important, why would Kazlov’s three powerful competitors pretend to be interested? They were knowledgeable men. They had to know already what I myself had only recently learned. According to the experts at Mote Marine Lab, there are only two true holy grails in the world of producing beluga-grade caviar.


1.   Develop a female sturgeon that will produce preovulated eggs, on a regular basis, that can be removed without killing the female. As an analogy, Michaels had used dairy farms and milk cows.

2.   Develop a female beluga that will mature in five to ten years instead of twenty years and thus take the deadly pressure off the world’s wild brood stock population.



If Kazlov had discovered either of these holy grails, his research was well worth stealing. It would be worth billions, not millions of dollars. And it could be stolen—if the Russian’s research was incomplete and not yet patentable as an exclusive intellectual property.

I didn’t consciously think about all this as I stood, holding the knife, questioning Kazlov’s bodyguard. I had been going over it in my mind all afternoon. Genetic engineering, in all fields, requires exacting protocols if the results are to be duplicated. If Kazlov had made an unprecedented breakthrough, his beluga protocols and research records had to exist. Which is why I immediately suspected that a computer hard drive had been stolen

Kazlov’s research data would have been backed up in many places, of course, so it was pointless to recover a missing hard drive or to question the thief who’d stolen it. But killing the thief before he shared data worth billions of dollars made good business sense—to a black marketeer like Kazlov, anyway.

Once again, I said to Vladimir, “Someone stole a hard drive. Or a computer. Nothing else adds up. But why suspect me?”

I got an uneasy feeling in my stomach when the bodyguard shrugged and said, “I once work for Russian State Security Committee. For man who does not exist, you are very famous, Dr. Ford. Of course you are first person I suspect.”

Russian State Security Committee and the KGB—the same organization.

I replied, “That doesn’t mean I shot your boss or rigged an explosive device—or broke into his damn boat.”

Probably fearing I now had reason to kill him, Vladimir offered me an alternative, saying, “You come to fishing lodge and help me find Mr. Kazlov, if you don’t believe. We in same work line, you and me. Tonight”—the man took a look over his shoulder before continuing—“tonight, everyone go crazy. Never seen such craziness. Maybe you need our help. Maybe we need yours.”

The man couldn’t be serious. It was a ploy to lure me back to the enemy’s camp. Even so, I was willing. Judging from all the gunfire, the enemy’s camp was a hell of a lot safer than standing in the water out in the open.

I used the knife to point toward shore, telling Vladimir, “You lead the way. I’ll buy you a vodka or two—we’ve both earned it.”

I would have preferred to watch cops handcuff the big hairy bastard. But first I wanted to humor the guy because there was a lot I wanted to know—including what Tomlinson had said to convince the bodyguard or Kazlov that I’d broken into his yacht. First, my old pal somehow helps a group of eco-extremist trespassers, then he implicates me in a crime? I wanted some answers.

Instead of moving, though, Vladimir stood motionless, his attention fixed on something ashore. Because it was so dark, and because my glasses were hazed with salt, I was slower to figure out what he was looking at.

Someone was standing beneath trees near the reception office. That’s what had caught his attention. No… not standing. It was the vague shape of a man dressed in dark clothing, his face covered with maybe a scarf, walking toward us. He was carrying what looked like a professor’s laser pointer. The pointer slashed a red streak on the ground with every swing of his arm.

Instantly, I stepped behind Vladimir, using him as a shield because I knew it wasn’t a laser pointer. Too many shots had been fired tonight. It had to be a laser gun sight, probably mounted on a semiautomatic pistol. But maybe the situation wasn’t as threatening as it seemed.

The man coming toward us was inexperienced, that was obvious. No pro would give away his position before he was ready to fire. The guy was probably nervous, unknowingly activating the laser’s pressure switch, his fingers too tight around the pistol grip.

Vladimir realized what we were seeing, too, because he said something in Russian that sounded like “Piz-do-BOL!” and crouched low. I did the same because the laser was suddenly a smoky red cable that panned across the water, then painted a shaky Z stripe on my chest.

I was diving toward the dock when the first round was fired.
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Three pistol shots later, I was hiding under the dock, near where I had tossed my Rocket fins. As I used feet and hands to search for the fins, my attention shifted from the dark shoreline, to Vladimir, who had been hit at least once.

He lay thrashing on his back, then managed to get to his knees. His face was featureless in the darkness, blank from shock. His left arm dangled in the water, a useless deadweight.

I wondered if he’d been hit anywhere else.

The man’s head turned toward the gunman, then to the dock, where I was crouching. Vladimir’s brain was still working, at least, because he began to crawl toward me. Not crawl, actually. Because of his dead arm, he had to lunge forward, find his balance, then worm his knees beneath him before lunging again—pathetic to witness.

I should have kept moving—especially after I found one fin, then the second, lying on the bottom nearby. With fins, the dock became an effective exit tunnel into deeper water. From there, I could transit beneath a couple of nearby boats to the freedom of open water. Or I could hide until the gunman tired of searching and then maybe use a VHF radio on one of the boats to call for help.

I couldn’t bring myself to leave, though. It wasn’t because I felt any allegiance to the wounded man—why would I? But I was adrenaline drained and suddenly indecisive—a by-product of fear. Until I understood what was happening, it was impossible to know what to do next or who to trust.

It had been a confusing night, but now I was completely baffled. Had Vladimir just been shot by one of his own people? Or were Kazlov, his two Caspian competitors, or possibly even Lien Bohai, engaged in a private war?

Bohai could be eliminated, I’d decided—the man was in his seventies and he’d arrived without a bodyguard. It was plausible, though, that the men from the Caspian Sea—Talas, Armanie and Kazlov—had squabbled and were now shooting it out.

Black marketeers of Eastern Europe don’t get as much publicity as Mexican narco gangs, but they are as murderous, and markedly more dangerous, because they operated on a more sophisticated level. Circumventing international laws requires political connections, money and brains.

Caviar traffickers commonly recruit key people from special ops teams around the Caspian Sea. It explains the trade’s reputation for precise and ruthless action against anyone who crosses them.

As Vladimir dragged himself toward me, I got an answer to one of my questions—maybe two answers—when the gunman opened fire again.

The pistol didn’t have a silencer, and I ducked instinctively as bullets slapped the water nearby, WHAP-WHAP-WHAP-WHAP.

Four quick rounds… then two more, all hitting close enough to Vladimir to confirm that he wasn’t the victim of friendly fire.

Yes… Kazlov’s people were being targeted. It suggested that his Iranian or Turkmenian competitor—maybe both—had decided to stop the Russian’s work on beluga sturgeon or to steal his methodology… or they wanted to settle some old debt.

When the gunman fired twice more, however—and missed both times—I began to doubt my own theory. How could a trained professional score only one hit out of twelve or thirteen rounds? True, it was dark. Yes, the gunman was twenty-some yards away—a very long shot for a pistol—and he was moving. But thirteen rounds?

It caused me to reconsider another possibility—an explanation I had already contemplated but didn’t like because it implicated old enemies… or maybe even an old friend.

Tomlinson.

Exhausted, Vladimir dropped to his belly in water too shallow for him to submerge. When a bullet plowed a furrow near his head, though, he got to his knees and lunged again, landing only two body lengths from where I was hiding.

The gunman was closer, too, but I didn’t know exactly where. Soon, he would be on the dock, probably with a flashlight. I’d been through that once tonight, and once was more than enough. I couldn’t delay my escape much longer.

Intellectually, I knew I should put on my fins and head for deeper water. I hadn’t learned all I wanted to know from the wounded man, but I had seen enough to be convinced there was no safe place on the island. Risky or not, I had to contact law enforcement. Then I had to find Tomlinson and try to help him and anyone else who had been caught in the middle of this lunacy.

Yet, instead of escaping, I remained hidden as Vladimir collapsed on his belly again only yards away. In the sudden silence of wind and lapping waves, I realized the gunman had stopped firing.

There had to be a reason. Had his weapon misfired? Or was he reloading?

Reloading, probably. There are semiautomatic pistols with extended magazines that hold thirty rounds or more. Most, though, have half that capacity. If the gunman was changing magazines, it would take only a few seconds.

I decided to risk a quick look.

Hooking an arm around a piling, I poked my head above the dock for a couple of seconds, then ducked back into the shadows.

The gunman was at the water’s edge, fifteen yards away, his back to me. The way he was hunched over, concentrating, gave the impression that his gun had jammed. Or maybe he didn’t have a second magazine so was now reloading one cartridge at a time.

If I’d been sure that’s what he was doing, I would have charged the guy. It was tempting. The only way to find out, though, was to actually try it. I decided to take another look to confirm.

That’s what I was getting ready to do when I realized that Vladimir was floating facedown, head bobbing in a freshening breeze, his body very still.

Without thinking, I took a long, silent step and grabbed the back of the man’s shirt. As I dragged him under the dock, supporting his head, he inhaled several deep breaths, still alive and possibly conscious.

If the gunman heard us, there was no telltale yelp of protest.

When Vladimir coughed, then opened his eyes, I touched a finger to my lips—a waste of time because it was so dark. Even so, the man seemed to understand, because he turned his head to listen as I whispered, “I need a weapon. Is there anything on Kazlov’s boat?”

The man blinked at me and said, “I bleed to death. Yes?”

Yes… probably. I didn’t want that to happen, though. Not yet, anyway.

Hurrying, I drew my knife and slit his shirtsleeve to the shoulder. The arm was black with shadows and blood, so I felt around until I discovered a chunk of his deltoid missing, meat and muscle, but no bone fragments that I could feel.

I told him, “It’s not too bad. But, yeah, you’re losing blood.”

The man winced when I applied pressure, but he was alert enough to understand when I asked again if there were weapons aboard Kazlov’s yacht.

“Up there,” he said. “Everything left up there.”

My interpretation: the bodyguard’s extra weapons were housed at the fishing lodge.

With a swipe, I cut the man’s shirtsleeve free and made two fast wraps around his arm. When I clove-hitched the material tight over the wound, he grunted, but that’s all. A tough guy.

I waited for him to take a couple of breaths before motioning toward shore to indicate the gunman. “How many shooters, you think?”

Vladimir’s reaction was unexpected. He grabbed my shirt and yanked me close to his face. “Damn liar! You and him”—the man was talking about the gunman—“him and your longhair friend, they plan this, I think! And you are lying about goddamn bomb!”

He gave me a shove as he released me. “Chemical weapons. Kill people with bombs—something only cowards do. Pretend you do not know.”

I snapped, “Are you talking about those idiot activists? I don’t think they have the brains. You should have called the cops the moment they walked into the fishing lodge.”

Vladimir hissed, “I tried. You know reason cannot call!”

We were running out of time. It had been only a minute since I’d seen the gunman working on his pistol. If the weapon was jammed, we might have another minute. If he was only reloading, though, our time was up.

Holding the knife as a reminder, I whispered, “I didn’t save your ass because I’m a nice person. There’s something you’re not telling me.”

Vladimir looked at me for a second—a look of reappraisal, perhaps. Before he could reply, though, he turned an ear to listen.

I heard it, too. The gunman had entered the shallows, water splashing with each careful step. Seconds later, the beam of a flashlight found the dock, panning back and forth.

Not only was the guy a bad marksman, he had chosen the worst possible approach. The dock was high ground. It provided a better vantage point. It would allow him a faster egress if he had to move. In knee-deep water, there’s no such thing as a sprinter.

It was yet more evidence the gunman was not a special ops pro working for caviar traffickers. Worse, it added some validity to Vladimir’s claim that my long-haired pal was involved.

Tomlinson and his fellow members of the eco-elitist group Third Planet Peace Force. If true, they hadn’t come just to crash a party. Tomlinson’s new friends had come to declare war on Kazlov and his fellow “environmental gangsters.”

I motioned for Vladimir to follow me before moving to a piling on the opposite side of the dock. The water was shallow enough, so I kept my fins over my shoulder as I floated myself into the open, hands pulling me along the bottom.

A hedge of mangrove trees, twenty-five yards away, wasn’t the closest cover, but that’s the direction I headed. It was the safest line of escape because the gunman was stupid. As his flashlight probed among the pilings, the dock shielded us from his view instead of providing the guy an elevated killing platform.

After a minute or so, a glance over my shoulder confirmed that Vladimir was still with me. He was on his belly, using his feet and one good arm to propel him along the bottom. Impressive, but he was going too slow. Sooner or later, the gunman would figure out that he’d made a strategic error. He would use the dock.

Turned out, it was later. But not late enough.

As I closed on the mangroves, the water was so shallow that I got to my knees and attempted to crawl the last few yards before slipping into the trees. I had landed on an oyster bar, though, shells like razors. My shoes could survive them, my hands and knees couldn’t.

As I got to my feet, I took another look. Vladimir wasn’t far behind. But I also saw that, finally, the gunman was on the dock, and he had spotted me.

No doubt about it, because I saw the man straighten with surprise. Then, suddenly, a spotlight blinded me. I became a solitary figure on an empty stage—not an intimidating figure, I guessed, with my bleeding forehead, my bleeding hands; a cartoon figure wearing khaki BUDS swim shorts and black T-shirt.

Next, the flashlight found Vladimir, who was getting to his knees, dead left arm at his side—and that’s the last I saw of the man for many busy seconds because the gunman started shooting, rapid-fire. Judging from the number of rounds that kicked water nearby or sizzled near my ears, the gunman was targeting me, not Vladimir.

The man continued firing as I ducked limbs and hurdled roots into the mangrove thicket, then dived to my belly into sulfur-scented muck. One of the rounds made a bumblebee buzzzzzzz as it passed near my head—the distinctive sound of a slug whirling asymmetrically after nicking a leaf or twig.

It was impossible to continue running, though. Red mangrove trees grow as thick as reeds on rubbery, knee-high roots—prop roots that provide oxygen to submerged tendrils. Even by daylight, and not under fire, traveling through mangrove swamp is slow going. It combines gymnastics with bulldozer determination.

On my belly, I snaked my way deeper into the trees when the gunman began to space his shots. As I did, I became aware of a sustained and rhythmic splashing from the shallows to my right. Not loud, but steady. It told me that Vladimir wasn’t dead. He had managed to get to his feet and was skirting the oyster bar, trying to put the line of trees between himself and the dock.

Apparently, the bodyguard succeeded because soon the firing stopped.

I stood… listened for a moment… then I angled toward what I hoped was an intersection point. If the gunman was determined to kill us both—and that seemed apparent—he would abandon the dock and wait for us on the shoreward rim of the mangroves.

Exit the trees and we’d be easy targets.

I admired the bodyguard’s tenacity, but his life meant no more to me than my life meant to him. He had information, though, and I wanted it. I wanted to intercept him before he cleared the trees and took a fatal round.

After two minutes had passed, I knew that the gunman hadn’t stopped firing just to reload. He was changing positions. As I lifted myself over a root, I checked the tree canopy. Yes, he was on the move. I could gauge his progress by the changing angle of his flashlight. Occasionally, a streak of red laser painted the treetops, too.

As anticipated, the gunman circled to the shoreward edge of the swamp to wait for us. When the beam of the flashlight blinked off, and after a couple more minutes of silence, I knew he was in position. Probably a comfortable place with cover nearby. For once, the man had done something smart. If he’d risked venturing into the mangroves after us, I might get an opportunity to jump him and use my knife.

I hoped it would happen. With all the noise Vladimir was making, it might. The night was a chorus of summer sounds—insects, faraway thunder, restless birds—but nothing so loud as the wounded bodyguard entering the mangroves off to my right.

I winced at every sound, but I knew he couldn’t help it. He was a big guy, with a bad arm, and he’d lost a lot of blood. Judging from what I heard, he propelled himself steadily from branch to branch, stumbling occasionally, stopping often to gulp air.

I’ve spent more time in mangrove swamps than most, but I made my share of noise, too. Impossible not to. I stepped on dead limbs. I leaned too much weight on more than one rotting tree trunk that snapped. And each time I gave my position away, I paused, expecting to hear shots.

But the gunman had become patient. Or he had run out of ammunition… or had abandoned the hunt entirely—a possibility that I entertained only because it gave me hope.

Finally, the moving tree canopy ahead told me that Vladimir was close. I knelt and waited, mosquitoes creating a whining veil around my head.

The sound of the man bulling his way through the underbrush was so loud, I probably could have yelled his name and it would have made no difference. Instead, when he was close enough, I stood, placed my hand on his good shoulder and whispered, “Get down.”

It startled him. Then, relieved, he knelt on one knee in the muck, breathing hard.

“I’m surprised you’re still alive,” I whispered.

The bodyguard replied, “I am more surprised—you make so damn much noise!”

Maybe he was attempting humor again. I stopped wondering about it when the man suddenly turned his head and vomited.
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Vladimir told me, “Is real name. Not Vladimir Putin, of course. But what matters my name if bleed to death?”

I hadn’t asked the man’s name. I had asked about the poison gas. A bomb was troubling enough, if it existed, but gas could kill everyone and everything on the island. Where had he gotten his information?

Either Vladimir didn’t want to tell me or his brain was muddled from shock.

Now, sitting up, he pulled a plastic bottle from his waist pack. “Need water. Feel like shit.” He swatted at the haze of mosquitoes descending on us, adding, “I cut his throat for do this to me. Son-bitch!”

Meaning the gunman.

I knelt, opened the bottle and handed it to him. “You know who he is?”

“Don’t know nothing no more. You sure not your longhair friend?” The man’s hands were trembling as he tilted the bottle to his lips.

I said, “No. Impossible.” Then, looking toward shore, I added, “He’s waiting for us to come out of the swamp. He won’t risk coming in, and our cover’s too thick to waste more ammunition. We can rest here for a little bit, I think.”

Vladimir grunted as he leaned his weight against a tree.

“Unless he radioed friends for backup,” I whispered. “With one, maybe two more guys, he can seal off our exits. Are these the same people who shot Kazlov?” I thought for a moment. “Do they have radios?”

Vladimir was shaking his head while he emptied the bottle and tossed it aside. “I maybe pass out soon. Lose too much blood.”

As I moved to check his wound, he added, “Radio, no. Don’t worry about radio. Everything jammed, nothing work. He cannot call—unless they stop jamming.”

To confirm it, Vladimir reached into his waist pack and produced a tangle of wires attached to a miniature transceiver. He tapped at the thing, touched a switch, and a tiny green LED light proved the radio was waterproof and still working. After a couple attempts to transmit, though, he pushed the radio into his pack, saying, “Son-bitches. See what I tell you?”

The demonstration was useful and disturbing. An explosion could have knocked out the island’s power, but it wouldn’t have affected radio communications. Jamming electronics on a small island wasn’t difficult, but it required specific technology—and intent.

I knew because I’ve used portable jammers twice while working overseas. The newest generation of jammer is the size of a paperback book. The device I’d used was water-resistant, it had a triad of antennas and it could disrupt multiple wireless frequencies for more than a mile.

If I’d wanted to shoot Kazlov and steal his beluga research, activating a sophisticated jammer would have been a priority. If those were the objectives, however, his enemy had already succeeded, from what Vladimir had told me. So why were people still shooting?

More to the point, why was some persistent, untrained asshole trying to kill us?

Because the makeshift bandage was sticky with blood—and because I wanted the guy to trust me—I had my shirt off and was using my knife to cut a fresh compress. “Maybe it’s one of Kazlov’s competitors. Steal the man’s research, then kill him. What do you think?”

Vladimir didn’t reply, and it was too dark to see his reaction.

I tried another angle. “The smart thing for us to do is swim back to the marina. Take cover in one of the boats. He won’t expect that. Even if he figures it out, he can’t shoot worth a damn. And every move he’s made is wrong. Any chance he’s one of your people?”

The man made a sound that resembled laughter. “Idiot like him? I would kill him, then fire him.”

I had the old bandage off and was rigging the new one with a loop at each end. Add a length of wood for torque and it could be tightened like a tourniquet.

First, though, I packed the wound with crushed mangrove leaves. It couldn’t hurt. The leaf fibers might slow the bleeding, and I knew that mangrove bark and extract are used as folk medicine in the jungles of South America. In Colombia, the mountain people make a gargle to treat throat cancer by boiling mangrove bark.

As I worked, I told Vladimir, “He’s trying just as hard to kill me as he is you. Damn it, you know more than you’re saying.”

The man slapped at a mosquito, then looked at his arm. “Why you putting leaves and shit on my wound?”

“Because I’m a goddamn vegetarian—tell me who’s shooting at us!”

Vladimir leaned his good shoulder against a tree, silent for several seconds, before he said, “That is problem. I don’t know. Is true. First, I think it is you—you and longhair friend’s asshole group—who make explosion. Then shoot Mr. Kazlov. Now I am not sure.”

I whispered, “That’s bullshit and you know it. Why would my own people try to kill me?”

“Is possible! You know that bitch woman from hippie group. I see you talking tonight. The men-boys with her, they remind me of—what is word in English? They remind me of small animals with teeth that feed at night. I tell them, ‘Get out before Mr. Kazlov come back and see you!’ Then bitch slap me.”

I replied, “I didn’t meet those idiots until tonight. And we didn’t exactly part on friendly terms.”

It was the truth.

“Weasels,” Vladimir said. “That is animal. Or it could be… anybody shooting. Tonight, is true! When power is off, everyone go crazy. Not at first. At first, we all at reception, eating, drinking. Best caviar and vodka in world, Mr. Kazlov serving. Then explosion, and lights go out. People laugh, they make jokes. No big deal, understand?”

I could picture it because I had been in the fishing lodge an hour before the explosion. The lodge had been built in the ornate days of the Rockefellers and industrialist royalty. Polished wood and brass, chandeliers illuminating a formal dining room and bar, men in sports coats, the few women in summer dresses.

On the walls were skin-mounted tarpon—taxidermy masterpieces—and photos of overheated anglers in old-time suits, women in elegant hats, posing by their game-fish trophies. Background music was kept low: swing band classics from the 1940s, which added to the illusion that Vanderbilt Island had stopped in a time warp of its own choosing.

Electrical outages are common on private islands. People in the little dining room and bar handled it calmly—for the first fifteen minutes or so, Vladimir told me.

“But then someone mention their cell phone not working. Everyone check and they begin get nervous because no one has cell phone that working. Restaurant manager try regular phone and that not working, either.

“It was dark in lodge. Not enough candles. And you maybe understand this: Mr. Kazlov’s businesspeople are sometimes his business enemies. So people get suspicious. Get scared, I think.”

That, at least, made sense. I’d seen the unusual mix of people at the reception. Kazlov’s guests had good reasons to be nervous. Along with Vladimir, there were two other bodyguard types in the dining room, both wearing baggy shirts, shirttails out.

It’s the way men dress when they are carrying concealed weapons.

As Vladimir talked, I was combining what I remembered and what I had seen with what Kazlov had told me earlier that day. The Russian had rented the entire lodge for the week, which was the same as renting the whole island, since it was the summer off-season.

It was an extravagant gesture for such a small group of guests. Just over a dozen people, not counting the island’s small staff, yet the lodge had felt crowded because groups had isolated themselves in cliques. Each clique had staked out its territory, as far from the others as possible—invisible barriers but palpable.

In the formal dining room, the Iranians had a table to themselves, Abdul Armanie and his bodyguard. That was it. Maybe a secretary, too, but I wasn’t sure about that.

Armanie had been holding court when I stopped to say hello. His face had a sandstone angularity that dated to the Persian Empire. Heavy black eyebrows, dense mustache and the cold, insolent eyes of a man whose wealth had neutralized most legal boundaries so that he recognized few boundaries of his own.

Armanie had been suspicious of me during the first of two conversations we’d had that afternoon. I’d sat with him on the outdoor patio, near the pool, asking questions about the Caspian’s sturgeon population while he drank an espresso and smoked expensive Moldavian cigarettes. His answers were empty and patronizing. The man pretended not to know that I knew the truth about how his organization—and most black marketeers—operated. Harvesting sturgeon roe is illegal, and it can’t be done without killing the female. To say the details are unsavory would be an understatement.

Despite his regal gray hair, Darius Talas, from Turkmenia, looked like a man whose body had been assembled from pumpkins. Huge head, swollen belly and a double-sized butt. He sat at a table near the back of the room with one man and two women—neither wearing a burka, so they weren’t orthodox Muslim. Not while vacationing in Florida, anyway.

I had spoken with Talas twice that day—the second time when I had surprised him and Armanie arguing about something near the swimming pool. In our first discussion, Talas had shown more interest in what I’d learned from Kazlov than discussing the Caspian Sea. But he had, at least, been charming in the way some fat men are: laughter, and sly references to food and drink and women. When I had entered the dining room, though, stony looks from Talas’s bodyguard told me I wasn’t welcome, so I didn’t bother stopping.

Only Lien Hai Bohai had bothered to stand as I approached his table. The man resembled a Chinese Colonel Sanders, in his white linen suit and billy goat beard, but looked younger for the two women who sat at his side. Maybe his granddaughters or trusted secretaries—or his trusted courtesans. Impossible to know for sure when it comes to aging rich men.

Both women wore sleek silk dresses, and one was a truly stunning beauty. She had implausibly long legs and a world-class body, which I’d confirmed earlier that day when she was at the pool. By candlelight, in the dining room, I had added tannin skin, breasts of marble and Anglo-Malaysian eyes to the list.

Bohai’s second escort was also stunning in her way—stunningly plain. Square face framed by black hair; a short, thick body, but a fit-looking woman who had the shoulders of a competitive swimmer. Of the two women, I found her oddly more appealing. More interesting, at least—but then, I prefer female jocks to beauty queens, and I’m always on the hunt for swim partners.

I had been tempted to linger at the table, hoping for an introduction. Instead, I was dismissed by Bohai after only managing eye contact with the tannin-skinned beauty, so I had continued toward the bar to find Tomlinson.

The bar was where the strays gathered. They included a woman restaurateur from nearby Captiva Island and her two lady friends—all late thirties, early forties. Smart, successful and attractive women who radiated a confidence that was spiced with an eagerness to make the most of their bachelorette weekend.

Tomlinson was there, too, but he wasn’t sitting with the ladies from Captiva, as expected. He was with his eco-elitist friends, including Densler, the group leader.

It had been my first look at the party crashers, although it had taken me a while to confirm they were on the island without Kazlov’s knowledge. Densler was outspoken, loud and a little drunk, which had provided me yet another reason to escape the reception in favor of a solitary night dive. When the lights went out, Tomlinson and his new Third Planet friends had probably still been in the bar.

It was a volatile mix that included a couple of armed bodyguards from three competing organizations, plus an unwelcome group of antagonistic outsiders. The chaos that followed was starting to assume order as Vladimir continued to describe what happened when the power went out and after guests realized their cell phones weren’t working.

“That is when people start to get scared,” the man told me. “All over lodge, I hear them talking, saying, ‘Try reception outside, try near window.’ I hear people bang into chairs ’cause not enough candles. Everyone nervous. Then in loud voice, a man—someone in bar, I think—this man, he yell, ‘Hey, Internet is out, too! What hell shitty trick is Kazlov playing?’ What if emergency? Someone could die.”

It was then that a single shot was fired. The shot came from nearby, maybe outside, but more likely from one of the lodge’s guest rooms. A pistol, Vladimir told me. Small caliber.

I waited while the bodyguard took several seconds to catch his breath before he added, “That is when whole night go to shit. People start yelling, they go crazy. They panic, they run. How many people left lodge, I don’t know. Mr. Kazlov disappear just before hippie group arrive—important business. It take me a while to know he still not return to dining room. That when I go little crazy, too.”

Looking at me through shadows, Vladimir sat straighter to make his point. “See why I call it ‘crazy’? Power out, phones not working. Of course everyone is afraid. This is not accident. Hear what I say? It is not accident! I should have understood sooner, but… but…”

Vladimir was beginning to pant, and I noticed he no longer bothered to slap at the horde of mosquitoes—one of the first symptoms of shock in Florida on a summer night. So I torqued the bandage tight, knotted it and helped the man lie down.

I was thinking that someone had gone to a lot of trouble to isolate Vanderbilt Island from the outside world. Was the perpetrator so brilliant that he had anticipated the hysteria he had created? Vladimir had implied as much. Or had he just gotten lucky?

The word “brilliant” didn’t fit the gunman who was now getting impatient. I could tell because he was using the flashlight again to search the tree canopy above us. I watched the angle of his light change as he shifted positions. The gunman was coming toward us, I realized.

As I got to my feet, Vladimir said, “Can’t move yet. Lose too much blood. I rest, maybe sleep. Then go.”

The man was lying on his back, knees drawn up. I knelt and touched my fingers to his neck. His pulse was rapid and weak. He was shivering, too, on a night so warm the air had weight, like steam.

I said, “If you go to sleep, you’re not going to wake up.”

Vladimir made a vague reply with his hand. “Five minutes,” he said. “Too tired. Bring me water. I am very thirsty. Bring doctor, too.”

The man was drifting into delirium, so I tried one more time. “How do you know there’s a bomb? Someone told you. Goddamn it, there are innocent people in the lodge who have nothing to do with your little war.”

The man made a grunting sound of impatience. I had to ask the question again before he finally admitted, “A few minutes after Mr. Kazlov leave party, he send me text. He say someone he know intercept e-mails. There may be device on island that kill everything at midnight—”

I interrupted, “Midnight? You’re sure?”

The man nodded. “Information, he say, come from close friend, but not confirmed. This just before jamming start.”

“Which friend? The same one who told you Kazlov had been shot?”

“We have many intelligence sources. No need to say name of his friend.”

It was someone on the island, apparently, or the man would have no reason to conceal the identify.

I said, “Damn it. Why didn’t you tell me this right away?” because it was ten p.m.

Vladimir stirred for a moment and lifted his head to look at me. A moment of clarity, it seemed.

“Does not matter intelligence source. But was your longhair friend who tell me Mr. Kazlov was shot. Why you think I come straight to marina to kill you if you don’t tell me where bomb is hidden?”

He said it as if I should have already known.

A moment later, Vladimir held up a warning hand and shook his head—Enough—then lay back as if sleeping.

The man was lying on his side in a fetal position when I turned and retraced my path through the mangroves, toward the water. I stayed low, ducking limbs, peeling spiderwebs from my face as the muck, ankle-deep, tried to suction off my shoes. Something the man had said banged around in my head, signaling for special attention. It had to do with isolating people from the outside world.

“This is no accident!” Vladimir had told me, referring to the sudden power outage, then the loss of wireless reception. “I should have understood sooner.”

That’s when it dawned on me that I should have understood sooner, too. His words had stuck in my subconscious for good reason. A few weeks or so before, I’d discussed this very scenario over beer in my lab back on Sanibel. How would people react if an enemy suddenly jammed public cell phone networks and cut off all Internet service?

“It’s inevitable. It’ll happen one day. And we should be preparing the same way we plan for a natural disaster. Hurricanes, tornadoes, same thing—only the panic will be ten times worse because the damage will be psychological, and without precedent. It’ll be unlike any previous hell storm nightmare our country has ever experienced.”

Those were Tomlinson’s words, Tomlinson’s predictions. I hadn’t taken the discussion seriously because it was all hypothetical, plus we had been ping-ponging the idea back and forth for years.

But, now, here we were. And it was real.

Was there a connection?

I didn’t like the way my brain was linking events. Didn’t like it one damn bit because, in most of the scenarios, Tomlinson provided the only hub in a multi-spoked wheel.

As I waded into the water, like it or not, I no longer felt so certain of my old friend’s innocence.


7

[image: ]

On a yellow legal pad, Tomlinson had written Sudden Internet Isolation Response, then placed the thing in front of me as I hunkered over the sink in my little laboratory, cleaning an aquarium.

This was almost a month before we’d sailed for Vanderbilt Island, not two weeks before as I’d first thought. I became sure of the timing when I remembered that Tomlinson had received his invitation from Kazlov’s staff the next day. It wasn’t until a week or so later that we’d even discussed the caviar party at length.

No wonder the details had faded.

As I swam away from the mangroves, where I’d left Vladimir, toward the marina where Tomlinson’s sailboat was moored, I replayed the scene in my head, hoping to cull some key bit of data I had forgotten.

I had been wearing elbow-length rubber gloves and a lab mask. On the counter, to my right, was a beaker filled with muriatic acid, and the fumes were getting to me.

“You mind opening those?” I had responded, nodding toward the windows along the south wall. “There’s a fan next to my bed. Maybe put it on the lab cart—you’ll have to unlock the wheels first. I’m about to pass out.”

The University of Northern Iowa’s science department had ordered four dozen spiny sea urchins, an order which I had shipped that afternoon. Because I had done the collecting gradually, over a period of ten days, the acrylic walls of the tank were scarred with calcium buildup. Sea urchins are echinoderms, a family of complex, specialized animals that use thousands of tiny adhesive feet to transport themselves over the bottom. I was guessing the adhesive substance had bonded with calcium carbonate in the water and attached itself in random streaks to the glass.

Tomlinson had nudged the legal pad closer to me, saying, “I’m finally assembling data to write a paper on the damn subject—after all the times we’ve talked about it, about time, huh? Trouble is, there’s no quantitative data available. And the qualitative knowledge base is, like, zero, zilch, nada, because it’s never happened before—thank this nation’s lucky stars.”

Over his shoulder, he had added, “Try to come up with a good acronym. Even behavioral scientists go goofy for a sexy acronym—probably because we’re too introspective to get reliable hard-ons. Present company excluded, of course.”

I didn’t bother replying.

“Something spelled close to the word ‘serious’ because it’s, you know, a damn serious subject. I’m getting close with Sudden Internet Isolation Response. Just need a couple of more bell ringers. Words that fit without straining—you’re familiar with the drill.”

I had sniffed, squinted acidic tears from my eyes and looked at the legal pad. Tomlinson’s penmanship is unusual. After all the acid he’s dealt with over the years, you’d expect spidery impressionism. Instead, his writing reminds me of the eloquent calligraphy that I associate with previous centuries—beautifully formed and slanted loops and swirls. Spenserian script, he calls it, and credits his writing hand to a former life in which, he says, he worked as a shipping clerk, eighteenth-century London, on the Thames River.

After he’d left the room, I mumbled the title aloud, then experimented with variations because I couldn’t help myself. I’m obsessive, which I have no problem admitting. I’m also a linear thinker who follows avenues of thought as if they were tunnels. By blindsiding me with the problem, Tomlinson had successfully elbowed me into a new tunnel.

As he returned to the lab, and plugged in the fan, I was saying, “Sudden Internet Isolation Response. Uhhh… Sudden Isolation Reaction… After… After Undetected Electronic Sabotage? No, that stinks. Sudden Isolation Response to… to… ?” I looked at him and shrugged. “I’ve got work to do. Write your own damn paper.”

Tomlinson had snapped his fingers, grabbed the legal pad and found his pencil. “How about this?”

I watched him write Sudden Internet Isolation Response In an Unsuspecting Society.

“‘Unprepared Society’ is better,” I told him. ‘It’s stronger than ‘Unsuspecting.’ More accurate, anyway.”

The man thought about it, then nodded as he made the change. “When you’re right, you’re right. Let’s see how it looks on paper: S—I—I—R—I—U—S. Sweet, hermano—perfect. Serious—” He grinned. “Now I’ve just got to do the mule work. Write the intro. Put together my materials and methods. I’ll have to slip through a few time barriers, take a peek into the future to assemble data. A couple of hash brownies should do the trick. But this’ll get me to the starting gate.”

Marijuana-laced brownies and time travel—standard equipage for academic research in Tomlinson World. I knew better than to ask questions.

It kept Tomlinson quiet for all of ten minutes, during which he had found a stool and sat at the stainless steel dissecting table, scribbling, erasing, then scribbling some more. He had stopped only once to go to the galley and grab a fresh quart of beer.

I finished cleaning the tank, and had moved to my desk where there was a file labeled Mote/Sturgeon Farming/Caviar. Even though it was four weeks before Kazlov’s party, I was already well into my research. In the file were the notes I’d made in Sarasota while touring Mote Marine Lab’s aquaculture facility. There were also articles and research papers on sturgeon.

I had been reading an article about the Caspian Sea’s black marketeers when Tomlinson returned to the subject of Internet isolation. “Wireless communication is our new tribal lifeline, man. It worries me. Like, obsessively worries me. Have you noticed that I rarely carry my cell phone anymore?”

“Maybe they’ll start making sarongs with pockets,” I had replied. “I don’t carry mine unless I’m away from the lab for more than a day. It’s like being on a leash.”

The man’s expression had read Good! “But we’re the exceptions, hermano. The majority of people are so dependent, it makes us vulnerable as an Oklahoma trailer park. Sure, we can survive without cell phones and Internet, but we can no longer function without them.”

It was an interesting premise. There were Darwinian implications that I would have offered, but Tomlinson had been into the subject, so I let him talk.

“Internet and cell phones have morphed from simple conveniences into human sensory devices. No… sensory apparati, because they have unseated our own five senses in importance. As well as our reliance on humans to provide—well, let’s face it—actual human contact. Shut down those two electronic senses without warning, man, it’ll be like… almost like…”

I had offered, “Sudden blindness—the psychological response would be similar. Shock, disbelief, denial and then panic. It depends on the person, of course. And how long the system was down. Which is probably an exaggeration, but—”

“That’s my point,” Tomlinson had interrupted. “No one will know how long the systems will be down. How can we? Combined with a simultaneous power outage and it will be the demon mother of all uncivil chaos. Coast to coast, rumors will spread like butt cheeks at a chili festival. There’ll be talk of a terrorist attack. Of government conspiracies. Of the CIA taking control of the White House—not that those bastards aren’t above trying. Rumors and disinformation will spread like crabs at low tide, from neighborhood to neighborhood. No… I’ve got that wrong.”

As he considered alternatives, Tomlinson had tugged at his hair so hard that, for a moment, I saw the little lightning bolt scar on his temple.

“Nope… I was right the first time. Rumors will travel from house to house. Of course they will. But the only real news we’ll get will come from fishermen and truckers, because they still communicate by radio. Some of them, at least. It’s been a while since I’ve done any hitchhiking, so I’ve lost track of my eighteen-wheeler brothers. Do they still use CBs?”

Taking off my lab coat, I had told him, “Truckers might do a better job than newscasters. Less biased, and they probably have better bullshit detectors. But you’re getting spooked for no reason. To use a Tomlinson phrase: ‘Shallow up, man.’”

My pal had given me an impatient look, meaning the subject was too important for him not to be upset.

I had closed the Mote file and put it away. This was on a Friday afternoon. That morning, I’d had a huge breakfast at the Over Easy Café, just down the road from Dinkin’s Bay Marina. The night before, I’d eaten a mammoth piece of Drunken Parrot Carrot Cake at the Rum Bar. Which is why I’d felt as if a slab of lead had been strapped to my butt.

The best way to treat a caloric hangover, I have discovered, is to bludgeon the offender with exercise. That’s precisely what I had intended to do: go for a run, then do an hour of serious cross-training—PT, my friends call it.

As I headed out the screen door to change clothes, I had said, “You mind taking your empty beer bottles to the recycle bin? A marine lab isn’t supposed to smell like a brewery. Not my lab, anyway. But it does way too often. And don’t think I don’t know it when you smoke dope in here, too.”

Because that sounded harsher than I’d intended, I added, “I’m going to jog Tarpon Bay Road to the Island Inn. Nicky Clements just installed a pull-up bar. Twenty minutes there, and I’ll swim the no wake buoys to the West Wind. You could pace me on your bike during the run. I want to keep it under eight-minute miles, then we could meet at West Wind pool later. How’s about it?”

Tomlinson had turned and studied me for a moment. “Dude, you are about as ripped as I’ve ever seen you. Seriously—you’ve got the veins popping. The whole gaunt predator thing going on. Man, it’s like you’re getting younger and younger while everyone around you ages.”

I had watched his eyes move to the padlocked cabinet where I keep the Schedule III drugs sometimes used in my work. Then I listened to Tomlinson ask, “You got some human growth hormone stashed in there or something? Raw pituitary extract from unborn chimps? I’ve been wanting to try something like that, but I’m not sure of the side effects, so—”

“You lecturing me on the dangers of drugs,” I had interrupted, “carries about as much weight as you preaching the value of sexual fidelity. I’m fit because I work at it seven days a week.”

My friend was still eyeing the drug cabinet as he offered, “Then you can afford one day off.”

“That’s one of the few lies I don’t let myself believe. You coming or not?”

Tomlinson had exaggerated my level of fitness, although I am in the best shape I’ve been for many years. I had cut way back on alcohol and carbs—carrot cake the occasional exception—refined my workouts to eliminate injuries and doubled my cardio time on a ball breaker of a machine called a VersaClimber. It meant a lot more surfing and swimming and less joint-jarring sprints on hard sand.

As a result, I’m in better overall shape, but I can no longer talk and run sub-eight-minute miles at the same time. So it wasn’t until almost sunset, sitting at the West Wind pool bar, that we had touched on the subject of Internet isolation again. But not for long, because I did most of the talking.

During the mile swim, I had settled into an automaton rhythm—stroke-stroke-breathe-kick—that allowed my brain to drift free of the responsibilities associated with survival. It wasn’t really freeing, though, because at first I stupidly fixated on personal problems. Nothing serious, but irritating.

My sixteen-year-old son, who lives in Colombia with his regal, bipolar mother, was already being recruited by the Military School of the Americas—Military School of Assassins, as it was known when the institute was based in Panama. That was unsettling in itself, considering my background, but he’d also decided to give up baseball to play soccer.

It was a trivial disappointment compared to the problems I’d been having with women.

The previous afternoon, the smart lady biologist I’d been dating, Emily Marston, had asked to have a “serious talk”—among the most chilling phrases in the female vocabulary. She said that our marathon lovemaking was as stimulating as our mutual interests, but, frankly, she’d begun to question my ability to make a lasting commitment.

I had been tempted to point out her concern was based on a flawed premise. I didn’t want to make a lasting commitment. Not yet, anyway. I was also tempted to mention that she had told me, from the start, that she was too recently divorced to get into a serious relationship. But isn’t that what women always say?

“Maybe we should take a month off and think about it,” I had suggested. I didn’t want to take a month off—we’d been having too much fun—but I was trying to behave like a sensitive, modern male.

Sensitive, modern males are dumbasses, apparently. Five minutes later, Emily Marston, the handsome lady biologist, was out the door, and maybe out of my life.

I had other relationship problems, too.

My workout pal and former lover, Dewey Nye, had decided that she, her new love interest and our toddler daughter were better off living in Belgium, where same-sex marriage is legal. I am all for same-sex marriage—what gives government the right to spare us from our own mistakes or happiness? But Dewey marrying a twenty-two-year-old female golf phenom? And in Belgium, for Christ’s sake?

Maybe on one distant day, at a soccer match in Brussels, I would get to see my son and daughter again.

As I swam along the beach, though, I’d finally realized I had been swept into negative channels of thought. So I had consciously shifted to an unemotional topic. Tomlinson’s theory was fresh in my memory, so I had spent the rest of the swim scanning for Darwinian parallels.

There were many.

Later, sitting at the West Wind pool bar, rehydrating with soda water and lime, I had bounced my conclusions off my pal, who had switched from beer to a Nicaraguan rum, Flor de Caña.

I had told him, “You’re right, I’ve been thinking about it. Our reliance on a tool, any tool, increases our vulnerability as a species.”

“Damn right.” Tomlinson nodded, as he signaled the bartender for another drink.

“Clothing is a tool. Supermarkets, leakproof roofs, Bic lighters, they’re all tool related. Our lives wouldn’t be the same without them. But ‘reliance’ isn’t the same as ‘dependence.’ See what I’m getting at?”

“No,” Tomlinson had replied, but he was interested. “Just for the record, I prefer kitchen matches to lighters. Call me old-fashioned. Plus, I like the smell.”

“I’m talking about the paper you’re writing,” I had replied, then explained that “dependence” implied a behavioral shift. “Specialization is a form of adaptation that results in dependence. A specialist species can thrive, but only in its environmental niche. Remove ants from the landscape and an anteater’s nose becomes a liability. Does it make sense now?”

Tomlinson was with me again. “The more specialized the tools, the more vulnerable their dependents. Wireless technology—bingo! Doc, you just gave the first line of my introduction.”

A few minutes later, sipping my first beer, I had asked the bartender for a piece of paper. Instead, she had given me a cloth napkin, and said, “I was going to trash it, anyway. See the stain?”

I had told Tomlinson, “Use this any way you want,” and then concentrated for a couple of minutes as I wrote:


Adaptation funnels some species into ever-narrowing passages of specialization that ensure their success. For a time. In the Darwinian exemplar, specialization is always associated with dependence. Dependence is always associated with risk. There is an implicit fragility, no matter how large and powerful the animal. Specialization can elevate a species to a genetic apex—but the apex inevitably teeters between godliness and the abyss.



“Godliness and the abyss.” Tomlinson had repeated the phrase several times, a genial smile on his face. “Your spiritual side is starting to overpower your dark side, Dr. Ford.”

I had countered, “I used the word metaphorically, Professor Tomlinson, as you well know.”

End of discussion, and we had moved on to more compelling topics—Vision surfboards made by Buddha Bonifay, women and torn rotator cuffs.

It hadn’t crossed my mind there was a connection between Tomlinson’s Sudden Internet Isolation theory, the party-crashing eco-activists and the events now taking place on Vanderbilt Island. Not until I had listened to Vladimir, anyway.

Now, though, as I swam through darkness toward the marina, I realized the oversight was a gross lapse on my part. In fact, I had received an advance warning, of sorts, from Tomlinson himself. He had referenced the subject obliquely a day or so later, while on a rant about environmentalism and the Caspian Sea.

The linkage was there. I had missed it. But I couldn’t be too hard on myself. Not many people would make a connection between hashish brownies, caviar and hijacking an island.
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Hash brownies—they were in the paper bag Tomlinson had been holding when he appeared on the stern of Tiger Lilly, the floating home of two Dinkin’s Bay icons, Rhonda Lister and JoAnn Smallwood. On his face was a tranquil grin and his eyes were glazed. The marina’s resident cat, Crunch & Des, was cradled in his free arm.

This was more than a month ago, a Saturday evening, after he had returned from the post office with mail that included his invitation to Vanderbilt Island.

As I’d watched Tomlinson exit the boat, I doubted if he was grinning because he’d just enjoyed the favors of one or both ladies, although it was possible. Anything is possible at Dinkin’s Bay, particularly after sunset, when Mack, the owner, locks the parking lot gates, barring prissy, judgmental outsiders from the marina, along with the rest of the world.

As it turned out, though, Tomlinson’s grin had more to do with the brownies the ladies had fed him before packing the rest into a to-go bag.

“They made the classic Betty Crocker one-cubed-squared recipe,” he had explained, still holding the cat and the paper bag as he followed me down the boardwalk toward my lab.

I’d replied, “Like a mathematical formula, you mean?”

“Even better. A mathematical double entendre. One egg, one great big cube of primo hash resin, one box of brownie mix, baked, then cut into squares. The resin was made with my own brownie-loving hands. You want one?”

Hashish, he meant. Which makes him even more talkative than grass, as he admits. And why I had tuned him out even when he got onto the subject of caviar and Vanderbilt Island, which somehow transitioned into a monologue on yet another environmental group he had joined—Third Planet Peace Force—which was obvious only in hindsight. He hadn’t mentioned the group by name. Not even once, until they had appeared at the fishing lodge.

I vaguely remembered him saying that he suspected one of the group’s officers was a fan of his writing—Winifred Densler, as it turned out.

“We’ve been trading rather formal e-mails,” he had explained, “but all the evidence is there. There’s a lot to learn from a woman’s choice of verbs. Freudian stuff, you know? Adverbs, the same thing. Adverbs reveal passion… sometimes deep hostility, too. Verbs reveal sexual interest or sexual frustration. Doesn’t matter a damn what she’s writing about. Modifiers and verbs, man—and don’t forget exclamation points and smiley faces. They are the Internet’s truest windows to a woman’s soul.”

The hostility line had stuck with me. Thinking about it now, alone in black water, swimming beneath stars, that phrase—deep hostility—suddenly prodded another detail free. Tomlinson, days later, had mentioned he had sent the first few hundred words of his Internet isolation theory to a member of the group—Densler, probably. She had shared it with other key members, and then Tomlinson had given his permission to post it on the organization’s private web page. Members’ reactions, my pal had told me, had been enthusiastic, but in a way that had struck even him as abnormally angry.

“What bothers me,” he had said, “is they seem eager for the Apocalypse. Punish man for all our sins against nature. Me, I’m not into the whole punishment deal. It’s bad juju, karmically speaking.”

Punish man for our sins against nature.

There! It was the connection I’d been searching for. At the time, it had been a snippet of meaningless conversation. Now, though, Tomlinson’s words provided a key part of a disturbing picture.

Possibly.

Verifying that the linkage was real, not fanciful, was so important that I stopped swimming and treaded water for a few seconds to confirm the details in my head.

I could picture Tomlinson following me into the lab and placing Crunch & Des on the dissection table as he told me, “A couple of the members wrote they’re all for the Internet crashing. See what I mean? They copied me, of course, and everyone else—members of this group I’m talking about share everything. Very communal in an Internet sort of way, which I find cool.”

They share everything—another important point.

Tomlinson had continued, “What they’re hoping is, when the Internet finally crashes, it’ll give us a taste of what’s gonna happen if the industrialized nations don’t stop abusing Mother Earth. A microcosmic taste, you know, when the kimchi really hits the fan.”

Tomlinson’s dreamy idealism can be almost as irritating as his self-righteous certitude, but I hadn’t called him on it. I had been busy watching the cat. Tail twitching, Crunch & Des had been eyeing a half dozen fingerling tarpon that I’d recently transferred to a fifty-gallon aquarium near the dissection table. Because I was duplicating a procedure done in the 1930s by biologist Charles M. Breeder, I hadn’t covered the tank. Even fingerling tarpon require surface air to survive—which Breeder had proven and the cat now realized.

Crunch & Des was getting ready to attack. I had seen the warning signs before.

Before the cat could pounce, though, I had crossed the room while listening to Tomlinson say, “See why I became a dues-paying member? They’re hardasses, man! A group of highly educated, well-informed Greenies who aren’t content to sit on their dead butts while the environment collapses around us. You want some examples of how they operate?”

No, I didn’t. Which is why I had paid more attention to the cat than to Tomlinson as I returned to my desk. Even so, I remembered the man telling me that the group was made up of true activists, not run-of-the-mill do-gooders and talkers. And they had more than just passion. They had enough financial backing to purchase a commercial trawler in Iran and refit it as a mother ship, from which they launched their fast rigid-hulled inflatable boats onto the Caspian Sea. Members were watermen who knew their way around a wheelhouse. For the past year, Tomlinson had said, they had been manning the trawler with crews of six, systematically harassing sturgeon fishermen at sea and on the docks. Same with the shuttle boats that hauled workers to and from oil rigs in the Caspian.

No… I had the wording wrong, probably the result of my own bias. As I continued swimming the last forty yards toward the marina’s docks, and No Más, I decided Tomlinson had probably said confronting fishermen, not harassing.

He approved, of course.

“How else are you going to deal with international outlaws? My God, look what they’re doing to the whales on this planet!”

With a wave of his hand, my strange friend had dismissed all governing bodies—the International Whaling Commission, among them—as if useless, before adding, “If a few tough, smart activists don’t organize internationally to stop this rank bullshit, we’re going to be the death of our own species—and we’ll take a lot of innocent species with us.”

I don’t have much patience with doomsayers, people who are secretly eager for the Apocalypse to cleanse the Earth of human sloth. Tomlinson knows it, which is probably why he had focused on a subject of mutual interest: whales.

“Just as an example, Doc. What’s happening to our sea mammals is a perfect inverse mirror that reflects man’s greed, our bloodlust… the whole negative karma thing that’s going to turn around and bite us on the ass one day.

“It’s all about rhythm. Synchronicity is another way of viewing the problem. Crystals, for instance, are repeating three-dimensional realities—but look what happens if just one molecule is removed from what’s call the ‘lattice parameter.’ Trust me, amigo. I think you know where I’m headed with this.”

Nope, not a clue, but I let it go.

Tomlinson had compared the group’s efforts with the campaign against the Japanese whaling fleet by another organization, the Sea Shepherd Conservation Society. Over the last several years, Sea Shepherd activists had hurled stink bombs, snared propellers and even collided with opposing vessels in their efforts to disrupt Japan’s annual “harvest” of open-ocean whales.

“It’s the illegal, cold-blooded murder of a fellow warm-blooded species—it’s mammalicide,” my pal had said—which also stuck in my memory, because the word “mammalicide” was so unusual. “This is one of those rare cases when a passive response is actually an active form of violence. How? Because it guarantees more bloodshed. That’s why I’m helping our environmental warriors in every way I can.”

Those weren’t Tomlinson’s exact words, of course. It was possible he had said, “I’m backing our environmental warriors,” or that he was “supporting” them—subtle differences, true, but both suggested a more hands-on commitment to… to what? Proactive intervention? Or was he tacitly endorsing violence?

Truth was, either one was a possibility, considering Tomlinson’s past.

Though few on Sanibel Island would believe it, Tomlinson had spent time in jail because of his associations with radical groups. In South Dakota, he had been arrested at an American Indian Movement rally demanding the release of Leonard Peltier. He had also been a suspect in a terrorist bombing that had killed two people at a San Diego naval base.

But that was many years ago. Had I not been convinced that Tomlinson, while not blameless, wasn’t guilty of murder, we certainly wouldn’t be friends today. Tomlinson, in truth, wouldn’t be alive today—something I knew for certain and he probably suspected.

Was it possible that the guy had turned radical again?

Maybe, I decided. Anyone who lives on the water is an environmentalist by obligation, if not choice. What better cause could there be?

Tomlinson and I seldom agree on anything that has to do with religion, politics or has boundaries that exceed the perimeter of Dinkin’s Bay. But he was right about Japan’s slaughter of whales. It’s illegal and outrageous. Not only does the “fishery” kill more than a thousand whales yearly, the nation shows its contempt for world opinion (and the ocean’s resources) by insisting that the butchery is actually a “whale research program.”

With a similar research program, the Japanese have destroyed the bull shark population in Lake Nicaragua and continues its assault on a global scale using nets, longlines and factory ships.

Yet, Japan’s atrocities are eclipsed by the world’s foremost environmental outlaw, China. I had collected some unsavory details while researching one of that country’s foremost offenders, Lien Hai Bohai.

China recognizes no international sea boundaries but its own, plus those of countries that have prostituted their futures by selling China all rights to their fisheries. Cuba may be the saddest example—its citizens are legally forbidden from eating shrimp, lobster and pelagic fish caught in their own waters.

Chinese ships catch, kill, process and blast-freeze every living thing in their paths. Floating factories, like the fleet owned by Lien Bohai, destroy a hundred cubic miles of sea bottom daily, fifty-two weeks a year, year after year. The countries of the former Soviet Union do less damage, but only because they have limited resources.

Tomlinson had every reason to support environmental activists in the Caspian Sea. But violence with lethal intent? No… I knew the guy too well to believe it. I just couldn’t. With him, the lines of morality are often blurry, but no way would he associate with anyone crazy enough to shoot or gas innocent people.

Lien Bohai was a different story. A man who could rationalize a scorched-earth policy at sea was capable of just about anything. The same was true of the Eastern Europeans. Armanie and Darius Talas were Viktor Kazlov’s associates, Vladimir had told me, but also his enemies. Any of those men might be behind what was happening tonight, yet my focus kept returning to the members of Third Planet. They had already shown their indifference to the law by trespassing, and only they had been privy to Tomlinson’s Internet isolation theory.

As badly as I wanted to dismiss it, though, I couldn’t disassociate Tomlinson from what was happening tonight on Vanderbilt Island. Even if he was the unknowing contributor to someone’s lunatic plan, the man was too damn perceptive not to suspect he was being used.

As I swam the last few yards to Tomlinson’s sailboat, Vladimir’s words continued to bang around in my head.

“Your longhair friend told me,” he had said, as if I should have already known.

Maybe he was right.
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I was in the water, hanging off the stern of Tomlinson’s boat, when I heard a gunshot from somewhere near the mangroves. Then a second shot.

Vladimir. It was the first explanation that came to mind.

After so much wild gunfire, the two shots, spaced seconds apart, sounded workmanlike and purposeful. They were of similar caliber as the rounds that had chased the bodyguard and me from beneath the dock. A semiautomatic 9mm or something close.

After the second shot, I spun around and took a look. The mangrove point was an elevated darkness backdropped by stars and the silence of empty houses. There was no telltale corona from a flashlight, no streak of a red laser.

Even so, I guessed that Vladimir had been found and executed. Soon, the gunman would be looking for me. Before that happened, I wanted to get what I needed from Tomlinson’s boat and be gone.

Because I couldn’t risk showing myself on the dock, it took more time than it should have to get aboard.

When it comes to utility, sailboats present too many design challenges to name. High on my list of dislikes is, they are pains in the ass to board from the water. Tomlinson’s old Morgan is rigged for single-handed blue-water passages to Key West and the Yucatán. When the skipper of a vessel is often drunk and/or stoned, safety gear must be rigged accordingly.

In the case of No Más, it means the deck is fenced with lifeline cables, three high, on thirty-inch stanchions. Less chance of the man tumbling overboard in a heavy sea. So I grabbed the lowest cable, did a pull-up, then slapped a hand around the top cable. I hung there for a moment, then managed to get my left foot through the lifeline gate onto the deck—not easy when you’re wearing swim fins.

A minute later, I was aboard, swinging down the companionway into the heat, the darkness and familiar odors of the vessel’s cabin. Tomlinson’s floating Zendo, his students call the boat. The space smelled of kerosene, teak oil, electronics, sandalwood and the musky odor of marijuana. I reached, closed the hatchway, then pulled the curtains tight before I found a jar of wooden matches above the stove and lit a lamp.

First thing I did was open the icebox and chug a bottle of water. I was trembling from dehydration. I also forced myself to chew a handful of dried apricots even though I wasn’t hungry.

With a second bottle of water, I sat for a few seconds at the settee table, then went to the VHF radio mounted above the navigation station and quarter berth. I switched the radio on, reduced squelch, and a familiar warble told me that a jamming device was, indeed, somewhere on the island. Even so, I switched to channel 16 and transmitted a series of Mayday calls, complete with location.

No response.

During my swim, I had also reviewed my options. One option was to cut the lines, fire the sailboat’s little Yanmar diesel and attempt to navigate the shallow waters on my own. When No Más was out of jamming range, I could try the radio again.

Or… I could board the neighboring power vessels, one by one, in the hope their owners had left keys in the ignitions. Because most of the winter residents had pulled their boats, though, there were only a few possibilities. There were two small trawlers, buttoned up tight for the summer. There were two shabby rental boats—one of them an eighteen-foot Boston Whaler—that had probably brought Densler and her group to the island. And there was Viktor Kazlov’s black-hulled Dragos Voyager, which was moored off by itself, isolated at the end of the basin. The vessel was sleek as a stiletto, all teak and glass, with a cabin that swept aft toward a massive afterdeck, where there was a swim platform that doubled as a loading elevator. The yacht was still umbilicated to shore power, but its emergency generator had a bad switch, apparently, because it had yet to start itself. The groups from Iran, Turkmenia and China hadn’t come by private yacht, so that was it—only a couple of usable boats.

The Whaler was my best possibility, I had already decided—but was there time for me to swim over and take a look?

I checked my watch: 10:30. Damn.

Maybe I had time, maybe I didn’t. The midnight deadline was unambiguous, if Vladimir was right. He was convinced the danger was real, I didn’t doubt that. Someone here, on the island, had intercepted an e-mail, or had been made aware of an e-mail, that contained the threat. The trail of logic told me the person was a reliable source of intelligence, and that Kazlov trusted him.

But who? It had to be one of the man’s caviar competitors, but why shield his identify? It was pointless, particularly when it came to an outsider like myself.

There was a more compelling question, though: did such a device exist?

“Everything will die,” Vladimir had told me, which, to him, meant a bomb or gas device had been hidden somewhere in or near the fishing lodge. Considering Vladimir’s probable background, he had been right to assume an IED—an improvised explosive device—had been planted somewhere where it would do the most damage. The explosion that had knocked out the power had been set by someone savvy enough also to seal off the island with a jamming device. It wasn’t much of a stretch to suspect they had also wired explosives or canisters of poison gas to a timed detonator set for midnight.

But what kind of timing device? And had the wiring been exposed to the recent rainstorm? If wet, something homemade might jump ahead an hour or be delayed. Or it might fail to join the polar contacts, which was the best possible outcome—but I couldn’t count on that.

The spot where an IED would cause the most casualities was the fishing lodge, which I had known all along.

The lodge. I had to get inside, assess the situation and then do some improvising of my own. The possibility that someone had rigged the building with an explosive was bad enough. But the prospect of poison gas was chilling. Even if they had managed to smuggle a detonator and military-grade C4 into the place, an explosion affected a limited area. The right poison gas, though, could kill everyone and everything on the island.

In that instant, I realized I might have overlooked yet another important subtlety.

“Everything will die,” Vladimir had said, not, “Everyone will die.” The man’s English wasn’t good—there was no guessing how badly he had mistranslated Kazlov’s message. But the bodyguard had repeated the phrase at least twice, so maybe the distinction was important.

Vladimir had been right to assume the worst. So I did the same. I told myself that, at midnight, either lethal gas would be released somewhere on the island or a bomb would detonate somewhere inside the fishing lodge. I had to do whatever was necessary to stop it from happening.

The human brain is a remarkable organ, but it becomes a jumbled mess when responding to danger. The primitive brain takes control of our involuntary systems, oblivious to signals from the highly evolved neocortex. The result is either chaos or catatonic inaction.

In my life, I’ve dealt with enough risky situations to understand that the brain responds to danger emotionally. It’s not until a threat is reduced to some basic linear form that it becomes a solvable problem. The human intellect is fearless—if we ignore the ancient alarms. If we stay calm long enough to access a functional cerebral pathway.

I’m no different than anyone else. I had to think it through. The process took only a few seconds, but the decision provided clarity and the direction I needed.

I turned from the navigation station and went to work.

Because Tomlinson is Tomlinson, there were no firearms aboard, of course. And I am not a gun hobbyist who packs a weapon just for thrills. I own three handguns because my work requires it, but they were all back at my lab, locked safely away, with the state and federal permits that allow me to carry them.

But I had my knife. And I had been trained to make and use unconventional weapons. My main reason for returning to the sailboat, though—aside from trying the VHF—was to retrieve a piece of equipment that would finally give me an advantage over the man, or men, determined to kill me.

By coincidence or good luck, the day before Tomlinson and I had left for the island, a package had arrived from a friend who works for Nivisys Industries, Tempe, Arizona. The company maintains the same low profile as the military and State Department types who are its devoted clientele. It’s tough to find information about the products even on the Internet, because if you aren’t already familiar with Nivisys, there is probably no reason for you to know that it exists.

The company designs and manufactures some of the world’s finest tactical hardware. Esoteric items such as tactical illuminators, laser-aiming systems and superb night vision binoculars and rifle scopes. The company’s slogan is Don’t Fight Fair, and they take the mission seriously enough to trust operators versed in the craft to test the hell out of their newest creations.

Which is why I had received the package in the first place. And why I wasn’t surprised the enclosed note had read simply, “What do you think? Bob Alexander.”

Inside was a canvas pouch about the size of a standard flashlight. Inside the pouch was a new-generation TAM-14—a thermal acquisition monocular. Which is tacticalspeak for thermal vision. It is a device that sees what the human eye cannot, day or night, because it is ultrasensitive to heat.

Body heat—its specialty. The unit was unlike any night vision system I had ever used before.

With the TAM, I could track a man by following the warmth of his footprints after he had crossed a stretch of cooling sand. An unwanted visitor’s handprints were visible on walls and doors long after he had fled. With this newest generation of optics, I could observe targets through smoke, fog, dense foliage and even walls.

The TAM-14 translated subtle changes in temperature—metal, wood, vegetable or flesh—and sent the information straight to the viewer’s eye.

Thermal night vision also recognizes channel markers no matter the weather, so it was ideal for night navigation, which is why I had brought the unit along. And why I had left the TAM stored in a locker beneath No Más’s navigation station.

I knelt, retrieved the thermal monocular, tested it to make sure the batteries were fresh and placed it on the settee table. Then I went to work searching the boat for materials necessary to make a weapon.

Or weapons.

Even though it was only ninety minutes until midnight, it would be stupid to venture onto the island unarmed. Or without a plan of attack.

The reason I took the threat of poisonous gas so seriously is because, unlike explosives, poison gas is easily made. Vanderbilt Island had a swimming pool. In the pool pump house, anyone versed in the field could find most of the chemicals required. The one or two missing ingredients would be available in the restaurant kitchen.

Building a detonator and a bomb wasn’t out of the question, either. Private islands, just to function, must have well-equipped machine shops and maintenance sheds. All the parts could be found there and assembled in an hour, probably less.

Not that any untrained dweeb could make it happen. It’s an urban legend that the average household contains items as lethal as any gun. The fiction is based on Hollywood films and a left-wing manifesto called The Anarchist Cookbook. The book, in fact, is as amateurish as anything ever published on the subject and taken seriously only by the dilettante revolutionaries who bought it. And Hollywood filmmakers, of course.

But it can be done.

My knowledge isn’t extensive but it’s functional. I learned what I know from one of the very few experts in this unusual field. He was a Delta Force specialist assigned to something called “The Funny Platoon” out of Fort Bragg. Not that the man had a bubbly sense of humor—just the opposite. But he knew how to jury-rig weapons, both offensive and defensive. And when it came to psy war ops—psychological warfare—he had accumulated a masterwork of dirty tricks.

Only once did I ever need to create a makeshift explosive while on assignment. It required mixing wood charcoal, potassium nitrate and sulfur with some other common materials, then rigging what’s called a pull-loop switch to a battery. Thanks to him, the damn thing worked better than expected, which provided me with confidence now. Not that I intended to build an explosive. If I had to, I could. But I had two very different weapons in mind.

I’d brought a waterproof bag with my scuba gear. I opened the bag and began selecting items from Tomlinson’s storage lockers. Among them was a common fungicide, a commercial rust remover, the jar of wooden matches, Ziploc baggies, three glass pickle-type jars, which I had to empty. It was harder to find three glass bottles small enough to fit into the jars, but I finally did. Then I added a box of ammonia inhalers and several replacement wicks for oil lamps. Tomlinson is a hot sauce snob, so I had a sizable selection to choose from. From it, I bagged two bottles of his hottest Amazon Habanero from Colombia.

I added a few other items, too, during my search—including a professional-grade first-aid kit that had been upgraded with painkillers, syringes and sutures for emergencies at sea. Because my BUD S swim shorts had only a small back pocket, I also rummaged around until I found an old photographer’s vest that Tomlinson sometimes wears.

As I went through the vest, I wasn’t surprised to find a wad of hundred-dollar bills, a big roll of five-hundred-euro bills, three baggies loaded with grass and a sheet of faded Halloween stamps that, I suspected, was a blotter of some kind of hallucinogenic. It seemed likely because there were several missing stamps, all removed in an unsystematic pattern that was telling—and oddly irksome to me.

I expected to find a working battery-operated flashlight and did—one with a corroded switch and another with a bad bulb maybe. The only working lights on the boat, though, were a twelve-volt Q-Beam and a wireless Golight that was mounted atop No Más’s cabin—both useless to me.

Something I didn’t expect to find was Tomlinson’s tiny MacBook Air computer, which I’d assumed he had taken to his room at the fishing lodge. The man loved the thing. He carried it everywhere. The computer was forward, in the master stateroom, with enough battery remaining for the screen to flash to life when I bumped the bed. The only reason I saw the open file was because I leaned to confirm there was no wireless signal.

Tomlinson had been watching a video about Third Planet Peace Force. The screen’s frozen frame was a close-up of 3P2’s Winifred Densler, Tomlinson’s irritating new friend.

I checked my watch, then pressed the space bar, anyway. Instantly, the cabin was filled with a chorus of hysterical weeping people as Densler and several others, all kneeling in a forest, caressed and embraced a fallen tree.

Mourning a dead tree? Yep… but more than that, too.

“We beg the Earth’s forgiveness!” I heard Densler moan toward the sky. “We are the disease—us. The toxic rich. Animal slavers and leeches. A tribe of cancerous pigs who…”

I hit the space bar before the woman could finish.

The Toxic Rich, spoken as if capitalized. It was an interesting term, which I had heard Densler use earlier in the evening. Yet, had I not seen similar videos attributed to a group called Earth First, or met the woman, I would have thought it a parody attacking the environmental movement and all the good it has accomplished.

But the video was real. The hysteria and Densler’s rage were genuine. Even watching for just a few seconds keyed a visceral alarm inside me.

The evidence against the eco-activists—Tomlinson, too, although I still couldn’t let myself believe it—was now even stronger.


9

[image: ]

If I had misjudged Third Planet Peace Force’s potential for violence, it wasn’t because I found any admirable qualities in the members I’d met earlier that night. I’d disliked them from the start, and the dislike was mutual. Fact was, I’d managed to piss off several people during my short time on the island, but Densler was at the head of the list.

I thought about our first encounter as I returned to the sailboat’s galley and placed the empty jars on the counter, then organized the ingredients within easy reach so I could mix them. I had to hurry, but I also had to get the proportions right. They didn’t have to be exact, but they had to be pretty damn close.

Tomlinson had been sitting at a table with Densler and a guy named Kahn when I had entered the bar earlier that night. Markus Kahn? I couldn’t remember. My pal had been smiling as he waved me over, while his two companions sat grim-faced, irritated by my intrusion.

In my experience, there have been a few rare occasions when I knew within seconds of meeting a person that I would trust him with my life or that I should avoid him for life. Densler registered a polar negative on the scale.

The woman had confirmed my first impression by talking loud enough for everyone in the room to hear as she told me that, as officers of Third Planet, she and Markus Kahn had started a special branch unit called Huso Pelagius Patronus International.

Scribbling on a bar napkin, Tomlinson had translated the Latin as I took my seat: Defenders of the Sturgeon.

Trying to be cordial, I’d responded, “Well, if there’s one fish in the world that needs protecting, it’s the beluga.”

Even so, I had given my friend an impatient look. What were anti-caviar crusaders doing at a reception featuring twenty-some different types of caviar now being served from iced tureens?

In reply, I had grabbed the pen and scribbled a note of my own: They’re trouble. You’re worse.

Which had caused Tomlinson, who looked Bogart-like in his tropical tuxedo, to nod in cheerful agreement. But he had also flashed me a private look that was more serious. It’s the way close friends communicate, of course. I had seen the look before, yet the meanings varied. Tomlinson was warning me about something—in hindsight, warning me that Densler and her group were party crashers and looking for trouble. He was telling me to pay attention, stay on my toes.

I hadn’t been there long enough to figure out the truth, so I interpreted a different meaning. More commonly, it is his way of notifying me that he isn’t as drunk as he seems. That he is playing his stoned-hipster role for a reason. Tomlinson is a character, yes, but he can also slip into a Tomlinson caricature when it suits his needs—something that few of our neighbors at Dinkin’s Bay suspect because it’s so damn hard to tell the difference.

My instinctive wariness of Densler was more deserved than I’d realized. That was true of Markus Kahn as well.

Kahn was mid-twenties, average height and slim—not lean. There’s a difference. He had the soft look of a shut-in or a clerk at an all-night college library, despite his disheveled red hair and surfer’s tan.

Third Planet members patrolled the Caspian Sea by boat, Tomlinson had told me.

Thinking about it now, Kahn’s behavior had signaled several danger signs. The most obvious: he had isolated himself from our table by burying his face in an iPad video game, which he played obsessively. Not unusual, maybe, for a twenty-some-year-old tech nerd—but at a caviar reception?

When I snuck a look at the iPad, Kahn shielded the screen, but not before I saw the game he was playing. He was immersed in a murderous virtual world, firing weapons at an enemy who spilled realistic blood and guts. It was one of those electronic vortex fantasies that I’d read about but, of course, had never tried. The game rewarded wistful killers with vicarious thrills—all from the safety of their own imaginations.

Kahn also checked and rechecked his watch, which seemed more sinister now than it did then. Had he been thinking about a detonator positioned to take out the island’s power?

Sometimes he looked up from his iPad long enough to make eye contact with a guy standing near the door—a kindred video game wizard, from the way the guy hunched over the screen of his cell phone. Tall man, late twenties, his gaunt face an illustration of queasy contempt whenever he focused on someone who was eating caviar.

Like Kahn, he had worn a black crewneck shirt with the yellow Third Planet logo on the pocket: the Earth shielded by a death’s-head skull. The logo was similar to the one used by the Sea Shepherds.

Densler had struck me as easier to read, but that was another misjudgment. She was long-legged and aloof in designer jeans and a baggy peasant’s blouse. Lots of beads and crystals and bracelets, and a bright green ribbon in her honey brown hair. I was greeted with an aggressive handshake and withering eye contact. Jaundiced by my first impression, I guessed she was one of those women who despised her own wealthy antecedents but wouldn’t have forfeited the perks she’d inherited for anything in the world.

After a few more minutes, I came to the conclusion that Densler was a type. She was an in-your-face crusader, so convinced of her righteousness that it forbade rational discussion and excused her own rude behavior.

In Densler’s mind, anyway.

My opinion of the woman would change as the night progressed—and not for the better.

“Have you met the millionaire Nazi who’s paying for all this?” Densler asked Tomlinson, as she worked on her second vodka and rocks. “I haven’t yet. I hear that he’s tall and good-looking—not that I care.”

Tomlinson read the woman’s denial accurately, I think, because he replied, “Viktor’s about my height, looks like a movie star and is very smooth. I think you two might hit it off—in a dominatrix-dominator sort of way.”

Densler tried too hard to appear offended, saying, “Hah! I can’t wait to talk to him with our video cameras going. Viktor Kazlov might pretend he’s interested in saving the beluga, but that’s bullshit. He’s only interested in getting a bigger share of the caviar market than his gangster friends. And them, my God, they’re three of the world’s biggest eco-criminals.”

The woman, at least, had done her homework on Kazlov, Armanie, Talas and Bohai. Then she revealed her organization’s motives by saying, “For years, we’ve been trying to get those four in the same room so we can confront them. The Toxic Rich, if ever the term applied. Now here we are, finally, all in the same place.”

The woman made a face and then amended. “If Kazlov ever shows up, anyway.”

From the first, I’d suspected the group was on the island without permission, but now it was confirmed. I should have left, but Densler was so neurotic and venomous that I stayed for the same clinical reasons I would have stayed to observe scorpions fighting or a rabid raccoon. Of course, Tomlinson was happy to play along because the woman was physically attractive, which even I had to admit. But it was in a counterculture Barbie doll sort of way. So the two of them chatted for a while, growing more comfortable as they realized they shared similar politics.

Then Tomlinson’s stock rocketed when the woman pretended not to know my friend had authored the cult bestseller One Fathom Above Sea Level. Densler had read it many times—loved the insights, the spiritual truths, which caused her to admit, “I feel like we’re both old souls. Two spirits who haven’t seen each other in a thousand years.”

When the old-soul boat bum and I exchanged looks, his adolescent grin read Guess who’s getting lucky tonight! The enthusiasm was genuine, but I knew that it was also part of his stoned-hipster act.

I had planned to get the man alone later and find out if he’d known in advance about Third Planet’s intrusion. Until then, though, I decided to just sit there, keep my mouth shut and listen.

Unfortunately, that’s not the way the night worked out.

Half a vodka later, Densler was feeling comfortable enough to slap the table and explain, “The Russian wouldn’t give us permission to monitor his little caviar lovefest. So what did you expect us to do? Sit back and do nothing while they cut up the Caspian Sea like a goddamn pie?”

The woman was an interesting example of passive-aggressive disorder, but it wasn’t reason enough to sit with her. Now my goofball pal, by inviting me to the table, had made us both guilty through association. Finally, I was perturbed enough to ask him, “Did you know these people were going to show up? When Kazlov finds out, he’ll call the police, then probably throw us off the island, too. I wouldn’t blame him.”

Tomlinson shook his head and kept his voice low. “Viktor walked out about twenty minutes ago. They got here just after he left.”

Densler ignored us as she surveyed the room, “Judging from his oil gangster buddies, I expected Kazlov to be another overweight, rich slob. Oil—that’s all this country cares about. That’s probably why the feds gave Kazlov the permits he needed to experiment on Gulf sturgeon. Has anyone even bothered to ask how he got the permits?”

I wasn’t going to share what I knew, but I had bothered to ask. I was interested because I knew enough about the procedures to understand that the paperwork had to have been a nightmare. In that way, at least, Kazlov and I had found some common ground during our short talk that afternoon.

When it comes to an endangered species, the federal and international governing agencies are multilayered, inflexible and complex. To do it properly, Kazlov would have had to file applications with the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species—CITES—the U.S. departments of Agriculture and Wildlife, as well as the Florida Department of Agriculture, none of which are known for having a devil-may-care attitude toward their repetitive forms and pointless details.

Kazlov, though, had found a “hobbyist” loophole that, in fact, I have used myself when collecting specimens. The gap in the regulations was created for aquarists, amateur herpetologists and other hobbyists whose interests in rare animals and plants is on a scale so minuscule that it’s considered benign. So Kazlov had used it to his benefit to continue his research and to keep fish for display. Who is to say a tropical hobbyist must chose a two-inch angelfish for his aquarium rather than a hundred-pound Gulf sturgeon?

“A stack of papers this high,” Kazlov had told me in his heavy accent, holding his hand at eye level. “This is how many forms they tell me we must complete. And why? To move, only for a few days, two sturgeon from our aquaculture facility in the Yucatán. Fish that were very common here only sixty years ago!”

I doubted Kazlov’s claim that the sturgeon he had brought to Vanderbilt Island possessed exactly the same DNA as native Gulf sturgeon, but I wasn’t going to share that information with the Third Planet people, either.

Densler went on: “Big oil, big business and our own corrupt federal government: a perfect combination. Kazlov paid off someone. Wild sturgeon in pens—it makes me want to vomit! It’s as bad as that freak show across the bay—the gambling casino with the trained dolphins. It’s the fish that should be set free and these fat fucks who should be locked up.”

Markus Kahn, lost in his video game, looked up and said, “Maybe it’ll happen,” then gave Densler a warning glare. The woman was talking too much, and Kahn didn’t like it.

But Densler wasn’t done. Her attention swung to me for the first and only time. “I find it strange that someone like T”—she motioned toward Tomlinson—“a spiritually grounded person, would hang out with someone like you.”

I looked at Tomlinson as I replied, “Maybe a little too strange, as of tonight.”

Densler took that as an affront because she then asked, “Are you actually a marine biologist?”

I nodded.

“Then I’m curious. Are you the sort of biologist who sells his expert opinion to the highest bidder like most in your field? Or are you a legitimate scientist? I’ve met very few of those.”

I said, “I’m surprised you’ve met even one.”

I glanced at the door, wondering, Where the hell is Kazlov? I’d had enough.

Because one of us would soon be leaving, I turned my chair to face her. “Do you know why I’m surprised? Because we avoid people like you.”

The woman’s face began to color as I continued, “We don’t waste time on phony conservationists. Or the frauds who condemn research that doesn’t mesh with their own biases. Or that won’t scare their members into donating more money. Those are the same groups who damage the movement’s integrity by manipulating data to fit their own agendas—or by pulling ridiculous publicity stunts to grab headlines. PETA is the saddest example of a group that discredits its own cause. Why would a legitimate biologist waste his time?”

Kahn slid his iPad onto the table as if to challenge me. He had dull green eyes, his expression intense either because of what I’d said or because he was still fired up by the violent virtual world he had just exited.

Consciously or unconsciously, Densler picked up a fork and gripped it like a knife as she leaned toward me. “If you’re talking about Third Planet, you don’t have the brains to understand what we do. You’re just another oversized fascist who thinks man is somehow the goddamn king of this planet.”

I was replying “I didn’t mention your organization’s name, you made the association—” when Tomlinson interceded by thrusting his arms over the table to separate us, then made a calming motion with his hands.

Trying to lighten the mood, he said, “Winnie, don’t take it personally. Dr. Ford usually makes up for his lack of social skills by keeping his mouth shut. At least you got him to open up a little, which says a lot about your passion.”

Densler glowered at me as she warned Tomlinson, “I hate the name Winnie. Just because I liked your little book doesn’t mean you can call me Winnie. No one knows me well enough.”

Just then, Kahn leaned over and whispered something in the woman’s ear. It might have been something threatening, because Densler’s face suddenly paled and she retreated into the silence of a fresh vodka.

My eyes moved from Densler to Kahn to the guy standing near the door, aware that all three had just been reunited by some unspoken motive—or fear. It was then that I got a look at the two additional members of the group. I saw them through the bar’s main window: men, late twenties, identical twins, judging from their girlish blond hair and chubby faces. They were visible for only a few seconds, walking north toward the marina, one of them carrying a brightly colored computer bag. The Third Planet member standing at the door nodded to them as they passed, his face expressionless. Then he caught Kahn’s eye and nodded again.

At the time, I perceived nothing sinister in the exchange. Densler, Kahn—the entire group—struck me as trivial people whose egos hungered for a celebrity status that their small talents could not earn. They were unhappy people—as the Michael Moores of the world invariably are—and sitting among them had caused me to feel a shabbiness that didn’t match my mood.

What was to be gained by watching the inevitable confrontation when Kazlov reappeared and ordered them off the island? There would be shouting, threats and more pious spouting of the Third Planet party line.

It was a waste of time. I scooted my chair away from the table and stood there, waiting for Tomlinson.

Finally, my pal noticed I was standing. When he got up, I shook hands as if we were strangers, saying, “Nice meeting you, Professor Tomlinson. Hope I didn’t spoil your evening.”

Tomlinson replied, “Then we must have a serious talk about it later, Dr. Ford. Around midnight, possibly?” which was all he could tell me before slipping back into his stoned-hipster disguise. “We’ll smoke a joint. Get crazy.”

Now, as I sat aboard No Más, measuring out liquids, pouring small amounts into jars, the man’s reference to midnight had far more significance. And he had no doubt sent other cloaked messages as well. But if Tomlinson had sensed danger, why hadn’t he taken me aside and warned me? It would have been easy enough to excuse himself from the table for a few minutes or he could have followed me to the marina.

The answer was, he would have warned me if he’d anticipated real trouble. Particularly if he’d known that people might be shot and killed.

There was another, disturbing possibility, though: what if Tomlinson had warned me and I’d somehow missed it?

What if? It is among the most popular games played by our species. The wistful scenarios form our favorite fictions—happy endings that give us hope or burden us with guilt and regret.

I played the game as I finished mixing liquids, and screwed the lids tight on the jars. What if Kahn and Densler, and fellow members of 3P2, were behind this insanity? It meant that I had misread them badly—even after seeing so damn many red flags. But who in their right mind would suspect a group of highly educated people—however abrasive and neurotic—of being violent sociopaths?

That’s another popular fiction: the belief that mass murderers behave differently than the rest of us. Some expert, some perceptive neighbor, should have recognized the killer’s aberrant behavior and stopped him in advance of his bloody deed. Right?

The question is motivated by our deepest fears and our most optimistic hopes: they are different from us, right? They must be different from us. Right?

A single mocking word blurs the demarcation but also addresses both poles of the question, our hopes and our fears.

The double-edged answer is, Right.
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Before exiting the cabin of Tomlinson’s boat, I gathered my gear, extinguished the lamp and ducked outside onto the afterdeck. The thermal monocular clipped onto a headband, which took only a few seconds to adjust. Soon I was using the TAM-14 to search for body heat, near and far, and also trying to mesh my experience in the bar with the disturbing video I’d just seen.

Usually, a lapse in concentration is also a lapse in judgment. Maybe that’s why I didn’t spot the man who was watching me through a rifle scope, although he would make his presence known soon enough.

To my right, mangroves were a reef of gray trees, leaves still aglow, warm from the afternoon sun. Among the limbs were sporadic coals of fluorescence—roosting birds. If Vladimir had been executed, his body, even if he was dead, should have produced a heat signature, too. But I found none.

Surprising. It was unlikely anyone would have moved a man his size—not from swamp that dense. But I also knew that deciphering the subtleties of thermal imaging takes time. I’d had the unit only a couple of days, so I might be misreading what I was seeing.

Atop the TAM-14 unit were a series of pressure switches. I touched magnification as I scanned the mangroves again, then turned my attention to the island.

That’s when I spotted the guy who came way too close to killing me a few seconds later.

More than a hundred yards away, a lone figure was standing in the shadows of a ficus tree. A man, as evidenced by the absence of breast tissue. A dot of oscillating heat told me he was smoking a cigarette. He was on the north end of Vanderbilt Island where, I had been told, the Iranian, Abdul Armanie, had rented a large house.

I panned the monocular to the south.

Darius Talas, from Turkmenia, had taken a beach house near the southernmost point, at the end of a walkway that islanders called the Pink Path. Because of a few scattered cottages near the marina, though, Talas’s portion of the island was screened from my view.

The same was true of the fishing lodge. It was mid-island, built upon the highest remnants of the shell pyramid. As I adjusted the monocular’s focus, though, I realized that my view wasn’t entirely blocked. I could see a wedge of balcony on the building’s fourth floor, where an American flag stirred in the night breeze.

The porch was empty. But a heated corona within told me that someone had lit an oil lamp or candle.

My main concern wasn’t the lone figure standing beneath the ficus tree. It was the trigger-happy gunman who’d shot Vladimir and had tried to kill me. Using the monocular, I searched for the guy, panning from one end of the marina to the other.

Near a maintenance shed, and beneath a wooden water cistern, families of four-legged creatures foraged. They looked like furry balls of light—raccoons. Atop a roof gable, a glowing statue pivoted its black eyes toward me—a great horned owl.

No human beings, though, that I could see, aside from the man in the far distance, now lighting another cigarette.

As I searched the area—no doubt because I was on the stern of Tomlinson’s boat—I suddenly realized that I had overlooked another method of signaling for help. Possibly a workable method. The device was staring me right in the face, literally. Secured next to the sailboat’s helm was a U-shaped flotation ring, on a hundred feet of line. It was a man-overboard harness, designed for throwing.

In one of the pockets was a waterproof electronic beacon called an EPIRB. Activate the beacon and it would transmit emergency GPS coordinates, and a unique serial number to satellites in space. The satellites then beamed the information to the nearest U.S. Coast Guard stations so that rescue choppers and boats could be launched.

The portable jammers I had used were calibrated to interrupt all but the very highest and lowest radio frequencies. Maybe the EPIRB was immune.

Without further thought, I pulled the beacon’s emergency ring… which also activated a blinding strobe light, as I should have anticipated.

Damn it!

In a rush, I used my hands to try to muffle the light. Impossible. So I gathered the harness, rope and all, and tossed the whole mess overboard. Seconds later, someone smacked the hull of Tomlinson’s sailboat so hard with a sledgehammer, I felt the fiberglass tremble beneath me.

That’s what it sounded like, anyway.

For an instant, I was stunned, even though I knew what had happened. It was a gunshot, and the simultaneous impact of a slug hitting the cabin bulkhead behind me. A rifle, probably. Something heavy caliber, and the shooter was using a scope. Unlike the trigger-happy gunman, it was doubtful that he would miss again.

No Más was moored with her transom to the dock. I had thrown the EPIRB strobe off the starboard side, where the light blazed once every second.

Without hesitating, I tumbled over the port side, holding fins and waterproof pack to my chest. As I crashed through the water’s surface, I was imaging the man I had seen beneath the ficus tree toss his cigarette away and shoulder a rifle. The angle seemed right. From the north end of the island, a shooter had a clear view of the marina. And the distance wasn’t a challenge if he was using a scope.

It was a close call, but I had learned something. The Iranians were housed on the north end. Talas, the Turkmenian, was housed on the southern tip. Suddenly, I was less suspicious of Tomlinson’s eco-activist friends. Members of Third Planet Peace Force—even if they were a bunch of pissed-off neurotics—weren’t the type to use sniper rifles.

Abdul Armanie, though, had a bodyguard with him, presumably a well-trained man. And Armanie himself was a cutthroat businessman who sometimes used Islam and the Koran to justify his methods—particularly when dealing with non-Muslims. That’s why he preferred to go by his last name only when doing business in the United States.

In the bar, Densler, Kahn and I had butted heads, true. But, as I was already aware, they weren’t the only enemies I had made during my short time on Vanderbilt Island. The Iranian was furious at me, too. Possibly angry enough to kill me, if he got the chance. It was because, earlier that afternoon, I had embarrassed the man badly—Armanie and Talas both, in fact. I had done it knowingly, intentionally, and then had laughed in his face.

Abdul Rahman Armanie, as I already knew, was not the sort to allow a slight to go unpunished.

When Tomlinson and I arrived on Vanderbilt Island, I’d had no intentions of alienating almost everyone I met—but that’s what happened. Which is unusual for me. I’m generally a quiet, private guy who, long ago, learned that a man can’t learn anything while his mouth is open.

Even so, people are chemical-electrical beings, and sometimes our polarity swings inexplicably to the negative, inviting all kinds of trouble. In the space of a few hours, I’d invited more than my share by opening my mouth too much and too often.

It happens. In my case, though, there was a purpose. When it comes to the wealthy Eastern Europeans, behaving like an asshole is sometimes the only way to force information out of them.

That morning, I had introduced myself to Darius Talas first, then, an hour later, to Armanie, as a marine biologist who was working on sturgeon aquaculture with Mote Marine. My slanted honesty hadn’t been well received, so I’d been forced to reply to indignant accusations. No, I hadn’t lied to get an invitation to the caviar forum. Yes, I was a primary investor in two flourishing restaurants, as the forum’s rules required. But my primary interests were fish, in general, and sturgeon in particular. All true, of course.

So far, so good.

After getting that settled, my questions had been straightforward enough. They reflected my honest interest in the Caspian Sea’s declining sturgeon population. Even so, neither man was willing to talk about how he acquired the caviar his company sold discreetly through an international network of distributors, some of them “legitimate,” others gray market wholesalers.

No problem. I already knew too much about both men to expect honest answers. So I had parted from each of them on cool but civil terms. Later that afternoon, though, everything changed.

I had gone out to explore, got lucky and found both men at a table next to the pool, so I had taken a seat before they could protest. Talas and Armanie had been arguing about something, judging from Iranian’s expression and Talas’s flushed pumpkin-sized face. So I had put an end to the uneasy silence and attempted to ingratiate myself by saying, “The three of us need to get something straight. I’m not a federal agent, I’m a biologist. There’s no reason we can’t talk openly. Maybe we have more in common than you realize.”

Armanie had looked at his watch and asked Talas, “What time is Kazlov serving hors d’oeuvres tonight? Knowing him, it will be potato vodka and that disgusting caviar he’s pedaling. Awful peasant-raised shit, have you tried it?”

I had taken that as my opening to say, “Caviar and aquaculture—what a coincidence. Those are the very things I’d like to talk about. For instance, Kazlov’s hybrid sturgeon idea—the idea has merit, I think. But, before I can decide, I need to understand what’s going on in the Caspian region. Has the fishery gotten as bad as some say?”

Silence—that was my reply. Which I had interrupted by waving to a waiter and ordering a Diet Coke before I pressed ahead, saying, “A good place to start would be to explain how your fishermen get around the ban on catching beluga. Why’s it so easy? I’d rather hear the truth from experts—men like yourselves—than get secondhand information. And it’s all confidential, of course.”

The way Talas had chuckled and demurred reminded me of a Muslim Pillsbury Doughboy. Armanie had smirked and shrugged, like the condescending prick he is, and asked me, “Do you know who killed the cow to make the shoes you’re wearing? It is a ridiculous question for a man who claims to be a biologist—but perhaps that delightful dolphin show we attended pays staff with bogus dolphin doctorate titles.”

The man had a gift for cutting insults, but I didn’t mind. Armanie and Talas were confirming what I already knew about them. And I knew far more than they suspected through my intel sources in Colorado and Maryland. Both men were smart, unscrupulous and rich—very different in terms of style and behavior, but they were also both killers if business required it.

The background summaries I’d reviewed before leaving Sanibel hadn’t come right out and said that it was true. But the insinuation was there, between the lines, along with a lot more:

Talas and Armanie each claimed to be “conventional modern” Muslims, yet they also tacitly endorsed fundamentalist causes with their checkbooks. Both had gotten rich piping fossil fuels out of the Caspian Sea, which is the Earth’s third-largest reservoir of oil and natural gas.

Talas was a shareholder in Turkmenia’s largest petroleum company. Armanie was one of five in a consortium that managed seventeen oil rigs off the Iranian port of Neka. Black market caviar was a lucrative enterprise for both men—fifty million euros a year was a conservative estimate, according to profile summaries I’d received. But oil was their primary source of wealth. Which suggested that if Talas or Armanie wanted Kazlov dead, it had more to do with fossil fuel than a dinosaurian fish.

It was more than just a theory. There was something else I had learned from my sources: the three men despised one another. The reasons weren’t given, of course. No way for anyone to know them all. Kazlov’s, Talas’s and Armanie’s families had been competitors for decades, so they had probably all been scarred by past dealings. And some wounds never heal.

But if Kazlov truly had made a breakthrough discovery regarding caviar, Armanie and Talas had more battle scars coming. There were several reasons, but one was that the news would invite international attention to the Caspian Sea and its dwindling beluga population. That’s the last thing two men who profited from caviar and oil wanted.

Oil companies in the region despise media attention because they don’t want the world to know the truth about the Caspian. The truth is that it has become an environmental cesspool since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. No longer is the oil industry governed or policed. Soviet regulations were never strict by Western standards, but now there are none. None that are enforced, anyway.

The same is true of the sturgeon fishery, which is why the venerated wild beluga is being slaughtered into extinction.

While the five bordering nations squabble about territorial rights and whether the Caspian legally is a sea or the world’s largest freshwater lake, a Wild West mentality controls the region. International petroleum companies are rushing to capitalize on a rare opportunity to pump millions of barrels of oil without the expense of minimizing or even monitoring pollution.

With the same hyenalike fervor, international caviar procurers are looting the Caspian fishery because they know better than anyone that, soon, the last mature female beluga will be netted and that will be the end.

Armanie and Talas were burning both ends of the Caspian Sea candle and profiting hugely. I didn’t blame them for making a profit. I’m a realist. It’s what businesspeople do. But I found their methods contemptible and their superior attitudes galling.

Which is why when Armanie goaded me by saying my questions were ridiculous, I smiled and gave him a pointed look that read Anytime, anyplace—asshole.

That’s when the real trouble between us started.

The man was unused to being challenged by inferiors, so it turned into a stare-down. After he finally contrived a way out by lighting a cigarette, I said, “If you won’t talk to me about it, maybe you’ll let me tell you what I already know. You can fill in the blanks, if you want, or tell me where I’m wrong.”

“Dr. Ford, you remind me of one of those stubborn detectives in an American film.” Talas laughed, jowls shaking. In my mind, the Pillsbury Doughboy instantly became Sydney Greenstreet in Casablanca.

Talas pretended to be interested. Armanie glowered, smoked and checked his wristwatch. It took me about five minutes to tell two of the world’s most ruthless suppliers of black market caviar how their organizations worked.

I began by asking, “How many fishermen along the Caspian coast do you employ? Six or seven hundred? No—let’s count Kazlov’s organization, too. So we can double that. Together, your organizations probably own about fifty percent of the international market, which means you sell how much illegal caviar annually? A hundred and fifty metric tons at least, from what I’ve read.”

I paused long enough for Talas to nod, as if impressed with his own success, before continuing.

“You sell the product on the gray market to five-star restaurants, exporters, whoever will buy it. Your wholesale price is around eight hundred U.S. dollars a pound, right? So eight hundred dollars multiplied by one metric ton—which is what? Around twenty-two hundred pounds? That comes to about”—I let the men watch me struggle with the math—“just under two million dollars per ton. Multiply that by a hundred and fifty tons annually and”—I looked to check their facial reactions—“and we’re talking a whole bunch of money. Three hundred million gross. At least a hundred million net. Am I right?”

From the flicker of a smile that appeared on Armanie’s face, I knew that I had underestimated the figure.

That was okay. I was getting to him, and we both knew it. It gave me the confidence to attempt to trap the men into telling me the truth about why they’d come to Vanderbilt Island—a trap I began to bait by saying, “But neither one of you is going to be in the caviar business for much longer—unless Kazlov’s hybrid sturgeon becomes a reality. If you don’t know why, I’ll be happy to explain.”

Armanie exhaled smoke and said, “This is something I’m going to complain to Viktor about. More visits to the casino, fewer fraud biologists. And after we were guaranteed privacy.”

“But I’m enjoying myself!” Talas responded, smiling at me—but his eyes had an empty look, as if I were a corpse who refused to be silent. “I don’t believe I’ve ever heard so many outrageous inaccuracies come from one man’s mouth.”

I replied, “I take that as a compliment. Apparently, my information is better than expected. Mind if I continue?”

Talas listened while Armanie made a show of turning to face the swimming pool. I could hardly blame him when I saw why. I got my first look at the woman I would see later, sitting in the dining room with Lien Bohai. The one with the exotic face and Anglo-Malaysian eyes. She wore a burnt orange bikini and was lowering herself into the pool. The water must have been cool because the woman paused at rib level while her breasts acclimated—a hypnotic few seconds. Then I watched her remove an ivory quillet, then a comb from the top of her head, before submerging in a swirl of Polynesian hair.

The visual impact was such that I managed only a vague recollection of her stunningly plain counterpart, the square-faced woman with the swimmer’s shoulders.

Talas, the fat man, was watching, too, because he said to Armanie,“Have you spoken to her this trip? She really is quite beautiful. And what a magnificent body! Do you think she’d agree to drinks after dinner?”

In an insinuating tone, the Iranian replied, “I think you’d have to ask Viktor’s permission. I saw them walking last night and then they snuck off together this morning. I’m sure he can provide her answer—and her price.”

At the time, the remark seemed only rude. Later, when I saw the woman sitting with the Chinese mega-millionaire Lien Bohai, it would acquire a sharper edge.

After I turned away from the pool, it took me a moment to collect myself, but I finally refocused and told the two caviar kings why they would soon be out of the caviar business. First, though, I told them how they did what they did. Some of it was an educated guess, most was not.

The fishermen they hired—and paid next to nothing—avoided detection by laying their nets after dark. Miles of nets pulled by boats working in packs. For hours, they would drag their web into slow circles that trapped every living, swimming thing. Then hydraulic derricks would haul the nets and dump the catch in a thrashing, suffocating heap onto the deck.

There are seventy-some species of fish that live in the Caspian Sea, including six species of sturgeon. But only three of those species provide salable eggs for caviar, so everything else would be left to die while the profitable fish were culled. Twenty years ago, the fishermen might have caught a thousand sturgeon in a two-hour drag. Today, a hundred was a more likely number.

Of those hundred fish, fewer then ten would be the valuable beluga. Two other species, the osetra and sevruga, which are more common, but still endangered, would also be kept.

Because it takes fifteen to twenty-five years before a female sturgeon can produce eggs, only one of those ten beluga would be large enough to be considered mature—a fish between three hundred and three thousand pounds. Smaller, mature osetra and sevruga sturgeon would add another twenty fish to the pile. These fish would all be clubbed unconscious and dragged, tail first, into aerated tanks. Smaller fish would be kicked overboard or killed for meat.

At the docks, while the sturgeon were still alive, underlings hired by Talas and Armanie would then stun the fish a second time with a blow to the head. Why? Because it’s impossible to do surgery on a conscious fish that’s three times the size of the men handling it. And surgery was the next step. The only way poachers can find out if a sturgeon is male or female is to make a precise abdominal incision that exposes the fish’s reproductive organs.

Males would be hauled away to die and dumped later—the carcasses were incriminating. Gravid females would also be left to die but only after their ovaries had been slit, the valuable egg sacs removed whole, and immediately iced—all while the fish was semiconscious. Studies are as varied as the definitions of “pain,” but the consensus is that fish don’t feel pain as it is experienced by primates. A fish’s existence is brainstem dominated, not cerebrally dominated, but a sturgeon’s behavioral response to such a procedure would cause even me to wince and I’m not known for my sensitivity.

Nor were Armanie and Talas, judging from their yawning indifference to what I had just described.

“This year, your fishermen will catch about half as many mature sturgeon as they caught last year,” I continued. “That’s the way it’s been going for the last decade, right? It’s because you’re killing the brood stock. The golden geese. And that’s why you’ll be out of the caviar business soon. Even if someone very smart, like Viktor Kazlov, develops a beluga hybrid, you’ll still be out of the business because the Caspian Sea is so polluted, a restocking program isn’t likely.”

Both men were listening, although Armanie had pretended to be preoccupied. It got to him, though, when I mentioned Kazlov’s intelligence. I saw him react. It gave me additional confidence. Mentioning a hybrid beluga was proving an effective bait for the trap I soon hoped to spring.

“Admit it,” I had pressed. “Kazlov is a brilliant man—if he really has found a way to produce beluga-quality eggs from a sturgeon with different DNA. My guess is, you’re worried about the media attention he’ll bring to your operations in the Caspian. Or you’re jealous.”

That did it. Armanie couldn’t help himself. “Do you realize how ridiculously stupid you sound?” he said, keeping his voice low as he turned to face me across the table. “Kazlov is an uneducated farmer turned gangster. It’s the specialists he’s hired who have the brains—not him. Even so, only a fool would believe they would waste their time creating a hybrid from a beluga sturgeon and your disgusting Gulf sturgeon. And if they have, so what!”

I looked into the man’s eyes, trying not to show how eager I was to hear what came next. “You lost me,” I lied. “Gulf sturgeon tolerate warm water a lot better than the beluga. They mature faster, too. Isn’t that Kazlov’s real plan? To start a company that operates outdoor sturgeon farms throughout the tropics? He already owns an aquaculture facility in the Yucatán. They can produce caviar year-round. His investors will get rich. In fact”—I lowered my voice as if sharing a confidence—“I’m thinking of investing a few thousand dollars myself.”

Talas managed to say, “A few thousand! Such a risky sum!” before his jowls began to shake again, laughing.

I replied, “To me, it’s a lot of money. But if things go as Viktor predicts, who knows? The three of us might do some business down the road.”

The look Armanie gave me was memorable because his contempt was multilayered. I was a naïve American hick. Not only was I uniformed, I had no money—which meant I was powerless, and so useless to him.

“You call yourself a biologist?” he said, staring at me, shaking his head. “You actually have a college degree? Then how can you possibly not know that what Kazlov is supposedly proposing is impossible.”

“A hybrid fish?” I replied as if confused. “New hybrids are being developed every day.”

“You idiot,” Armanie had laughed. “Even now you don’t understand. Here”—the man had put his elbows on the table and leaned toward me—“let me make it simple enough even for you to comprehend. The DNA of a beluga sturgeon simply cannot be disguised. Do you know why?”

Yes, but I let the man talk.

“Because the DNA of every commercial fish in the world is cataloged in an international data bank. Which means there is no possible way that beluga DNA would go undetected. Do you hear me? It’s impossible.”

Armanie, very pleased with himself, paused to light another cigarette. “Your own country wouldn’t issue permits to raise such a fish, let alone the international governing bodies. The Convention on Trade in Endangered Species—have you even heard of the organization?”

I had filled out enough CITES forms to wallpaper my lab. The man sat back and chuckled. “No competent professional would waste his time listening to Kazlov’s claims about a hybrid fish. Certainly not from two such very different animals. Which, I suppose, explains why you’re so enthralled with the idea… Doctor Ford.”

Good. It wasn’t much of a trap, but Armanie had finally stepped into it with both feet.

My expression blank, I slammed the trap shut by asking, “Then what are you two men doing here?”

It had taken a few moments, but the fat man, and then Armanie, finally realized what had just happened. Abruptly, Talas stopped laughing. Armanie fumbled for his cigarettes, maybe hoping I’d give him time to think by talking.

I didn’t. Not for several seconds, anyway, while I sat back and savored their befuddled reactions. Finally, I herded them deeper into a corner, saying, “You’re experts in the field. Yet here you are—at the invitation of an uneducated gangster. If disguising DNA is impossible, then why waste your time and money by coming to Florida? It makes no sense—unless you’re here for a different reason.”

I pretended to be interested while I listened to Talas attempt to explain his presence by praising Vanderbilt Island as a beautiful vacation spot. Then referred to his other business interests in Florida, as Armanie nodded his agreement.

To convey my skepticism, I gave it several more seconds of silence, as if thinking it through. “Sorry, guys. I don’t buy it. I don’t think you flew halfway around the world for a vacation. It has to be something else.” I leaned forward. “A genetically modified beluga, maybe?”

The Iranian wasn’t convincing when he responded, “A what?”

“We call it a G-M-O,” I replied with exaggerated patience. “A genetically modified organism. Imagine a beluga that matures in five years instead of twenty. Or how about a procedure that causes sturgeon to produce preovulated eggs regularly? You know, before the chorion perforates—the skin of the egg. Imagine a female sturgeon that produces eggs two or three times a year without having to be killed. Like milk cows on a dairy farm.”

It had been Jim Michaels’s analogy, not mine, but the reaction it produced in the black marketeers was beyond anything I had hoped. It revealed the truth, and the truth was in Talas’s feigned confusion.

“Why, the idea’s ridiculous. That has been proven too many times!”

The truth was in Abdul Armanie’s eyes, too, as he glared at me through a veil of smoke and replied, “A fascinating fairy tale. Let me know how the story ends.”

“You’ll be the first to know,” I answered, smiling because I had guessed right. I felt sure of it as I studied the men’s faces, yet it was still a shocking truth to process: Viktor Kazlov, and his researchers, had succeeded. They had apparently discovered one of the holy grails of caviar production. At least, that’s what the Russian had claimed privately to his three wealthiest competitors, I guessed.

Later, over the course of the afternoon, the broader implications would crystallize in my mind. If true, it meant that Kazlov’s caviar weekend, and his claims about altering beluga DNA, were all camouflage. They had been contrived to cloak some kind of business deal taking place between four outlaw organizations. Not just any business deal. It had to be an illegal business deal, with a billion-dollar potential. The Russian wouldn’t have bothered staging such an elaborate ruse unless big money was involved—and unless he had something important to hide. Meeting his competitors in the United States, out in the open, on a well-known private island, fit one of the maxims of professionals who specialize in deceit: If you want to guard a secret, put it in a book.

Vanderbilt Island was the book. The secret was that Kazlov was about to revolutionize the caviar industry with a genetically modified beluga.

When I heard the bullet slam the hull of Tomlinson’s sailboat, the memory of Armanie’s reaction that afternoon flashed instantly to mind. The man’s face… his black eyes… the way he had glared at me when he’d realized I had tricked him into revealing the truth. Until then, he and Talas had considered me a powerless gnat. But then the gnat had bitten them on the ass and made them look like fools.

Armanie would hate me for it. He would kill me, if he ever got the chance.

Maybe he had already tried. Just now. Using a rifle and scope.
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After tumbling off Tomlinson’s sailboat, I sculled water long enough to get my fins on over my running shoes, then I set off on my back, kicking hard. I couldn’t risk looking for the keys to Third Planet’s rental boats now. It was time to run. So that’s what I did—swam for my life.

When I had put several boats, and a lot of darkness between myself and that damn relentless strobe light, I slowed enough to check my watch—11:15 p.m.—then turned onto my stomach and angled toward mid-island.

Soon, I could see the roof of the fishing lodge backdropped by stars. Framing the building were groves of coconut palms that sagged, frond-heavy, hinged to their own shadows. Overhead, a satellite traced the boundaries of ozone and outer space with a fragile silver thread. As I watched, an owl probed the darkness, its whoo-whooing an ancient, resonate sound on an island that has been inhabited since the days of the pharaohs.

I wasn’t wearing my dive mask. Instead, I’d positioned the thermal monocular over my left eye, mounted on a headband. Through it, I scanned the shoreline, but also occasionally turned to check the marina. The EPIRB strobe was still pinging away as it drifted with the tide, but the man who’d fired the shot had yet to appear.

I was surprised. If Abdul Armanie, or his bodyguard, wanted me dead, why didn’t he check to see if he’d scored a hit? It gave the impression the shooter couldn’t leave his post… or that he was afraid to venture away from his little piece of the island. Which caused me to doubt that Armanie had pulled the trigger himself. The man didn’t take orders, he gave orders. After the meltdown we’d had, he would have made sure I was dead if he thought he could get away with it. The Iranian was no fool.

Mostly, my attention was focused on the fishing lodge and the area around it. There, I saw something of concern. On the fourth-floor porch, near the flag, outside the room where I’d seen a candle flickering, was a man, standing guard. He was carrying what might have been a rifle or a semiautomatic pistol on a folding stock. The glow of the weapon’s barrel was pale in comparison to the heat of the man’s hands, yet it told me the weapon had been fired recently.

Presumably, Tomlinson was still in the lodge. The fact that he had not come looking for me proved he was, at the very least, preoccupied with something important—or, more likely, being held hostage, which was tough for me to admit or even think about. The same with the few employees who’d been working in the lodge, and the three businesswomen from nearby Captiva Island. I didn’t know them well, but well enough to know they were respected and successful ladies who didn’t deserve to be terrorized by some asshole with a personal agenda.

As I scanned various windows in the lodge, I pictured my pal with his hands tied, his mouth taped—which would have been the only way to shut the guy up, of course. Not that I empathized with the kidnappers. It was simply a fact.

It worried me. Tomlinson doesn’t handle violence well—not that anyone who suffers pain, or inflicts pain, can walk away unscarred. But I’d seen him survive enough nasty encounters to know that violence stays in his system long after the physical scars have healed. Violence affects him like a slow poison. It rattles his confidence and mocks his conviction that we exist in an equitable universe where events happen for a reason. Which is nonsense, of course. But it is, at least, good-natured nonsense, and anchors the very core of the man’s personality and his sense of self.

Hostages or not, whoever was behind this madness couldn’t expect to hold the island long. A service boat would arrive at the Vanderbilt Island docks at a little after sunrise to bring staff and maintenance workers. Every day, seven days a week, that’s the way the island functioned. Word would then get out—something that would happen much sooner, if I stayed calm, and methodically took the kidnappers apart.

My mind was wandering, I realized. I rolled onto my back and treaded water as I told myself Concentrate, damn it! Then I began swimming, my eyes fixed on the fishing lodge.

Using the thermal monocular, I found the porch once again and took a closer look at the flag. The breeze had died. In Florida, in June, night air has the density of warm lacquer. It sticks to the skin as it forms an invisible bubble at treetop level, sealing sky from earth. On a night like this, poisonous gas would hang close to the ground. It would disperse slowly, like steam after a summer rain, drifting among orchids, Spanish moss and palms. It would follow the contours of landscaped lawns, beneath houses built on stilts, and ascend in tendrils of mist through floors.

Not good.

I checked my watch again: fifty-five minutes until midnight. Flattening myself in the water, I began to kick with longer, stronger fin strokes.

Soon, I was close enough to shore to smell the humic mix of earth and salt water. Then my feet touched bottom, and I used the night vision system to search the island before taking a first step.

Off to my right, something big slashed the water’s surface. It caused me to jump, then freeze where I stood. Vladimir had been right about sharks, although he didn’t realize it. The brackish waters of Florida’s Gulf Coast are the breeding and feeding ground of many species of sharks—the bull shark among the most common.

Most sharks don’t faze me. When a bull shark is in the area, though, I give it my full attention. A male bull is supercharged by testes that provide it with more testosterone than any animal on Earth. Which makes it among the most aggressive and dangerous predators on Earth.

In the Florida backcountry, June is peak season for big bulls—some of them the size of Cessnas. And night was their favorite time to hunt. Which is why I stood motionless, watching a sector of black water where the fish had hit.

When the fish slammed the surface again, though, I relaxed. It was an oversized snook, judging from the suctioning fuuuWHOP as it inhaled bait. The snook is an ascendant predatory, a marvel of adaptation and design, but it’s a finicky eater, and mammals aren’t on its list. I rotated my neck to relax the muscles in my shoulders and turned my attention to the island.

Ahead, at the fishing lodge, the guard was still keeping watch from the fourth-floor balcony. For a moment, he appeared to be staring in my direction. Even from a hundred yards, I could see the cooler scaffolding of the man’s skull beneath glowing white skin. He stared in my direction for so long that I began to worry that he, too, was wearing night vision and had spotted me.

It gave me reason to hurry as I removed my swim fins and tossed them toward shore.

But then the guard turned, in no apparent rush… rolled his shoulders as if bored… then leaned his weapon against the railing before disappearing inside. Headed for the bathroom, probably, and would be back soon.

I took a deep breath, relaxed a little, then panned to the floors beneath the balcony. The place was dark except for the bottom windows, which showed pale light. Candles or oil lamps. No one moving inside that I could see, though. Or was there… ?

Squatting low in the water, I fiddled with the TAM-14’s focus rings and pressure switches. It wasn’t until I had dimmed the internal lighting system, which improved contrast, that I realized I was doing a poor job of interpreting perfectly good data.

There were five or six people, maybe more, clustered in a room on the bottom floor. They weren’t near a window. I could see their heat signatures through the walls. The images were not detailed. More like ghostly figures, their body heat diffused by wood and insulation. When the images moved, they dragged a vaporous, glowing veil behind them.

I checked the next two floors and found four people gathered in a single room. Island staff members, possibly, trying to hide from the violence. The fourth floor, though, appeared to be empty, which was unexpected, because the guard had not reappeared on the balcony.

Where the hell had he gone?

I blinked my eyes and adjusted the focus.

Damn it.

The guard’s rifle had disappeared, too!

I crouched low, my head pivoting, as I tucked the waterproof bag under my arm like a football. If the guy had spotted me, it meant that he was wearing night vision. Nothing else could explain it. It meant that I was standing in plain view, an easy target. I had to move.

So I ran—partly out of panic, but also because I had no better choice. I made way too much noise, carrying my clanking bag, knees high, kicking water, fighting for balance in ankle-deep muck, but it didn’t matter. In my mind, I imagined the guard shouldering his rifle from a new position. I felt the sting of crosshairs on my chest as the man steadied himself. I anticipated the impact of a slug I would never hear fired if I didn’t find cover before the guard touched his finger to the trigger.

But I did hear the shot. The rifle made a pneumatic THWAP from the distance, which scared me so badly it caused my knees to buckle. I stumbled, got a hand on the ground as I regained my balance, and then I continued running, hunched low.

I was thinking, A silencer. Like Vladimir’s pistol, the weapon was fitted with a sound suppressor, and the shooter was using some type of night vision system. The realization had all kinds of bad implications. If the man was professionally armed, he was probably well trained. If he was well trained, he wouldn’t miss twice.

Ahead was an ornate cottage that had been converted into a VIP retreat. I had seen the place earlier in the day. The structure was a rectangle of yellow pine beneath a tin roof, with a private courtyard that contained a patio and dip pool, all walled with tropical adobe. Elegant Old Florida architecture for old-money guests—and it was empty, judging from the dark windows.

Separating us, though, was an elevated plateau, smooth as a golf green. It was a croquet court. Winter residents of Vanderbilt Island were big on croquet. They hosted international tournaments. They drank gin fizzes in the shade of a huge banyan tree and ate canapés during breaks.

The last thing I wanted was to cross an open area while a marksman dialed in the distance with a night vision scope. So I angled toward the tree.

Banyan trees are unusual. They expand in circumference as they grow. Overhead limbs drop air roots to support their own weight so that, after half a century, the trees resemble the schematic of a circus tent that contains a maze of poles.

The banyan tree—if I could put it between me and the fishing lodge, it would screen me from sight when I crossed the croquet court. So that’s where I headed, running hard.

The finesse worked, because I dived and rolled behind the trunk of the tree without another shot fired. Or… maybe the guard believed he’d wounded me when I’d stumbled and now he was on his way to finish the job.

A disturbing possibility.

I got to my knees and peeked around a buttressed root to look. No sign of the guard, although I could still see the heat signatures of people clustered on the first floor of the lodge—inside the dining room, I guessed. I waited and watched for a full minute. It wasn’t enough time to be sure the gunman wouldn’t appear, but it’s all that I could allow.

On hands and knees, pulling the waterproof bag with me, I crossed to the opposite side of the banyan tree. Roots suspended from limbs overhead were spaced like bars in a giant jail cell door. It was exactly the kind of cover I wanted. If someone was searching for me with conventional night vision, it was unlikely I’d be spotted.

The veil of roots extended for ten yards from the trunk of the tree, which is where I stopped and tried to figure out what to do next. Was it smarter to approach the lodge from the side and work my way around to the front? Or should I just sprint toward the entranceway and use the veranda as cover until I was sure the guard wasn’t still looking for me?

The fastest, cleanest approach was best, I decided. First, though, I wanted to have a weapon in hand, ready to use. I opened the bag. I had wrapped each of the three jars in towels and added electrical tape to secure them. Because I knew the jars would be banged and jostled during the swim, it had been too dangerous to add the necessary chemical catalyst while still aboard No Más.

I did it now. I removed three medicine-sized glass bottles, checked again to confirm they were empty, then lined them up next to the much larger jars.

The container of matches, three small Ziploc bags and a pair of Tabasco-sized bottles came out last.

It was dark, and I had to guess at the proportions. Thermal imaging is great for finding people but useless when mixing chemicals at night. I knew that if I screwed up, if I slopped one liquid into another, I would activate the damn stuff. If that happened, I’d not only be incapacitated, I might tip off my location to the bad guys inside.

Finally, when I’d gotten the last lid onto the last jar, I relaxed a little and spent a few seconds looking at the stars. It was a symbolic pause, more than anything. I felt calm, my hands weren’t shaking. True, the jars were filled with a volatile mixture that might interact unexpectedly. Same if I dropped a jar while sprinting toward the veranda. But that was okay. I’d done my work methodically, unemotionally. Strangely, that has always been enough for me—whatever the outcome.

Only a few items remained in the waterproof bag, so I closed it and pushed it closer to the tree. I needed Tomlinson’s photographer’s vest, though. I put it on and carefully placed a jar in each side pocket, then zipped the vest closed. The vest had a big back pocket, too, into which I slid the first-aid kit. There was no guessing the kind of injuries I might have to deal with once inside the lodge.

Getting to my feet, I cupped the third jar in my right hand and found the dive knife with my left. If I could get close enough, I would shatter the dining-room window with the knife, then lob one or two jars inside, depending on what I saw.

The third jar contained a different combination of chemicals, which I didn’t plan on using unless my life—or the life of someone else—was on the line and I had no choice. It was most volatile of the three by far, and I paused for a moment, thinking it might be safer to carry the thing in a vest pocket. No… If the guard reappeared, I had to able to throw the thing without hesitating.

I was ready. Just as I was about to sprint toward the porch, though, an unexpected sound caused me to hesitate. It was a distant mewing that ascended, then descended. I might have assumed it was a cat, but there was a pleading quality that caused me to worry it might be a child.

I hadn’t seen any children in the fishing lodge. Because it was low season, there were no property owners on the island and only a handful of staffers who arrived and left daily on a service boat. The four people I’d seen hiding on the third floor should have accounted for the few who, normally, would have left late after the bar had closed. But maybe employees were using staff housing because they’d brought their young sons or daughters along. It was an unsettling thought.

I turned and listened. The sound seemed to be coming from the courtyard of the VIP cottage or maybe from inside the cottage itself. Yes, it was a person, not an animal. But maybe not a child. A woman, possibly.

Because no lights were showing in the windows of the cottage, I hadn’t bothered to check it carefully using the thermal monocular. Now I did.

I had been wrong about the place being empty. Through the thin pine walls, I could see the glow of a human figure. A woman… definitely a woman, judging from the heat signature of her breasts. She was standing near a second person, who was lying on what was probably a bed. Nearby two candles burned, invisible from outside.

The details sharpened as I adjusted lighting and contrast and confirmed they were alone in the cottage. But then the details became unimportant when the woman’s mewing turned into a muffled cry, her words indistinct but decipherable:

Breathe for me! Damn you, breathe!

By the time the woman said it a second time, I was already up and running toward the cottage.
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As I slipped into the courtyard, I somehow managed to bang the gate against the Mexican adobe wall. When I did, sounds coming from inside the cottage stopped. Using the TAM-14, I watched the woman stand straight, as if listening, then hurry to the other side of the room, where another candle flickered.

So much for the element of surprise.

I took a quick look to confirm I wasn’t being followed, then I tested the door. It was locked, as expected. Twice, I knocked: two sharp raps. Then I raised my voice to call, “My name’s Ford. Do you need help?”

No response. I didn’t blame the woman for not answering after so much gunfire, but I wasn’t leaving until I found out why she had been imploring someone to Please breathe!

I backed away from the door as I slipped out of the photographer’s vest. I couldn’t risk breaking the jars I was carrying, so I wasted another few seconds while I carefully placed the vest on a ledge next to the dip pool. Then, gripping my dive knife, I kicked the door so hard it shattered off its hinges.

It wasn’t a clean break, though, because a chain lock held it suspended, still blocking the entrance. My attempt at surprise had turned into a debacle—a fact made all too clear when a shadowed figure appeared in the doorway, pointing something at me.

“Who are you? Go away!” A woman’s voice.

Inside, candles threw enough light for me to recognize the woman I’d seen earlier at Lien Bohai’s table. Not the stunning beauty with the Anglo-Malaysian eyes. It was the stunningly plain woman whom I’d found appealing because of her swimmer’s muscles and solid look.

In her hand was a black semiauto pistol. The Tritium night sights atop the slide reflected cat’s-eye dots on the woman’s forehead that implied proficiency. In the weapon, for certain. Maybe in the woman, too, although I wasn’t convinced.

I held my hands up, palms out, to reassure her, as I said, “My name’s Ford. I saw you earlier tonight. In the dining room, remember? I’m not going to hurt you.”

The woman tried to sound unruffled as she responded, “Quite right, you won’t! You’re leaving. Right now.” Then used the pistol to motion toward the courtyard gate.

“It’s not safe out there,” I said, trying to buy time.

“It’s not safe here since you broke down the bloody door.” She indicated the gate once again. “Please leave now. I’m… I’m busy!” Then surprised me by turning and rushing inside, calling, “I’ll shoot you if you come in. I mean it!” her tough-guy calm unraveling under the pressure of some emergency.

I leaned and peeked around the doorframe. Two candles burned in the room, invisible from the outside because cardboard was taped over the windows. I watched the woman rush to a couch where a man lay motionless. She was still wearing the shiny silk dress, which told me that she had been dealing with the emergency for a while. Instantly, I turned, grabbed the photographer’s vest and rushed back to the door.

“I have a first-aid kit,” I called. “And I know CPR. I’m coming in.” Without waiting for a response, I ducked under the door into the room.

The woman was hunched over the man, doing chest compressions, using both hands, dropping her weight onto him. The unconscious man was Lien Bohai.

“What happened? Was he shot?”

Not looking up, she asked, “Why are you doing this? I told you to get out.”

I said, “At least let me try to help,” as I placed the first-aid kit on the couch, then touched my fingers to Bohai’s throat. No pulse. Bohai’s skin was blue from cyanosis and much too cool on this hot night. He was dead or soon would be, but the woman couldn’t allow herself to believe it, that was my guess. So I played along because I needed that damn pistol.

“How long’s he been out?”

The woman made a sound of irritation but finally said, “The first time he stopped breathing was half an hour ago. I got him going again, he seemed to be coming out of it. But then he stopped again. Maybe longer than half an hour, I don’t know. Then, just a couple minutes ago, he started coming around, but then I think he vomited and choked.”

There was a hint of Brit in her accent that gave even graphic words a formal quality. No, not British… Singapore or Hong Kong, was more likely for a twenty-some-year-old Chinese woman.

I said, “You’ve been doing CPR the whole time? Mouth-to-mouth and—”

“Of course!”

I knelt beside the couch, tilted Bohai’s head sideways, then used two fingers to probe inside his mouth, searching for a blockage. The woman had correctly guessed the problem.

I scooped out what I could to clear an airway while opening the first-aid kit with my free hand. Tomlinson hadn’t packed the thing in an orderly way, of course, but it was well equipped. I found a plastic, flexible oropharyngeal airway tube, depressed Bohai’s tongue with crossed fingers and pushed the device into his mouth upside down.

The woman watched me, her expression illustrating distrust. “Do you know what you’re doing? That looks wrong.”

I replied, “Speed up your compressions. I was taught at least a hundred a minute.”

The airway tube was giving me trouble. I’ve got big hands and there wasn’t much room to work. After I’d turned the tube a hundred and eighty degrees, I wiggled it around and applied more pressure than I expected to be necessary. Finally, it slid past the man’s soft palate, down into his epiglottis.

“Watch his chest,” I said. “Tell me if his lungs inflate. I’ve never done this before—not on a real person, anyway.”

I had to remove my thermal vision headgear before I pinched nostrils closed, covered Bohai’s mouth with mine and exhaled two long, slow breaths.

“Yes… he’s getting air,” the woman said, continuing to work on his chest. “Good. Thank you.”

For the first time, we made eye contact. I watched her expression change from distrust to suspicion as she looked at me. “What happened to your face? You’re all cut up, you’re bleeding. And that thing you were wearing on your head”—she studied me more closely—“it’s a night vision system, isn’t it? I’ve used night vision goggles before. It’s not the sort of item an average person owns, now is it?” After a thoughtful pause, she added, “Who are you?”

Interesting. The misplaced inflection suggested that the woman, in fact, already knew who I was but was trying hard not to reveal the truth—possibly because the truth was dangerous. There was something else: she was familiar with tactical night vision. Why?

I turned away without responding. In my head, I was counting the compressions—thirteen, fourteen, fifteen—then I filled Bohai’s lungs with another long breath.

“Was he shot?” I asked again. The man was shirtless, as thin and pale as a withered mushroom. There was a swollen knot on his head but no sign of blood on his chest or white linen slacks.

The woman shook her head in reply, then glanced at the pistol next to her feet as if calculating how quickly she could get to it. “Are you armed? Tell me the truth.”

I said, “No.”

“You weren’t in the lodge when the power went out?”

“I was at the marina.”

“There was a gunshot. Are you sure you don’t have a gun?”

I replied, “Now I think your compressions are too fast. I don’t see any bullet wound.”

“No, there’s not. Someone said it was Viktor Kazlov. But I’m not certain.”

I asked, “Nobody else? When the lights first went out, I mean.”

The woman’s reply was punctuated by her metronome compressions to Lien Bohai’s chest. “I don’t know because there was so much noise and confusion. Everything happened so fast. People panicked when we heard the shot. It was dark, just a few candles. People started pushing, a table was knocked over.” She paused, brushed a strand of hair away from her eyes, then resumed her work.

“Somehow, we were separated. A tall American in a white tuxedo helped me. He was very kind. I don’t know why, but I stayed calm thanks to him. But… but then the wind blew out most of the candles, and we were separated, too.”

“Tomlinson,” I said. “That’s his name. He’s a friend of mine.” In my mind, the compressions were ticking away—thirteen, fourteen, fifteen—and I breathed for Bohai once more.

The woman appeared unconvinced that the kind man in the tuxedo would befriend someone like me. It was in her expression. Even so, she nodded at Bohai and explained, “He’s so frail, I think he was possibly trampled. I found him lying inside the door of the lodge. He was groggy, confused. Then, as I was helping him here, back to our cottage, I think he had a heart attack. He grabbed his chest and said he had terrible pain in his left arm. I received first-aid training when I was in the army. It had to be a heart attack, I think.”

The People’s Liberation Army of China—the world’s largest standing army. For Chinese males, service is compulsory. Women who volunteer are usually commissioned as officers—often into the medical corps, but the very smartest are snapped up by the Chinese intelligence agencies. It would explain the woman’s familiarity with night vision. Semiautomatic pistols, too.

If true, she was the perfect employee for an international predator like Lien Bohai. And she might also be the first to learn, through intelligence sources, that she was on an island where an IED would soon be detonated.

I couldn’t keep my eyes off my watch as we continued CPR. It was like a magnet. I checked it for the third time since I’d entered the room—11:30 p.m.—and asked her if she’d heard anything about hidden explosives or gas, and told her what Kazlov had said.

She didn’t respond, just looked at Bohai, straightened for a moment, her expression weary, then resumed the chest compressions but with less intensity. “He’s dead, isn’t he?”

I sidestepped the question by asking, “Do you work for Mr. Bohai? Or related—his granddaughter?”

“Both. I’m his daughter and I’m on his staff. I have a degree in aquaculture, but I also do all of my father’s”—the woman caught herself, hesitated, then became more cautious—“I’m like a personal assistant. Private matters that he trusts to no one else. At least”—she stared down into the man’s face—“that’s what I did before we came to this bloody island.”

I exhaled another long breath into Bohai’s lungs before saying, “He’s your father.”

“I just said so.”

“Okay, then we can’t give up yet. There’s one more thing I can try to bring him back. Keep doing the compressions. I’ll tell you when to stop.” I wanted to delay an emotional meltdown for as long as possible, but the enormity of the daughter’s loss was bound to hit her soon.

On the other hand, maybe I was worried for no reason. Judging from what the woman said next, I had overestimated the paternal bond. As I was rummaging through the first-aid kit, she spoke to herself, not to me, saying, “I knew he was dead. But I couldn’t let myself give up. He despised a quitter—weakness of any kind, and… and he was not a patient man. Quite the opposite. Nor very kind.”

She paused before saying the next words, as if testing her own courage. “Dead. My father’s dead. How strange to stand so close to him, to actually say it out loud, and not feel terrified.”

Terrified of her own father? The articulate, evasive man I had spoken with that afternoon hadn’t struck me as terrifying, only selfish, manipulative and sinister. But who would know better than Bohai’s own daughter?

I felt the woman’s eyes on me when she asked again, “He is dead, isn’t he?”

I replied, “There’s still a chance. I need you to stay strong, understand? Your father’s not the only one who needs help tonight.” Then, noticing the mess that coated my fingers, I said, “Take this little bottle of Betadine. Squirt it on my hands, your father’s chest, then get back to your compressions. Hurry. I’ll give him another couple of breaths while you do it.”

In the kit were needles, syringes and an ampule of epinephrine, which is usually used to treat allergic reactions. Bee stings and ant bites are common in Florida, and people die every year from the shock of the acidic venom. I always keep a few EpiPens on the boat because one quick injection can save the life of an otherwise healthy person. But epinephrine is also sometimes used to jump-start a dead heart.

I found the longest needle in the kit, loaded it with the drug and was tapping air bubbles to the top of the syringe as I positioned myself over the man. “You can stop the compressions now. I’ll let you know when I’m done.”

The woman’s reaction was unexpected. “I’m not a child. Is that adrenaline?”

I nodded. “Same thing.”

“Then he’ll need air immediately, if it works. If it does, I’ll do the breathing while you monitor his heartbeat.” An instant later, she surprised me by ordering, “And please stop looking at your watch. There is no bomb, Dr. Ford!”

I had my fingers on the man’s chest, feeling for a rib slot near the left nipple. I looked up long enough to say, “What?” but then refocused and speared the needle deep into what I hoped was the right ventricle of Bohai’s heart.

“There is no bomb,” the woman repeated as I pressed the plunger with my thumb. “No canisters of poisonous gas. If people on this island die tonight, it will be from gunshot wounds.”

“How do you know this?”

“You have to trust me. My father was very demanding when it came to security—and to investigating his business associates.”

“That’s not good enough.”

The woman was six inches shorter than me, but the look in her eyes was solid, imperturbable. “There are dangerous men on this island who despise one another. And they’ve panicked because they all assume they’re under attack. Nobody’s safe tonight. But if someone had planned mass murder such as you describe—my father’s staff would have found out enough beforehand to make them suspicious. And we would have canceled the trip.”

Bohai’s security staff, I guessed, was a large, well-organized group—and unless I missed my bet, they took orders from his daughter. The probability gave the woman some credibility but also made it more likely that she was the one who had intercepted the threatening e-mail. In fact, it suggested that she had hacked the e-mail accounts of Bohai’s enemies prior to their arrival as well as the accounts of everyone on the island, mine included. A big job, but doable for someone like her.

Because China restricts Internet access to its population, its surveillance agencies have to stay a step ahead of new Internet technology. If I was right about the woman’s service in the Chinese military, there were obvious implications about her own role in tonight’s events.

Not that I expected Bohai’s daughter to admit anything. People in the intelligence community don’t share information without receiving something in return. It becomes habit. Like diplomats, they send vague messages. They hide truth between the lines.

I withdrew the needle, capped it and swabbed a pinprick of blood with an alcohol pad. I started to say, “You’re leaving something out—” but then stopped as Bohai’s body spasmed beneath my hands. I leaned my ear to his chest. “We’ve got a pulse. Give him some air.”

The startled expression on the woman’s face was a mix of disappointment and hope as she spun to resume mouth-to-mouth. Whatever emotion dominated, the hope didn’t last long.

As I listened, the old man’s heart thumped a few times… stopped… spasmed again, then vanished into the silence of Bohai’s final exhalation. I tried a few rib-cracking compressions, but it was pointless.

I put my hand on the woman’s shoulder and gently pulled her mouth away from her father’s lips. “You can stop now. You did everything you could.” I turned Bohai’s daughter so that she faced me. “I know it’s hard—no matter how you felt about him. Look at me. Look at me. Tell me your name.”

“Are you sure he’s gone?” She sounded dazed. “I want to be absolutely certain before we give up.”

“I should know your name. You knew mine from the start, didn’t you?”

“Yes… Dr. Marion Ford. A man with an unusual past.”

I let that go. “And yours?”

“Umeko. In China, the surname is always given first, so it would be Lien Umeko, if I’d stuck with the old ways.”

“Nice name. Is that what your friends call you?” I was looking at the pistol on the floor, wondering how she would react if picked it up.

“In Chinese, it means ‘plum blossom,’ which doesn’t translate well. So, legally, I’m Umeko Tao-Lien. Back in Singapore where I live, anyway. In Beijing, it’s different because Lien is about as common as Smith in the U.S.”

I gave her a reassuring pat and stepped away, looking around the room for the Betadine and a towel. I wanted to rinse my mouth out, too. The stink of death was on my lips. But my attention never wandered far from the pistol. When the woman stepped away from her father’s body, I would slip the thing into my pocket like it was no big deal, then sprint straight to the fishing lodge.

I said, “Umeko, I need your help. Someone activated a jamming device—there’s no outside communication. Are you aware of that? These people know what they’re doing and they’re serious. Kazlov’s bodyguard was shot tonight. And at least two people tried to kill me. How can you be so sure someone didn’t plant an IED?”

“If such a device existed—or if there was even a possibility—I would have been notified,” she replied, some spirit returning to her voice.

“By whom? Kazlov didn’t hear about it until a few hours ago.”

“A company that doesn’t have its own intelligence branch is a company run by fools. Our people in Beijing would have contacted me or my father or… or one of us.”

I nodded at the dead man. “Maybe they did warn him.”

The woman’s head tilted toward the floor, thinking about it before she looked up at me. “Who told Viktor about an intercepted e-mail?”

I was picturing the stunning beauty I’d seen at Bohai’s table earlier, then replaying Armanie’s venomous reference about seeing Kazlov with her and the woman’s price. “I don’t know. Kazlov’s bodyguard wouldn’t tell me. I figured there was a reason. Wouldn’t you?”

Once again, her chin dipped as she considered the possibilities, but then she settled it with a firm shake of her head. “No. I was in the lodge with my father all evening. Our sources would have sent a message to his cell phone or they would have contacted me. I’m sure of it.”

“Where’s his cell phone? Let’s check and make sure.”

“He must have lost his phone in the lodge when he fell. It wasn’t in his jacket or pants. But it doesn’t matter because—”

“It matters to me. My best friend’s probably in the lodge and three women I know. And probably the restaurant staff, too.”

Umeko waited patiently for me to finish before saying, “Because you’ve helped me, I’ll help put you at ease by telling you something I shouldn’t. No one is monitoring the communications on this island more closely than my father’s”—Umeko caught herself as she turned to look at the man’s corpse—“more closely than our people in Beijing and Singapore. If they contacted my father with information, they would have sent the same message to me, too. And they didn’t.”

“They could have messaged your father just as the jammer was being activated. It’s possible.”

“Dr. Ford, you are worrying needlessly. But if you feel so strongly, go to the fishing lodge. I’m not stopping you.”

No, she wasn’t. But I needed that damn pistol. I could feel the seconds ticking away, which is why I found the woman’s certainty so irritating. To shake her, I said, “Then you already know about the five activists who showed up without an invitation?”

Instead, I was the one taken aback. “Yes, of course. Your information is wrong, though. There are seven members here, not five.”

Seven? Tomlinson made six—who was the other member? But I didn’t doubt the woman. She’d known that Third Planet had planned to crash the party, which connoted their prior e-mails had been reviewed and dismissed as harmless.

Impressive. The information diluted some of my anxiety about an IED, yet I wasn’t fully convinced. Vladimir had been so damn sure! Then Umeko caused me to wince when, almost as an afterthought, she knelt and picked up the handgun. From the way she carried it—index finger along the barrel—it was obvious she knew how to use it.

I tried another approach. “What about the woman at your table tonight? Is she your sister? If you’re wrong, she and a lot of others are in danger. Maybe she knows if your father was contacted.”

Umeko’s sarcastic laughter was unexpected. “That’s exactly what I should do. Go and find her. You’re talking about one of the richest woman in all of China. Possibly the entire world. Do you realize that? As of tonight, it’s true.”

I said, “I don’t get it. Why would your sister inherit more than you?”

Umeko ignored the question by replying, “Excuse me, this dress is filthy,” and walked toward what was probably a bedroom, carrying the gun. She paused only to take one of the candles. I didn’t know what to do. Was she going to slip out a window? Or slam the bedroom door and lock it?

No, because a moment later Bohai’s daughter raised her voice so I could hear. “Sakura is much too beautiful to be my sister. The parts of her that are real, anyway. She’s my stepmother.”

The woman with the Anglo-Malaysian eyes, I realized.

“Not many men make that mistake, even though we’re the same age. I guess I should be flattered. And maybe I shall be—but later. Right now, I feel numb.”

I was wondering if Umeko knew that her stepmother had been spending private time with Kazlov. But asking her now had the flavor of cruelty, so I raised my voice to ask, “Did she ever carry your father’s phone? Some wives do.”

“You have a very orderly mind, Dr. Ford. I admire that. You’re thinking that Viktor’s bodyguard would have a reason to conceal Sakura’s name if she’d supplied Viktor with information. Particularly a secret transmission intended for her husband. I don’t like the woman. No—I despise the woman. But my father would have never trusted her with his phone or anything else of importance. Once again, I’m afraid you’re worrying needlessly.”

I had turned my attention to Lien Bohai’s body as she spoke, suddenly aware of a detail I had missed earlier. Or… maybe a detail that hadn’t appeared until now. On the man’s rib cage, beneath the left nipple and several inches from where I’d injected the epinephrine, was a thread of blood. Fresh blood, it looked like, brief drainage from an unseen wound. I couldn’t figure it out. I cleaned my glasses, grabbed the lone candle and took a closer look as Umeko continued talking.

“In Chinese, ‘sakura’ means ‘wild cherry blossom.’ My father believed it a sign of great fortune that his beautiful new bride, and his unattractive daughter, were both named for flowers. I thought I would never understand the stupidity of men, but now I do. Rich men marry their mistresses because they have so much in common. They are both ruthless and both are whores.”

Umeko reappeared, wearing slacks, running shoes and a baggy colorless blouse, the pistol in her right hand. Eyes avoiding her father’s corpse, she began opening drawers, looking for something. She appeared to be in a hurry.

“Where’s his shirt?” I asked.

The woman was preoccupied. She opened one last drawer and then turned her attention to a leather suitcase, probably her father’s.

“I can’t stay here tonight. Not with… with his body in the same house. You’re right, though, when you say it’s dangerous to go outside. Would you be willing to help me move his body to the courtyard?”

Behind the couch, I had spotted Bohai’s dinner jacket. I retrieved it, then held up the man’s white dress shirt. After inspecting it for a moment, I asked, “Did you notice this bloodstain? It’s dried blood. Not much. It would be easy to miss.”

Umeko looked up from the suitcase and shook her head. “He hit his forehead when he fell, I think. Maybe it came from there.”

“No. It came from the left side of his rib cage”—I used a finger to point—“from what looks like a small hole. A puncture wound the size of a needle. Or an ice pick. When I injected the adrenaline, the pressure must have reopened the wound for a second or two.”

A few seconds later, I was holding the shirt close to a candle. “There’s a tiny little hole, too. It’s tough to see because of the bloodstain. But it’s there.”

I was picturing Sakura, the exquisite beauty, in the swimming pool, reaching to untether her hair, as I watched the stepdaughter’s expression. “Umeko, do you understand what I’m telling you?”

“No, I don’t. He had a heart attack. I was with him when it happened.”

“You’re wrong. I think your father was murdered. The blood, and a puncture wound in his chest that matches the hole in this shirt. I can’t explain it any other way. When the lights went out, I think someone stuck him and kept going. The police can help us figure out later who did it.”

The expression of shock on Umeko’s face was real. She seemed more overwhelmed by this than the fact that her father was dead. I turned toward the door. “Listen. We have to deal with what’s happening now. I’ve still got about twenty-five minutes, and there could be a dozen people in that building. Why take the chance?”

The woman’s thoughts had turned inward, as if reconsidering. My guess was, she was going over the night’s events, trying to remember if Sakura had left the dining room long enough to be alone with Viktor Kazlov or had an opportunity to pocket Bohai’s phone. But then my attention shifted abruptly to a distinctive sound from outside. A metallic sound that found its way through the broken doorway: the clack of a rifle bolt, then footsteps.

“What’s wrong?” she whispered. “Do you hear something?”

I held a finger to my lips, nodded and pointed to the door as I moved to her side. “Give me the pistol.”

Umeko pushed my arm away, shaking her head. “Is someone coming?”

“Give me the pistol. A guy took a shot at me ten minutes ago. I think he’s still after me.”

The woman snapped, “And you led him here!” but then softened and said, “I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that.”

“I’m familiar with weapons,” I told her. “If you know anything about me, you know it’s true.”

As I watched the doorway, I felt a flicker of hope as her resolve appeared to waver. But then Umeko made a sound of exasperation and confessed, “The bloody gun’s not loaded. That’s what I was looking for. It’s Father’s pistol and he always hides the magazines when he’s not carrying the thing.”

I hurried to blow out the candles, then took the woman’s arm. “Is there a back door to this place?”

Yes, there was. When I opened it, though, a man blinded me with a tactical light that was clamped to the underside of a pistol. A moment later, behind us, someone else suddenly kicked the broken door off its chain.

As I tried to shield my eyes, the man gave a simian howl that transitioned into panic when he saw what Umeko was still carrying in her hand. “Drop the goddamn gun!” he screamed. “Do it now!”

The voice was manic fueled, an octave higher but recognizable. It was Markus Kahn.

The video game wizard, apparently, was now lost in a new vortex. It was the fantasy that he had turned pro.
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Before Kahn nearly maimed us all by taking a jar from my vest and shaking it, he painted Lien Bohai’s corpse with the gun-mounted flashlight and said to his partner, “Damn it! Wish I’d found him first.”

The old man was lucky to die a natural death, Kahn meant. He was a nervous, sullen introvert unused to bragging or making threats, which added to the impression he was trying hard to be something he was not. But being in the presence of an actual corpse had energized him in some strange way and he couldn’t hide his excitement. Death. It was right there, within arm’s reach. And real. Not like on a video screen.

“One of the Big Four is definitely DOA,” he said through a black ski mask as if transmitting on a radio. “One down, three to go.”

The theatrics struck me as bizarre until I realized both men wore pin-sized cameras strapped to their heads. They were recording it all on their cell phones.

Talas, Armanie, Bohai and Kazlov were the Big Four, of course. Kahn was talkative, frenetic, like he was amped up on Adderall. More surprisingly, he seemed eager to impress me.

I didn’t tell Kahn that videoing their “assault” was adolescent, pretentious and tasteless. What I did tell him was that some sort of device might be detonated at midnight, which meant that he might have less than twenty minutes to live unless they stopped playing games and did something about it.

As I studied the reactions of the two men, I saw nothing to indicate they knew anything about a bomb. Just the opposite. The possibility that it was true seemed to scare Kahn, although he forced brittle laughter. He was visibly agitated as he panned his gun-mounted flashlight around the room, then stopped when it was pointed at Umeko’s face.

“Do you know anything about this bomb bullshit?”

“I wouldn’t be on the island if I believed it,” the woman replied, staying cool.

“She doesn’t know that for sure.” I interrupted. It was 11:42 p.m., and I wasn’t going to stand here listening to any more talk. To the woman I said, “Tell them the truth. You’re not a hundred percent sure.”

Umeko said to Kahn, “You’re blinding me with that light. Do you mind?” then took a moment to rub her eyes. “There is a small possibility that Dr. Ford is right. But it’s unlikely.”

Kahn scratched at the ski mask, muttering, “The caviar leeches, they’re all rich. They’ve got no reason to do something so crazy. And nobody in our group has anything like that planned. So it’s bullshit. Don’t you think, Trapper?”

His partner was even jumpier than Kahn. “Yeah, Rez. Sure,” he said. “Rez”—Kahn’s nickname. But Trapper sounded worried. He was the skinny guy I’d seen earlier in the fishing lodge, standing at the door, playing with his cell phone. Neither of them were actors and their reactions convinced me they didn’t know a damn thing about a bomb threat. It meshed with the probability that his group’s e-mails had been monitored by Umeko and her people. But if Lien Bohai’s intelligence team was so good, why were these two jerks running around with weapons, wearing masks and holding us at gunpoint?

Kahn put the light on me. “You trying to scare us? Because it’s not going to work.”

I said, “Why not evacuate the lodge, just to be on the safe side? If there’s even that small possibility—”

He snapped, “Kiss my ass!” then gestured toward the dead man. “People like him are bloodsuckers who get what they deserve. Besides, after what happens to the world tonight”—nervous laughter again—“who really gives a damn?”

He meant something a lot bigger than a bomb, apparently, and it was spooky the way he said it. Then it got spookier when Kahn stared at the old man’s body, then leveled his pistol at Umeko.

“How many humpback whales you think your boss killed? How many dolphins you think he caught and sold to freak shows like that hotel across the bay?”

I saw Kahn’s index finger move from the trigger guard to the trigger and I stepped closer to Umeko. “Take it easy. She worked for the guy, that’s all. She was Bohai’s aquaculture expert, for Christ’s sake. She hates the factory ships as much as any of us. She wanted to take his company in a different direction.”

The woman pulled her arm free as if to say she didn’t need my help. I liked that. It asserted her independence. The move also confirmed she was smart enough to understand why I had lied and cool enough to play whatever role was required. I was trying to steer Kahn away from the fact that Umeko was Bohai’s daughter. He was already eager to pull the trigger. Why give him a powerful reason to do it?

Kahn stopped blinding Umeko by lowering the pistol to her chest. But he wasn’t done with her. “You live in China? I’ve read that Bohai owns a huge mansion on the sea. I bet you live in the same house.”

Umeko replied, “I live in Singapore because that’s where most of my research is done. I commute to Beijing when needed. Check my passport. Or my driver’s license—it’s in my purse. My name’s Umeko Tao-Lien and I was born in Singapore.”

Very smooth. She had added another tier to my lie and then distanced herself from her father by offering proof of her legal name.

Kahn, though, seemed determined to make his bones, and I got a tight feeling in my stomach when he turned to me and said, “You don’t think I can do it, do you?”

Pull the trigger, he meant.

I shrugged. “Of course you can—if you had a reason. But you don’t. Even if you did, it would be smarter to evacuate the lodge first.” My watch read 11:50 p.m.

“Don’t be so goddamn sure, man!”

Weird, but for the first time I got the impression he didn’t believe he could do it—a lot of men can’t—and now he was wrestling with his own doubt. But why did my opinion matter? I hadn’t exactly hit it off with him and Densler earlier.

The guy was irrational, but irrational people can be manipulated. “What’s the difference between killing a whale and an innocent woman? You approve of that?” Touching my head to remind Kahn the camera was getting all this, I added, “It’s cold-blooded murder. The same with the people you’re putting at risk by not evacuating the goddamn fishing lodge!”

I raised my voice to make the point because it was 11:51.

“This woman works for one of the world’s most ruthless eco-criminals,” Kahn argued, oblivious. “You expect me to actually believe she disapproved? That’s like Göring saying he disapproved of Hitler. What do you think, Trap?”

Kahn’s partner was behind us, exiting the bedroom, already pawing through what was probably Umeko’s purse. Like Kahn, he had added a black ski mask and mini-camera to his ensemble of jeans and black crewneck with the Third Planet Peace Force skull in yellow.

Unlike Kahn, he was carrying a scoped rifle and wearing what looked like Soviet surplus night vision monocular. Mounted on the barrel of the rifle was a homemade sound suppressor—the sort of thing amateur anarchists learn to make when they’re not building homemade bombs. The equipment was cheap, like the semiauto pistol Kahn was holding.

The man had probably been the guard on the balcony. He had come damn close to killing me.

As my watch’s sweep hand raced toward midnight, I didn’t trust myself to look at the man because I wanted to slap the rifle from his hands and snap his neck. But I didn’t linger on the fantasy because I, too, was beginning to panic.

I took a step toward Kahn and watched him recoil as if I’d raised my hand to slap him. “No closer! I’m warning you!”

I told him, “I’m walking out that door. I have seven minutes to evacuate that building.”

Because Kahn had the pistol aimed at my head, I had to screen my eyes from the flashlight as I brushed past him, ignoring his threats to shoot if I took one more step. As I neared the couch where the old Chinese man lay, I thought I was in the clear. But then Umeko’s scream and a simultaneous gunshot spun me around and I dropped to the floor.

Umeko was yelling, “You shot him! You animal! Why did you shoot him?” as she started toward me, but Kahn grabbed her from behind.

I’d felt nothing. No impact, no jarring pain. For a moment, I assigned it to the inevitable shock of being shot. Finally, though, I realized what had happened. Kahn had put a bullet through Lien Bohai’s thigh and was now wrapping an arm around Umeko’s throat out of panic or rage, I didn’t know.

My chest was thudding, and I felt an esophageal burn that signaled nausea. But it was Markus Kahn who sounded giddy when he said, “I did it. Shot the old bloodsucker. First time, and hardly aimed.

“Ford, if you… If you…” The man was hyperventilating, so he had to pause to gulp a breath. “If you screw with me, I’ll waste you, and this bitch, too! Think I’m scared to shoot now?”

Behind him, Trapper sounded awestruck but a little nauseated himself, saying, “Look at the damn chunk you blew out of his leg. Jesus, really… mangled. How… how’s it feel?”

Kahn laughed, “You’ve got a gun, old lady, try it yourself!” his manner suddenly arrogant as if he’d shot many corpses in his time.

I was furious as I got to my feet. “You’re not shooting him again, dumbass, because he’s…”—I stopped myself to think what argument could possibly have any effect on him—”. . . because the round could go through a wall and kill someone else—or ricochet and kill you. Only amateurs take stupid risks.”

For some reason, Kahn said to his partner, “See? This guy might be able to teach us something.”

The endorsement didn’t raise my spirits. It was two minutes until midnight, which meant it was too late to stop whatever happened next. Even so, I said, “We’ve got to get to the lodge.”

Kahn was grinning, but the skin around his raccoon eyes looked waxen like he was feeling queasy, too. He still couldn’t keep his eyes off the body. “Christ, not more of your bomb bullshit. It’s already after twelve, isn’t it?”

Trapper said, “One minute thirty seconds to go. I’ve got the G-Shock atomic watch—exact time anywhere in the world. It’s what a lot of the SEAL guys use.”

For the next ninety seconds, the four of us stood in the heat of summer candlelight and the stink of death as Trapper counted down. I didn’t realize I’d been holding my breath until Trapper got to the final seconds: “. . . seven… six . . five… four… three… two…”

Nothing happened. For the next sixty seconds, then two minutes, then five minutes, I continued to wait for the first whiff of chlorine gas, or the delayed ignition of a faulty wiring device, as the two activists began to make sarcastic jokes.

By 12:15 a.m., I decided that whatever was going to happen wasn’t going to happen—not now, anyway. Kazlov had received a warning about a device that would kill everything on the island. I believed it because I’d witnessed Vladimir’s reaction—the man had been scared shitless.

I had a bad feeling I had missed something somewhere. But I didn’t have time to dwell on it, I had to move on. Markus Kahn’s first taste of violence had made him eager for more, and Umeko Tao-Lien would die in the same room as her father unless I did something to stop Kahn.

I focused on Kahn, gauging his moves. Judging from his behavior, he wanted to shoot Umeko for no other reason than to prove he had the balls to do it. Judging from his physiology—twitching cheeks and rapid breathing—he would shoot her the instant he summoned the nerve.

I knew that I had to make a move and do it fast.

They had taken my knife, along with the makeshift weapons in my vest. With men like this, though, I didn’t need a weapon. They were both sloppy pretenders. They had already given me a couple of clean openings—opportunities I didn’t risk because the woman would have been caught in the cross fire.

As Trapper used a flashlight to go through the woman’s billfold, I dropped my glasses while cleaning them, kicked them accidentally, which moved me two steps closer to Kahn.

Umeko noticed. It was in the way she lifted her hand, for an instant, as if to stop me. Kahn didn’t, so I gained another half step when I turned to watch Trapper.

I wasn’t worried about a rifle. Not in such close quarters—especially when Trapper, the fool, knelt and wedged the rifle between his legs as he tossed credit cards and some bills onto the floor. I could have knocked the man on his skinny ass before he had time to get the weapon to his shoulder.

Kahn was the one I needed to deal with. If I could get to him before he turned the pistol from Umeko to me, I might be able to snap his elbow before he got off a round, then strip the gun from his hand and shoot Trapper in the thigh or the kneecap—I didn’t want to kill the guy. Then, depending on Kahn’s reaction, I would disable him temporarily or long-term. His call.

I needed a distraction, so I stared at Umeko until we established eye contact. Her face was orchid white in the flashlight’s glare. She was trembling, but still composed enough to acknowledge me with a nod, but then shook her head as if telling me Don’t try it.

The response was confusing. Did she really understand what I was trying to communicate?

Yes. The woman verified it by saying to Trapper, “In my billfold, there’s a hidden compartment behind the driver’s license. You want proof I hate what Lien Bohai stood for? You’ll find it there.”

Trapper tossed a couple of more credit cards onto the tile, then used the flashlight to take a close look at something.

After a few seconds, his tone changed. “Hey, Rez! This woman’s in the Chinese Army! Here’s her ID card, the hologram and everything. And she’s in uniform!”

Umeko and I exchanged a quick look as Trapper addressed her directly. “What’s your rank? If our parents hadn’t made us go to fucking college, we’d both be Special Forces now. Wouldn’t we, Rez?”

Kahn interrupted, saying Umeko’s military service didn’t prove she hadn’t profited from Lien Bohai’s factory ships. Which caused the men to bicker briefly until Umeko cut them off, saying, “That’s not what I wanted you to see. There’s another card in there. Same compartment.”

“Jesus Christ,” Trapper whispered when he had the card in his hand. “You’re not going to believe this shit, man! Take a look! She’s one of us! A 3P2 member, dues all paid and everything.”

I was thinking, The seventh member, while Kahn crossed the room to look.

Umeko’s tone became confessional as she told the men she had to keep the card hidden because Lien Bohai, or anyone else in the company, would have turned her in to the Chinese government for belonging to a subversive organization. For the same reason, she used a separate personal computer when logging onto the web page or chat rooms. And only in Singapore. Never China.

“That wouldn’t have been the worst of it,” she added, then nodded toward the old man’s body. “He was a dictator, very cruel. I’d have been beaten—or jailed. It wouldn’t have been the first time he did it to an employee. You have no idea the amount of power he had in China.”

I watched Kahn accept the card from Trapper. He inspected it closely as if he didn’t want to be convinced. Finally, though, he used the pistol to summon the woman closer.

What happened next was bizarre. Kahn gave Umeko a quick, impersonal kiss on the cheek, then backed away as if human contact was unsavory. “If this thing’s real, you’re my double S, like it or not. Symbiotic sister. But you better not be bullshitting us.”

Umeko deflected it. “I follow your posts in the chat room—I see you almost every night when I’m home. I’m Dragonfly.”

Trapper said, “I’ve seen the name, man! I shit you not.”

Umeko continued to manipulate them like the pro she obviously was. “I’ve wondered what you looked like in person. On the web page, there’s a photo of you on an assault boat. It was posted about a year ago, when you started operations on the Caspian Sea. You and someone with the screen name Genesis, I think. But the picture’s blurry and shot from too far away.”

Trapper asked Umeko, “A short little chubby guy, right? That’s one of the Neinabor twins! Genesis and Exodus, though they only use those names online. With us they’re just Geness and Odus. Their parents were Jesus freaks who lived in the desert in a bus or van or something. So they’re into the whole biblical thing, which is how they knew the Internet would crash tonight.”

I was giving the man my full attention now, thinking, They predicted it?

“Not the only ones,” Kahn said, irritated. “I saw it coming, too. Everyone gives them the credit, but all they really do is just whine and bicker.”

Trapper said, “Not since the power went out. The way they took charge—you’ve got to admit it—like they knew exactly what to do. Serious badasses all of a sudden. I bet they’ve already scored a couple of kills. Odus can be a mean little bastard.”

Kahn was getting pissed off. “Give me a break! Two core gamers who still carry Super Mario bags from sixth grade and talk to dead people? Last year, I dropped Geness’s PlayStation in the toilet and he started crying. Yeah, badass nutcases.”

I was remembering the colorful computer bag I’d seen earlier, as Trapper explained to Umeko, “They used to be triplets. One of them died, but they still talk to him. You know, like their brother’s in the same room. That’s what he means about them being weird. Smart, but, yeah, seriously out there.”

Kahn was done with the subject, his attention still on Umeko. “Having a membership card doesn’t prove anything. Any leech can go to our web page and do that.”

Umeko Tao-Lien looked right at him. “Two years ago, I joined Third Planet Peace Force. Out of guilt, I guess. It made me sick what Bohai’s fishing fleet was doing. I felt like I was taking blood money.”

As the woman spoke, I studied her face. For an intense instant, just an instant, our eyes linked to reassure me she was playing a role.

“I’m not wealthy. But I still donate a thousand Singapore dollars every year to Third Planet, which is quite a lot in U.S. dollars. For a single woman who lives alone… ?” The daughter of one of the wealthiest men in China ended the sentence with a shrug.

Kahn was now going through the photographer’s vest, and the rest of my gear, as he warned Umeko, “We have more than a thousand members and we know we’ve been infiltrated. Don’t get cocky. You’re not in the clear yet.”

Umeko felt cocky enough to tell Kahn, “Dr. Ford has a head injury. It needs to be cleaned and dressed. Would you allow me to use the first-aid kit?”

Kahn’s odd behavior toward me was suddenly explained when he reached for the kit and replied, “You mean Commander Ford, don’t you?” Then, with a piercing look, he said to me, “I’ve bet you’ve really seen some shit, huh? T told me you’re, like, one of the biggest special ops guys in the world. Which is what makes this so cool. I’m the dude who finally took you down!”

I was about to ask Who’s T? but figured it out on my own. Tomlinson had been talking about me again.

Kahn explained, “If Winifred hadn’t made me read T’s book, I wouldn’t have believed him. Big nerdy-looking guy—she was right about that. Which is sort of cool, too.”

Umeko was listening as she scrubbed my forehead with Betadine, then applied salve. I had the impression she already knew the answer when she asked, “Is T the member who posted his theory about mass panic and the Internet? There was an acronym…”

“Sudden Internet Isolation and Retaliation,” Kahn interrupted, getting it all wrong. “It’s what happens when the Earth has had enough of our poisonous bullshit. As of tonight, it’ll be months before the Internet is working again. Same with the electrical grids. And T’s the one who saw it coming, man. Like he made it happen. ‘Plasmic visualization,’ he calls this weird gift he has for influencing future events.” Which is when Kahn removed one of the jars from my vest, opened it, sniffed, then looked at me, his expression asking What is this crap?

Trapper was taking a roll of tape from his pocket, preparing to tape our hands, I guessed, as he told Kahn, “I keep thinking maybe it’s just this island. Power goes out here, it doesn’t mean the whole system’s down. Maybe in a couple of redneck Florida counties but not the entire country. The twins could be wrong about that.”

“Bullshit,” Kahn said, capping the jar, “I knew it was going to happen before T’s first post. Long before those weirdos had a damn clue. So maybe I’ve got the same gift—plasmic visualization.” The man smiled, pleased by the idea, but then got serious again.

“The world is coming to its miserable end, people. Do you have any idea how lucky we are to be on an island, safe from all craziness out there?”

Coming from someone like Kahn, it would have been hilarious if the man hadn’t been sincere. He wanted it to be true, just as Tomlinson had said. I was thinking, Virtual world psychosis, as he added, “It’s like being in a space capsule and landing on a new planet where no one is prepared for survival but us.”

Umeko was done cleaning my cuts, and I began repacking the first-aid kit as an excuse to ignore the man. Kahn didn’t like that. He began shaking the jar again, demanding a reaction, the smaller bottle inside clanking against glass.

“Don’t do that,” I told him.

“Why? What’s in it? It smells like shit.”

“It’s supposed to,” I lied. “Someone took a shot at me from the lodge. I thought there might be hostages, so I made three homemade stink grenades to clear everyone out of the building. Because of the bomb.”

“That goddamn bomb again,” Kahn laughed but checked his watch. “The bullshit story you invented to scare us? It’s almost twelve-thirty. Admit you were lying.”

“If I didn’t think the threat was real, I wouldn’t have improvised chemical weapons.”

Kahn looked at the jar in his hand, surprised I’d applied those words to a stink bomb. “Chemical weapons,” he said finally. “Yeah… I guess it fits.” Maybe he was impressed, but then downplayed it, saying, “Cool. Unconventional weaponry, that’s the future. We have to use what we can until the last alpha warrior, in the last enemy tribe, is dead. How many times have we talked about this, Trapper?”

The enemy warrior being me, I guessed. It was in Kahn’s tone and the way he challenged me by deciding to shake the jar again. Fortunately, though, the man lost interest when his flashlight discovered the TAM-14 unit lying near the couch. The way he rushed to claim the thing reminded me of a kid lunging for a toy on Christmas Day.

Amphetamines or crystal meth? I was wondering. What was the drug of choice for male children whose manhood was trapped in a computer-simulated world?

“Tape his hands,” Kahn told Trapper as he looked at the unit. “No… wait. Have Dragonfly tape his hands first. Then you tape him from his elbows down to his wrists. I’ll check it all when you’re done.”

Adjusting the monocular’s headband, Kahn taunted me by telling his partner, “If he really is some special ops hotshot, like T claims, he’s got to be, you know, really dangerous. And we want to impress him, right?”
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When I asked Kahn, “Do you still have a guard posted on the balcony?” I was trying to establish myself in the hierarchy of our little group and also account for the only members of Third Planet I hadn’t met.

The Neinabor twins—the physical description matched the two chubby blond men I’d seen earlier, right down to the child’s computer bag. They had driven their van all the way from California only to be transformed when the shooting started.

“Suddenly, they’re serious badasses,” Trapper had said.

What worried me was that an abrupt transformation was possible. Fear is an unpredictable catalyst but always powerful. Some people cower, a few snap. Overwhelming fear can turn a timid man into a mad-dog killer. The effect might be greater on twins—or triplets—because it could mushroom exponentially, ping-ponging between them as their panic escalated.

So far, I hadn’t been convinced that Kahn and his partner were capable of murder. The same might not be true of the Neinabors. Trapper had said they sometimes spoke to the dead triplet as if he were in the same room, a disturbing fact in itself.

I wanted to hear more. My guess was, one of the Neinabors was the rapid-fire bungler who’d surprised Viktor and me at the dock. Bungler or not, he wasn’t afraid to pull the trigger. I also still didn’t know who was being held captive in the lodge. If one or both of the twins was guarding them—and still had some ammunition left—there might be carnage awaiting us.

Ammunition, I’d been thinking about that. From all the gunfire I’d heard, everyone of the island had to be running low even if they’d equipped themselves for mass murder.

Kahn wasn’t very talkative, though, because we’d heard two more distant gunshots when we were about halfway between the cottage and the lodge. The shots had scared him so badly that he and Trapper had dived for cover behind the banyan tree. Almost as an afterthought, they had ordered Umeko and me to drop to the ground, too.

Once again, I asked Kahn if a guard had been posted. “I need to know details if I’m going to help you get back to the lodge without your asses being shot off. Play tough guy, though, and I think we’re all in serious trouble.”

If Kahn believed I was a “gnarly special ops expert,” I was going to play the role to my advantage.

Lying in prone position, pistol ready, the man was studying the open area ahead. “Those shots sounded pretty close,” he replied. “They sound close to you? Christ, there could be a sniper out there right now, waiting for us to make a move.”

I was lying on my side, Trapper slightly behind me, Kahn to my right, the woman to my left. I whispered, “I think you might be right. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw something. A person, I think, just after the shots were fired.”

“Where? How far was he?”

Scanning the patio near the swimming pool, then a cove formed by oak trees and Spanish moss, I replied, “If I was the guy, I’d wait until we were halfway across the clearing, then shoot the lead man. Which is you, Rez. Then pick off the rest of us when we panic.”

Kahn slapped the ground with his hand. “Shit, he’s right.”

I told him, “There’s a ledge below that tree that drops down four or five feet to the beach. Maybe he’s wearing night vision, too. He could have seen us, and slid behind the ledge until he has a clean shot.” A moment later, I added, “Is one of the Neinabor twins tall and lean? If not, it could be Armanie’s bodyguard.”

Trapper whispered, “He’s lying, right? He just trying to scare us again.”

“Did you get a look at Armanie’s security guy?” I asked. “The caviar people recruit from the Russian Special Forces. Spetz GRU, maybe you’ve heard of it. Their insignia is an owl because they supposedly learn how to see in the dark.”

Kahn thought about that for a few seconds, his paranoia growing. “Shit, I knew we shouldn’t have left the goddamn cottage!”

I added some drama by turning my head, then examining the front entrance beyond the porch as if gauging the odds of us making it before the shooter opened fire.

Kahn asked me, “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking you’d better give me some information or we’re screwed. How many people are inside, and what about the guard? I need to know before I can offer advice.”

The man was suddenly so eager to answer, he ran his words together. “Three women, I don’t know their names… local women, rich bitches, you know the type. Then there’s Winifred. That’s it. So what do you think we should do? Head back to the cottage?”

I said, “What happened to the restaurant staff? There was a bartender and at least three servers. Where’d they go?” They were probably still hiding on the third floor, but I wanted to find out if Kahn knew they were there.

“Dude, I have no idea! Everyone panicked and ran. There could be people hidden in some of the rooms, who knows? It was pretty crazy for a while after the lights went out.”

Only three hostages, not counting Densler and Tomlinson? It took some effort not to show my surprise. “Are they tied and gagged?”

Kahn was close to emotional overload. “Why the hell would we bother? No one in their right mind would leave that place with all that shooting. That’s why I posted Trapper on a balcony to stand guard. Damn it!”—he slapped the ground again—“When Winifred said they wouldn’t let us come to this caviar deal, I should have figured out it was reverse psychology. The same with that dolphin place. Someone knew we’d come—it’s a goddamn plot.”

I whispered, “You planned on attacking the casino, too?”

“No! Just confront them and get it on video. Hell, we didn’t plan on attacking this place, either. It… things just snowballed when everyone panicked. I should have known we were being set up. Ever since we started hassling their fishing boats, they’ve been plotting ways to get rid of us. You have no idea how many enemies we’ve made.”

I couldn’t pretend to take the man seriously, so I chose to fan his paranoia. “It’s dangerous to screw with power.”

“Exactly what I’m saying. First, they knock out the Internet, then they arrest all the activists during the chaos. Shit, it could even be the Illuminati. They’ve been manipulating governments for five hundred years. Look on the back of a dollar bill—the pyramid and all-seeing eye.”

I was thinking, He’s reciting the synopsis of a video game.

Kahn gestured with his head to indicate Umeko. “Remember her saying how much power the old Chinese guy had? He was probably one of them.” Then Kahn asked Trapper, “Did you notice what kind of ring the old man was wearing? Shit, I should have checked.”

No, I decided, Kahn wasn’t reciting. He believed what he was saying, which was eerie. Maybe he sensed my uneasiness because he became even more determined to convince me.

“Don’t you get it? The caviar guys, they’re part of an international society. Like the Mafia, only they keep it quiet. Sooner or later, they’ll have to attack the lodge because that’s where the goddamn food is. It could be weeks before the mainland gets power again. And who cares about a few people stranded on an island?”

From four miles away, I was looking at the concrete glow of Bare Key Casino reflecting off the stars, and wondering, How can anyone be so oblivious? I felt like head-butting the guy, then strangling him with my legs.

I stayed calm, though, and played along, “Everyone will be out of food and water in a few days? That settles it, then. We’ve got to get inside that lodge. Cut our hands free, we can move faster and quieter. What happens when a women trips but can’t use her hands? She screams. She’d give away our position. After that, we take off for the back of the lodge, everyone at the same time. Doing the unexpected is the best way to deal with the unexpected.”

I struggled to my knees and turned my back to Trapper. “My arms are numb, cut the damn tape. And don’t get too attached to that knife—it’s mine.”

Kahn was suggestible, but he had his limits. “Okay, okay… cut Dragonfly free, yeah—but not him! We’ve got enough to worry about without Ford trying to jump us.”

I said, “If you want my help, you will. How long you think that sniper’s going to wait?”

Kahn replied, “Nope. No way,” sounding like a petulant child.

My fingers were cramping, mosquitoes were like cobwebs on my face and I was out of patience. “For all you know, the shots we just heard was the Neinabors killing a couple of unarmed people. All because you went off, left them unprotected, while you tried to take down a sick old man. For once, show some balls.”

As Trapper freed Umeko’s hands, maybe he sensed the power shifting because he told me, “We haven’t seen the twins for, like, almost an hour. You’re right about those two. They grabbed their guns, went out the door, and that’s when the fireworks really started.”

“Did one of the weapons have a red laser sight?”

I wasn’t sure if Trapper nodded or not. “Maybe. They’re the ones who found the guns, so they got first choice.”

I couldn’t believe what I’d just heard. “Found guns where?”

“When the Internet crashed, they said it was the sign they were waiting for. From the Bible, you know? So they went floor to floor, ripping everything apart, and found this little closet where someone had hidden weapons. This rifle”—Trapper held it for me to see—“three pistols and three boxes of ammunition.”

I said, “In a fishing lodge?” then dragged my left foot under me because, in that instant, I realized what was going on. The Neinabor twins had orchestrated the entire hijacking. They hadn’t found weapons. They had brought weapons to Florida in their van—probably along with a homemade bomb, or bombs, plus a portable radio jammer.

I’d been right about Kahn and Trapper—they didn’t know a damn thing. Kahn had been telling the truth when he said events had snowballed when everyone panicked. The Neinabors had kept the plan a secret because they wanted to convince their Third Planet friends that Armageddon had arrived. “They’re very smart,” Trapper had told us—and also so mentally unstable that they conversed with a dead brother.

Kahn, getting angry now, said, “You still don’t get it, do you? These guns really are a sign, man. The End Times, it’s more than just bullshit prophecy. The Earth is always renewing herself. Hurricanes, tornadoes—but now the real shitstorm is here. You don’t think she knows how to protect herself?”

“Shut up,” I told him.

“What?”

“You heard me.” I got another foot under me and stood. “I’m going inside. Maybe Tomlinson and I—if he’s still alive—can think of a way to convince the caviar people you idiots started shooting because you panicked. In the morning, though, it’s going to be a lot harder to explain to the police, Coast Guard, ATF and everyone else who shows up.”

Kahn hissed, “Get down!” motioning toward the darkness. “You trying to get us all killed?”

I was staring at Kahn. He looked like a frat boy dressed for Halloween, with his ski mask and pistol. He wasn’t going to shoot anyone. I walked toward Umeko. “Maybe you should stay with these two. If there’s any more shooting, you can at least count on them to find a place to hide.”

The woman was shaking her head before I finished the sentence, stood, brushed her hands on her slacks, told me, “Let’s go, we’d better hurry.”

We did.

Ignoring Kahn’s threats, we ran across the croquet court to the lodge, where I followed Umeko into the main room. There, instead of waiting for her to finish untangling the tape that bound my elbows and wrists, I yelled, “Tomlinson! Get your ass in here!” because I was furious.

We didn’t have to wait long. We heard footsteps, then a short man, pudgy but not obese, dragged Tomlinson into the room, left hand knotted in his long hair, right hand holding a pistol that cast a familiar red dot on my friend’s throat.

Sounding disgusted with himself, Tomlinson told me, “I picked up on the vibe too late, Doc. Sorry, man. Thought I could warn you later, but the whole mess just spun out of control.”

Tomlinson’s hands were bound behind his back, his left eye was swollen closed and there was blood around his mouth. But he still managed to force a fake smile as his eyes warned me He’s insane. Be careful—he’ll kill us all.

No, Tomlinson was warning me about both Neinabors. Because just then the second brother appeared, a half-moon grin on his face, head bouncing to the heavy metal cadence of his earbuds.

With a wave of his pistol, he ordered us into the next room.
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Because he was listening to his iPod, the twin doing most of the talking yelled when he spoke as if everyone in the room was deafened by the music reverberating through his skull. He yelled at Umeko now, saying, “Which one you want me to offer up first? It doesn’t matter to me. The blood’s on your hands. Hey, Geness, what’s Abraham say?”

Offer. A euphemism for “murder,” but with religious overtones because Odus Neinabor was swinging his pistol at the women who had come to Vanderbilt Island for a girls’ weekend but had stumbled into a nightmare. And Abraham—that must be the dead triplet. Did that mean that Odus could not speak to him directly, only Geness? Interesting.

The twins must have returned to the lodge soon after Kahn and Trapper had left, from what I saw. It would have taken them at least half an hour to do all that they had done. And they’d done a lot—some of it absurd, all of it cruel. The way they were treating the three most harmless people in the room was an example.

The women were still in their tropical party dresses, like three wilting bouquets sitting with their backs to the wall, their faces clown-streaked with eyeliner because they had been crying. The abuse had been going on for a while. The twins had wired the ladies’ hands behind their backs, then tossed their designer shoes into a pile in the middle of the room as if in preface to playing some weird party game.

I knew one of the women by name, Sharon Farwell. She was a successful restaurateur, an over-forty beauty who was business hardened but now displayed symptoms of shock because of what was happening. Her eyes had brightened when I entered the room. But then when she saw that my arms were taped behind me, her chin sank toward the floor.

Pitiless. That described what the twins had done. There was no way the women, or anyone, could have anticipated such crazed behavior.

Odus was Exodus, a mean little bastard, according to Trapper. But the quiet one, Geness—Genesis—was the more dangerous of the two, in my estimation, because I’d be willing to bet he used the dead triplet, Abraham, to manipulate brotherly decisions and as a scapegoat for their viciousness.

Genesis and Exodus, two biblical names given by nomadic hipsters whose sons had lived a caravan life in the desert. The names had no sinister overtones so fit the twins perfectly—two brothers who were benign in appearance, even comical, which effectively disguised the truth that they were both dangerous.

I’ve encountered killers, both amateurs and methodical pros, but there were only three true sociopaths among them. One was a brain-damaged mercenary who became infamous in Central America for hunting only at night, like a werewolf, then burning his victims alive.

The man, known as Incendiario to the peasants of the Maya Mountains, was Praxcedes Lourdes. He had a grotesque physical presence that warned of the danger he represented. In a lesser way, the other two sociopaths were physically repugnant as well—a freak with an Oedipus fixation and a necromancer witch who believed she was a succubus.

Geness and Odus Neinabor, though, could have been the chubby, wholesome sidekicks in a TV sitcom. They were plump, rosy-cheeked, with wide mouths and weak jaws. Both had feminine qualities: balding, shoulder-length blond hair, breast tissue that bounced beneath their black crewnecks when they walked, delicate, stubby fingers.

Odus was the talkative one, Geness, the introvert—normal for identical twins, normal in appearance. Normal in every way but for their behavior, and the wild glassy eyes that shielded them from reality rather than connecting them.

Insulation and isolation—true sociopaths construct barriers as complex as any maze. Like the heavy-metal music that thrummed from Odus’s earbuds, loud enough to resonate through his eye sockets. Like the dead brother who spoke through Geness’s mouth.

Aberrant behavior can be ascribed to many factors. What is impossible to explain, though, is the pleasure that sociopaths derive from inflicting pain on others. It is, in my experience, the defining behavioral deformity that links mutants with their monstrous behavior. I had met three sociopaths in my life. Now, though, I could count five. Odus and Geness, who took visible pleasure when they inflicted pain on people. Especially the three attractive middle-aged women from nearby Captiva Island.

No one bullies with more ravenous expertise than those who have been bullied, and it was sickening to watch. Soon, it would be impossible. Arms taped behind me or not, I would have to do something. Tomlinson, standing on the other side of the room, was reaching his breaking point, too. I could tell by the way he closed his eyes, seeking some inner peace that was impossible to access, and so began banging the back of his head against the wall.

“Leave them alone!” he yelled finally. “If you want to hurt someone, try me!”

Which got Odus’s attention but only caused him to grin before he looked at Umeko and me and yelled, “If you two don’t do what we say, they’ll all die!”

Do what? If the lunatics had some plan that included Umeko and me, they hadn’t said a goddamn word about it.

Behind us, Geness was thinking the same thing because he surprised everyone by speaking for the first time, saying too softly for his brother to hear, “Odus. You didn’t tell the slavers what we want them to do. Odus? Exodus!”

Odus responded with a confused expression that asked Huh?

Geness raised his voice above a whisper, “Your iPod. Turn down your iPod.” Then he repeated what he’d said. “Once the things understand, you can kill one. But until then—”

Nodding, Odus finished his brother’s sentence, saying, “Until then, it makes no sense. Okay, okay, but here’s the deal, Geness”—the twin’s face reddened—“I want to shoot one of them now, goddamn it! I’m sick of waiting!”

Geness had his eyes closed, which could be something he did when communicating with the dead triplet, or pretended to communicate—no telling what was happening inside his head—then he translated in a voice that was flat, emotionless. “It is not time yet, Exodus. Later, shoot the blond thing. But not now.”

The blond thing was Sharon Farwell, who turned to me, eyes pinched. I winked, trying to reassure her, which is when the front door of the lodge opened and Kahn and Trapper came charging in, ripping their ski masks off before greeting the Neinabor twins. I expected locker-room laughter and high fives, but Geness retreated instantly into some silent sphere while his brother became guarded but willing to do the talking. It was repellent to watch, a reunion of misfits, but I took in every nuance as they exchanged information.

When Kahn told the twins that Bohai had been shot, he did it in a way that insinuated he and Trapper had killed the man, then flashed Umeko and me a look, warning us not to contradict him.

A minute later, Kahn ordered Trapper to the balcony to stand guard, then I listened to Odus Neinabor describe how he had attacked two men at the marina, saying, “I hit one of them for sure. Maybe both. I think they were Kazlov’s men—maybe Kazlov himself, I don’t know. I hope so, because Geness took a shot at that Russian leech when the power first went out but missed. Didn’t you, Geness?”

Geness didn’t bother to respond because his brother was already explaining, “It’s so dark out there, man, it was hard to score—even with my laser sights. I caught these two guys at the dock and they were, like, firing back two rounds every time I pulled the trigger. But finally, I took my time and—whap!—one of them went down in the water. After that, though, they snuck off into this sort of swampy place, probably hoping to ambush me. Like I’m stupid or something.”

I’d learned something. Despite the lie that Vladimir and I had returned fire, it confirmed who had attacked us, and also provided a couple of surprises. Kazlov hadn’t been shot during the first minutes of the power outage? I looked at Tomlinson, who shook his head in reply, which seemed to be good news, until I realized he might have been telling me No, the twin didn’t miss.

Either way, the news wasn’t as bad as it could have been. After all that gunfire, Third Planet members could boast of shooting only one, possibly two people—both Russians. And Odus hadn’t finished the bodyguard with two shots, as I’d guessed, or he would be bragging about it now.

The bloodbath I’d feared had yet to happen. Maybe there was still a way to turn the night around.

As I listened, though, my optimism faded. I became convinced of one key dynamic: the Neinabor twins actually were insane. Maybe temporarily because of whatever drugs they were on—something potent enough to cause hand tremors and a diaphoretic sweat that made their baby-pink faces glisten like boiled hams.

More likely, though, the brothers had repressed so much rage for so many years that some fragile thread had finally snapped. Now a pair of monsters had been set free into a virtual world of their own making and they’d brought the ghost of their dead brother to guide them. These two were the type who strapped on bandoliers and trotted down high school corridors shooting at their classmates.

As Third Planet members traded stories and bragged, they all also confirmed their cowardice. Odus told Kahn that he’d scouted Talas’s end of the island, but the gunfire was “wicked.” Kahn lied and said the same was true of the north end of the island, and that he and Trapper had decided Lien Bohai’s corpse was proof they’d taken enough chances for one night.

“I shot him—hit him the first time,” Kahn told the room.

To me, the men were only proving the obvious: they wanted to believe they were gunfighters but knew secretly they were incapable of taking the risks that shooting an armed enemy required. If the twins had a plan that included Umeko or me, my guess was that their own cowardice was the source of the plan’s creation.

I also began to suspect that the Neinabor twins had another hostage, maybe more, who they’d isolated in a nearby room. Odus was making veiled references to his “private trophy room.”

If there was another hostage, I hoped it was Vladimir. Irrational, maybe, but that’s the way I felt. He had tried to kill me, true, but the man had proven his toughness and professionalism when we were on the run. And he was certainly more admirable than the man-child who had shot him. But the prospect that Vladimir had been allowed to live was unlikely because the twins were so eager to prove themselves killers.

I held on to the possibility, though, until Densler stumbled in from the dining room so drunk that she slurred her words when she complained, “The man just pissed his pants, for God’s sake! You expect me to clean it up?”

A few minutes later, I found out the truth when Geness shoved and prodded me down a hallway to the manager’s office, then nudged open the door.

Inside, a gigantically fat man dwarfed the swivel chair in which he had been bound and gagged. When he recognized me, his facial expression changed in a way that reminded me of the hope I’d seen in Sharon Farwell’s eyes.

Cowards or not, the Neinabor twins had somehow managed to take down another one of the Big Four.

I was in Odus’s trophy room. The trophy was Darius Talas.

Stashed beneath a desk, I also noticed, was a red-and-green computer bag, the first three letters of Super Mario visible.

I was impressed by how remarkably calm the fat man remained as he listened to Odus argue with Kahn, the twin red-faced and screaming, “It’s our plan, he’s our hostage! So just keep your mouth shut and let me dictate the goddamn letter!”

From the doorway, behind me, Geness spoke for only the second time that night, which caused the room to go silent. “We don’t listen to you anymore,” he said to Kahn. “We’re too strong for you now.”

Kahn and Geness glared at each other through the candlelight. It took several seconds of silence before the twin’s craziness won out; a silence dominated by his lingering certainty and metronomic way of speaking. It was the voice of someone who hears voices and records them with the indifference of a computer chip or an android. There was no fakery or theatrics, which was unsettling in itself, but it was Geness’s confidence that, at once, was repellent and chilling. Finally, it was confirmed that the chubby blond twins—once the butt of Kahn’s jokes—were now in charge.

Talas, who’d been gulping water since his gag had been removed, understood the significance because he attempted to undermine the twins’ power by saying, “I will do whatever your organization asks of me, of course. And I believe Mr. Armanie will be cooperative. We only want what’s best for the Caspian Sea. But for one person to dictate the demands as the voice of an entire organization”—the fat man shrugged as if the unfairness was obvious—“well, I don’t think it will be as convincing. You are, after all, asking Mr. Armanie to entrust his life to the integrity of your organization.”

I watched Kahn’s nostrils flair, aware of Talas’s obvious attempt to manipulate. But he also realized that Talas was trying to help him stay in power, so he said to Odus, “Why not let Winifred decide? She’s chairperson. I mean, I hate this fat leech as much as you do, but he’s got a good—”

“I’m dictating the goddamn letter!” Odus yelled, still staring at Kahn while his head bobbed to the rhythm of his earbuds.

The two activists continued to argue, volleying threats and insults, until Geness, still in the doorway, said, “No more talking. It’s settled.”

And it was.

Although composed, Talas looked pathetic, with his glistening jowls and his urine-stained slacks. The twins made him nervous, and Geness scared him. It was in his Sydney Greenstreet chuckle that dismissed the brothers as children but also conceded their new power. So, when Kahn and Odus stopped arguing, Talas took a pen in his sausage fingers and did what he was told. He squared a sheet of Vanderbilt Lodge stationery in front of him and said, “I’m at your service. What do you wish me to write?” A moment later, though, he sealed Kahn’s demotion by ordering him to bring him more light.

Odus, whose mood seesawed between rage and euphoria, was too combustible to dictate anything. He began badly, saying, “Okay, get this down, the exact words. ‘This is to inform Abdul Armanie, the, uhhh… the Iranian douche bag criminal!… that his criminal friend, uhhh…’ What’s your freaking first name, you fat leech… ?” Which is when Geness proved who was really in control by taking over, telling his brother, “Abraham says I should do it.”

Invoking the name of the dead triplet got instant results. The twins changed places, and soon Geness was instructing Talas, “I want you to write in English. Nothing else, understand?”

“Whatever you say, of course,” Talas replied, “but it might make Armanie suspicious because—”

“No, it won’t,” Geness said and, with no change in facial expression, hammered his fist against the back of Talas’s head. The twins were barely five and a half feet tall, but they were a chunky one-seventy, one-eighty. The shock wave rippled through the fat man’s neck to his cheeks and caused his eyes to spark with anger—a spark that Talas managed to hide as Geness continued talking as if nothing had happened. “You’re lying,” he said. “Today, at the pool, I heard you both talking in English. You’d better not lie to us again. Understand?”

Talas nodded, showing no emotion—the response of a powerful man who was patient enough to wait for his revenge.

Then Geness began to dictate, saying, “‘My dear Abdul…’ No… wait. ‘My respected associate, Armanie,’” which frightened me as much as anything the Neinabors had done so far. It proved that Geness, at least, was not only perceptive, he was shrewd and calculating. Armanie never used his first name and he had no friends. Geness understood that to begin the letter any other way would warn Armanie that he was being lured into a trap.

That’s what the letter was: a personal invitation to Armanie, and his bodyguard, to come to the lodge, unarmed, and meet with Talas.

“To discuss what?” Darius Talas asked, touching the pen to his silver mustache.

The twins nodded at each other before Geness said, “To talk about a computer hard drive that was taken from Viktor Kazlov’s boat today. And about a thousand baby sturgeon that will die soon when the boat’s batteries go dead.”

Fingerling sturgeon?

Talas was nodding as Odus yelled, “Hurry up, lard ass! After this, you’re writing a letter to Kazlov. He’s the criminal who brought all those innocent fish. We’ve got to make goddamn sure he doesn’t miss the boat.”

Miss the boat?

Was he speaking figuratively? I wondered about it as my eyes moved from Talas, who was giving Geness a sharp look, to Kahn, whose face showed surprise, then skepticism. Maybe the twins were lying or maybe they’d actually stolen the hard drive. Either way, it was news to Kahn. Probably news to their drunken chairwoman, too, but Tomlinson didn’t appear surprised. He was looking at me with his wise old eyes as if to confirm it was all true.

Talas hunched over the desk, the pen a rhythmic instrument in his hand, as he added a few sentences, then asked, “And what about Mr. Lien Bohai? If we’re meeting, shouldn’t we invite our Chinese colleague? Asians aren’t particularly emotional but they are easily slighted.”

For an uneasy moment, I was afraid Talas was going to mention Bohai’s young wife and daughter, too. But Kahn jumped in and tried to regain respect by saying, “The old man’s dead. I shot him myself. Bohai didn’t cooperate with us and that’s what happens. We’ve got his assistant in the dining room right now.”

Once again, I felt a building tension as Talas reflected on what he’d just heard. “Bohai’s assistant, you say?”

“A woman named Umeko. What? I thought you TRs knew everything about each other.” Kahn was searching the fat man’s face, suddenly suspicious.

Talas was still giving it some thought but then defused it all, saying, “TRs?”

“Yeah, it means ‘assholes’—asshole.”

The fat man nodded. “I think you’re talking about one of Bohai’s concubines. Forgive me for laughing, but Lien always travels with at least two women. No idea how he introduces them to outsiders. But let’s just say they aren’t paid to sit at a desk and read reports—old men have their needs, too, you know. On every trip, there’s always one woman who’s quite beautiful and another who is… well, presumably, she is quite skilled at—”

Geness, becoming impatient, interrupted him, saying, “No more of your filthy sex talk. Write the exact same letter to Kazlov. No tricks—hurry up!”

When Talas had finished, both twins looked the letters over before Odus said, “Okay, now put them in envelopes and write each leech’s name on the front. Like, we want it to look official. Then we’ve got a serious question for you.”

Geness Neinabor nodded, already looking at me. “Tell us what you know about this dude, Ford.” As Geness stared, his eyes sparked, then oscillated with twin images of the candle flame twitching and flaring on the desk nearby.

Talas swiveled the chair around. He said, “Dr. Ford, you mean,” then threw his hands up to protect himself as the twin used the pistol this time to hit him. The muzzle caught Talas on the side of the head, which caused a rivulet of blood to race down the fat man’s cheek.

“Ford. Plain Ford,” Geness said, enjoying himself. “The days of rich men using titles is over. Vanity is the vexation of all liars.” Then his eyes swung to Odus before he nodded at Tomlinson, who was standing near the window.

Odus took over. “Ford’s friend is a traitor, a Judas. Our brother, Abraham, figured it out. See that black eye he’s got? Our brother insisted, so Geness used his fists. We’re going to execute him later.”

Odus was smirking at Tomlinson as he continued, “But right now, here’s our problem: we don’t know if the asswipe traitor told us the truth about Ford. The asswipe claims Ford’s like this military special agent who could, you know, tell us how to take down this island. You with me so far?”

Talas nodded quickly as he explored the side of his face with massive fingers.

“Of course, this was before we figured out the freaky-freak guy is a traitor. Plus, my brothers and I didn’t have one bit of trouble taking down this island all by ourselves, did we?” The twin aimed a cutting look at Kahn before he went on. “Now, though, there might be a job Ford can help us with. So what do you know about him?”

Talas produced a monogrammed handkerchief from his pocket and concealed his anger with a glowering silence as he dabbed at the blood on his face. Finally, he said, “You are looking for someone to deliver these letters, I take it? And, perhaps, kill Armanie and Kazlov—as they read the letters, perhaps? That’s the only reason I can think of why a skilled military person would be of use to you. Which means he would have to kill their bodyguards, too, of course. Which won’t be easy, you need to realize. Kazlov’s man especially. He’s captained Viktor’s various yachts over the years and he’s very devoted.”

The fat man was talking about Vladimir.

The twins used their eyes to communicate before Odus said, “We never thought of making him shoot the caviar slavers, too. But it’s an interesting idea—”

“It’s a bad idea,” Geness interrupted without inflection.

Odus said, “Yeah, a shitty idea. Ford wasn’t sent here to judge anyone. My brothers and me, we’re the judges.”

“And executioners,” Geness prompted.

“And executioners. We know why we were sent here. All we want from you, leech, is tell us what you know. You think Ford can get these letters to Armanie and Kazlov without getting killed?”

Talas was giving it some thought as Odus kept talking but not so loud now. “We’re sending someone with him, too, ’cause at least one person has to make it back here to let us know they’re coming. And we only have”—the twin checked his watch, which caused him to lose his temper again—“Shit! We’ve got only two hours! They’ll have to bust their asses to do it, considering no one knows where your goddamn parasite friends are hiding!”

It had to be close to one in the morning. I was wondering why the twins wanted Kazlov and Armanie in the lodge before three, as Odus calmed down a little before he said, “At least one person needs to have some experience at this sort of stuff. You heard all the guns banging away out there.” He glanced at Kahn. “Unless Rez and Trapper want to volunteer and prove they’re not a couple of pussies.”

That got him laughing, and it started Geness laughing, and then they both lost it in a two-minute laughing jag that bordered on hysteria. Finally, as Odus regained control, his laughter assumed a childlike quality that was perplexing. I glanced at Tomlinson, who was shaking his head, a sad look on his face, which is when I realized that the twin was weeping now, on an emotional descent.

“Don’t be ashamed,” Geness said, getting impatient, “it’s nothing to be ashamed of,” but made no effort to place a hand on his brother’s shoulder.

“Can’t help myself,” Odus bawled. “Don’t know why… I was thinking about those poor fish in the boat… and those beautiful dolphins.”

It didn’t surprise me the group had planned to target the casino resort as well, even though Talas was right. It had no association with Vanderbilt Island. But to lapse into hysteria because of dolphins he’d never seen, at a place he’d never visited?

The spectacle was so disturbing that I turned away only to discover that Talas was looking me over, still undecided about how he was going to respond to the twins’ questions about me.

The fat man had the black eyes of a crow, a bird that preys on weakness and manufactured opportunities. In the last few minutes, I’d come to respect Talas’s intellect and his character more than I’d thought possible. But he was in a tenuous position if the twins insisted that he share information about me. By virtue of being sane, if nothing else, the Turkmenian and I had a reason to help each other. He had already attempted to shield Umeko and Lien Bohai’s wife from discovery. If he contrived to advance his own cause, though, by helping me, the twins might punish him for trying to manipulate them.

I was wondering how Talas was going to play it.

He played it two ways, as it turned out. The man played it smart for Talas and dangerous for me.

More dangerous for the twins, though, if they dismissed Talas’s assessment as a lie or, better yet, as transparent reverse psychology. That’s exactly what Talas attempted to do, I realized, because he told the Neinabors everything he knew about me—which wasn’t much.

But the little he knew was true.


16

[image: ]

Darius Talas folded the bloody handkerchief until he’d created a clean square. Now he pressed it to his head and said to the twins, “If my sources are right about this man, I could be arrested for what I’m about to tell you. Or assassinated. Would you mind clearing the room so we can speak in private?”

Odus’s head was bobbing, his face still pink from crying, but he managed to grin at Geness, his giddy expression asking his brother Isn’t this cool?

Geness was showing some interest, too, giving me a look of assessment as his brother asked Talas, “You’re kidding. Ford is really that heavy a dude?”

Talas appeared mountainous as he turned in the swivel chair. “I can only assume it’s true, and I’m not in the habit of taking chances, not when it comes to the international intelligence community. Please, I must insist.”

The fat man motioned toward Tomlinson without bothering to look at him. “Ask the long-haired gentleman to leave. And your other colleague. And, of course, Ford. He can’t be in the room if you expect me to speak frankly.”

Geness was observing the man, possibly interpreting his theatrics as weakness. Or maybe it had nothing to do with his brother telling Talas, “Okay. Everyone but Ford goes. Him, we want to watch how he reacts.”

The fat man mumbled something about “a compromising position,” but Geness was already signaling Odus, who took charge by grabbing Tomlinson’s arm and yanking him toward the door. Then to Kahn he said, “You heard my brother. Get out!”

Kahn was indignant. He reminded them they were symbiotic brothers, members of 3P2, but then he stopped talking when he noticed Geness’s glassy stare and left. When the door was closed, Talas became the convivial fat man again, an experienced negotiator who shared confidences as if they were gifts when in fact they were concealed loans that might pay him interest down the road.

To the twins he said, “Your colleague who just left is a truly despicable little brat. Never trust him.”

Odus liked that, but Geness remained expressionless as he replied, “Abraham says the more time you take, the better chance you’ll think of a believable lie.”

Talas appeared chastened but still managed to chuckle, “Yes, let’s stick to business. Time is money. Okay, then”—he looked at me and allowed his smile to vanish. “There is an American agent—a specialist with unusual skills—whose existence isn’t questioned but whose identity has never been confirmed. Not positively, anyway, although the Russians and the Muslim countries have been trying to do so for several years.” Talas maintained eye contact as he nodded. “Some believe this is the man.”

“Him?” Odus, enjoying himself now, wanted to believe it but had to ask.

“He is a thoroughly treacherous person, by all reports. And my sources of information are among the best in the world—members of the former Soviet KGB. You’re familiar with the organization?”

“We have degrees in engineering and philosophy,” Geness said, but even he wore a mild smile now, a man whose only experience with political intrigue had come from computer chips and Bible tales.

“Then you understand why I asked that the room be cleared. Okay, then! I’ll give you an example: last night, in a private meeting, I heard Viktor Kazlov tell his bodyguard that if anything happened to him that he should find this man and kill him immediately. ‘Don’t bother asking questions, just shoot the biologist’—those were Viktor’s words, or something similar.”

I was wondering if that was true as Talas tilted a bottle of water to his mouth, then emptied it with a series of reptilian constrictions that proved he had an Adam’s apple.

“He is a professional assassin,” Talas continued. “In Eastern Europe alone, it’s said that he’s responsible for the execution of at least three men—all innocent Muslims, by the way. In Cuba, one man that I’ve heard of. In Southeast Asia and Africa? Impossible to say.

“The KGB’s only interest in that sort of information would be to add data to create a clearer picture of the doctor’s tactics. His modus operandi, one might say. Or to eliminate him as a suspect in some earlier assassination.”

For the first time, Talas spoke directly to me, saying, “‘Interstice timeline.’ Isn’t that what the intelligence community calls it? A way to connect victims of execution with their probable assassins. Another way to put it, I suppose, is that it’s a way to graph a man’s sins by charting his travels.”

Odus said to Geness, “Interstice timeline. That is so sick. Like intersection points, right?”

Geness’s expression remained blank as I told him, “I don’t know where Talas came up with his story but it’s fiction. We had an argument this afternoon about his people poaching fish in the Caspian Sea. That’s why he’s trying to get me killed. And he’s a Muslim, so what’s he care about one more infidel? You’re a philosophy major, you understand what I’m saying.”

Talas made a show of remaining aloof. “Few Muslims are cold-blooded killers. Sadly, the same can’t be said for this man. Tie him up and lock him in a closet, that’s my best advice to you. If you entrust him with these letters, you are risking—”

“This is complete bullshit,” I cut in. “You want the truth, I’ll tell you the truth. I’m a marine biologist, plain and simple. For the last ten minutes, I’ve been thinking more about what’s happening to the sturgeon on Kazlov’s boat. How do you know there are a thousand? That many fingerling sturgeon, in an area that small, someone needs to get down there and get the generator going. The damn thing should have started automatically when the power went out. The filters have to be changed, the water, too. Depending on their size, they might need fresh water, not salt water. I’m not going to risk my life to find Talas’s caviar buddies, but I can help save those fish once it’s safe to go out.”

I was noticing that Geness rarely blinked. It added an opaque quality to his eyes, as if they were covered by grape skins. Sounding interested, he said to me, “The Judas didn’t say you’re an assassin.”

“Yeah,” his brother said. “He told us you’re a tactical expert. Like a secret agent or something. This was before we figured out he’s a Judas.”

“Maybe he wanted to impress you by making me sound important,” I countered. “Or save his own butt by turning the dogs loose on me.”

Geness appeared amused as his brother said, “That’s a shitty thing to say about a friend.”

I had already projected how it must feel to be the Neinabors—the butt of jokes, small, soft and emotionally fragile, raised as outsiders by religious nomads. To be taken seriously by the insane, you must insert yourself into their world, which is why I replied, “You ever have a friend who didn’t stab you in the back? It happens all the time.”

Geness’s response was an involuntary nod, and I saw a look go between him and Odus. Then the two got back to the business of how to add Armanie and Kazlov to the list of people they would soon murder.

A few minutes later, I noticed that Talas was trying to engage me with his eyes, possibly to warn me I was making a mistake by denying his story. To ignore him, I stared at my sodden running shoes rather than risk any sign of collusion.

Odus was saying, “So who we going to send with this guy, if we choose him? One of the women?”

“Did Abraham say anything about the Chinese girl? Maybe Rez and Trapper didn’t tell you, but they checked her billfold and she’s a member of 3P2! Plus, they found a military—”

To silence the man, I took a long step toward Geness, so close the guy thrust his pistol at me in surprise, then used his left hand to shove me away.

“Don’t do that,” he said, startled. “I didn’t give you permission to move.”

I told him, “I’ve got to piss so bad, I can’t hold it anymore. Whatever you decide, make up your damn mind.”

A risky finesse, but it was enough to shut up Odus and maybe convince Geness that what Talas was saying was true. Biologists weren’t expected to be aggressive.

“Get away from my brother,” Odus yelled, pushing his way toward me. Before he got close, though, I told him, “If you slap me, you’re not going to like what happens next.”

It stopped the twin in his tracks, and then Geness helped my cause by saying to his brother, “A marine biologist,” as if sharing an inside joke.

“Yeah,” Odus said, catching on. “Yeah. For a big, goofy-looking nerd, he’s kind of a hardass.”

That was it. Geness had made his decision, I could read it in his face. They had only one other decision to make—who to send along. Geness expedited the process by warning me, “Abraham says to shoot someone every fifteen minutes until our delivery boy gets back. Motivation, he says. What do you think of that?”

I was looking at a wedge of red-and-green computer bag beneath the desk, thinking, If they have another bomb, why would he bother killing people one at a time? Which was reassuring until I remember that the insane are logical only when it serves their irrational objectives.

“Abraham won’t spend the rest of his life in prison,” I replied. “You will. That’s what I think.”

Odus was shouting, “Hey, don’t be a smartass!” but went silent when his brother, still calm, said, “No, you’re missing my point. Who do we shoot first? It’s a sacrificial offering, you know.” The twin studied me for a moment. “Do you read the Bible?”

“No.”

“You should. It would help you understand. Proverbs says, ‘God will despoil the lives of those who despoil the Earth. For there is no sin graver than to befoul the Earth, so they must be sacrificed.’ Understand now?”

I replied, “Those women have nothing to do with any of this. They own a few restaurants, so they came here to have some fun. That’s all—”

Odus cut in, shouting, “Shut up. They came here wearing dead animals on their feet!” Then he offered a quote to Geness. “The Earth mourns and withers, and its defilers shall be scorched until none are left. Isaiah, right?”

I was picturing women’s leather shoes tossed into a pile in the middle of the room as Geness said, “What I’m telling you is, someone has to be sacrificed. If it was your decision, who would be first?”

Without hesitating, I nodded at Talas. “Sacrifice him.”

Geness was actually smiling as he shook his head. “Uh-uh. Mr. Blimpie needs to stay alive for our party. Who next?”

“Tomlinson,” I replied with a hint of bitterness—enough, hopefully, to influence the next decision.

Maybe so, because Geness began nodding, pleased with the way he had handled things, as his brother said, “Because your old friend snitched on you, huh?”

Snitched? The Neinabor twins had never escaped childhood.

I refused to discuss the subject with a shake of my head.

“That’s what happened, he snitched.” Odus nodded to himself. “Say, how do you get into the spy business, anyway? We’ve heard the CIA recruits people when they’re still in college. We’d be good at it, you know. Seriously. I even called their headquarters a couple of times but no one called back. My brother and me, we’ve got master’s degrees, so it’s not like we aren’t qualified.”

I pretended to be surprised by the CIA’s disinterest because I wanted to confirm something Geness had said earlier. “In philosophy?”

“Western religion and mechanical engineering. We graduated in half the time it took most of the rich asswipe leeches at USC. Straight 4.0s, but the CIA didn’t give a shit. And we sent, like, ten e-mails, remember, Geness?”

He turned back to me, “How many people have you executed? Honestly. We don’t believe in hell—not that brimstone shit, anyway. But anyone with brains knows the Revelation of Saint John is coming true. So… so, what we’re wondering—”

“The thing won’t understand because he doesn’t read the Bible,” Geness reminded him.

Odus’s face reddened, and he yelled, “I know that! Stop treating me like I’m fucking stupid!” Then, in a calmer voice, he said to me, “When the Rapture comes, do you think we’ll be judged like some random ghetto murderers? It’s got to be different for environmental warriors, right? God protects the Earth by helping us, right?”

I nodded because that’s what the twins wanted me to do, but I was thinking, They’re delusional, they’re volatile, and someone’s going to die.

“In the Hebrew texts,” Geness was explaining, “the Latin homicidium has a totally different meaning than the Latin for ‘warrior’ or even ‘assassin,’ which is caedis. For my brothers and me, our bodies reuniting with the Earth as vapor and salt water—that’s the ultimate Rapture.”

Odus took over, saying, “The whole judgment thing would worry anybody. I mean, maybe Moses gave us the Thou shalt not kill commandment first for a reason. Not that we’re scared. But you’re the first person we’ve met who’s actually done it. You know, kill someone. Understand what we’re getting at?”

Yes, and the implications as well. The twins saw themselves as martyr warriors. They were willing to die for their cause but were unwilling to suffer the consequences.

There was also something else I now suspected: they had made a suicide pact. The two of them planned to die in a cloud of vapor and salt water, along with their enemies.

That’s when I knew for sure what was going to happen. Umeko had been wrong about the bomb. There was an explosive somewhere on the island. That’s why the twins had demanded that Kazlov and Armanie be returned to the lodge before three a.m. The explanation was obvious—so obvious now I felt like a fool for not figuring it out earlier. The twins had built their bombs at home in California. The detonator clocks were still on Pacific time.

Suddenly, it was all too clear. Two mechanical engineers would have no problem rigging a clock or wireless detonator—both, probably, if they were smart, so one system could override the other. And they were smart. Getting their hands on military-grade explosives would be a bigger challenge, but mixing a low-grade explosive was easy. The only difference was that potency—the speed of deflagration—and stability were reduced.

The homemade variety was combustible, more sensitive to static electricity and friction. But that wouldn’t bother a couple of martyrs. They could vaporize themselves by pushing a remote button or let a ticking clock make the decision for them.

Chasing midnight. I’d been doing it for the last two hours, but now the danger was confirmed. With great effort, I managed not to look at the Super Mario bag stashed beneath the desk.

“What’s the problem, Ford? The idea of being judged worry you, too?”

Apparently, I hadn’t heard Odus’s question the first time because he sounded irritated. Then he said again, “Tell the truth: how many men have you killed? Or maybe Mr. Blimpie is lying about that, too.”

I let them watch me give the question serious thought. I wanted to give it enough time to confirm that such a number existed before appearing to give in. Finally, I told Geness, “All right. I’ll do it.”

“Really?” Odus sounded excited.

I replied, “I meant I’ll deliver your letters. If Armanie and Kazlov are still on the island, I’ll find them. If I get lucky, I’ll bring them back in person. You can’t ask for more than that. But there are a couple of conditions.”

Geness was already shaking his head as he used both hands to level the pistol at me. “No conditions.”

“Then why should I help you?” I asked, looking down at him over the barrel of the gun.

Geness moved his index finger to the trigger and tilted the pistol a few degrees to the left, maybe something he’d seen in a movie. “No conditions.”

I sensed that the quiet twin wanted to impress me. No, I hoped it was true because I was too scared to believe anything else. If so, I had crossed the boundary into Geness’s irrational world. No longer was I a piece of human furniture. I had been integrated into a plotline in his video fantasy as well as his biblical delusions. I couldn’t be certain, though. The crazy ones are easily misread.

“You know, if you really want to do this right, there’s a lot I can teach you and your brother, if you’re willing to listen. First thing is, your assets aren’t going to put their butts on the line unless you offer them something in return. There are always conditions, that’s part of the business. And there’s never a reason to waste an asset unless you profit in some way. Who knows what they will do for you down the road? Think it over. But if you decide to shoot, get it right the first time. That’s the second lesson.”

To make my point, I turned my back to the pistol and stood straight—a cleaner target.

I felt oddly calm. There is no predicting what sociopaths will do from minute to minute, but they are reliable narcissists when it comes to manipulating events in their delusional world—a world I’d just done my best to enter. The twins had a plan, and I was betting they wouldn’t spoil the game by killing their new playmate now. If I was wrong, it didn’t matter. They would kill me, anyway.

I waited for a tense several seconds before Geness finally said, “Abraham says he’s right.”

Odus pulled out one earbud, then the other. He was nodding and sounded a little breathless. “I know. He just told me the same thing. Or you’d shoot him. Abraham knows you would, too. But it would be dumb before we have all the caviar leeches on board.”

I was thinking, Another boating metaphor, as Odus asked me, “What conditions? We’re not giving you a gun, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

I faced Geness. “I want at least one hour before you shoot those women or anyone else. Not even Tomlinson. That’s the first condition. And I need some equipment. Kahn took a thermal night vision unit I brought and I want it back. A flashlight, too. And my knife—you’ve got nothing to worry about with all your guns.”

I had used Tomlinson’s name as a final manipulative nudge because that’s who I wanted them to send with me.

Odus was still yapping, asking me about the thermal night vision unit, but then Geness silenced him by closing his eyes to confer with Abraham.

Odus said, “Oh,” as if apologizing. Then: “Ask him about that other thing, too.”

Other thing? I wondered what he meant.

Geness stood for a full minute as we waited; a morning silence of wakeful birds, summer insects and the sounds of an old house as its foundation settles another microinch into the earth.

Finally, he nodded at his twin and said, “Tell him what our brother said.”

Odus was ready with the instructions, which was spooky. “Okay, here’s the deal. Screw the knife, you’re not getting it back. And not a whole hour. Thirty minutes: that’s what we’ll give you. Which means”—he glanced at his wrist—“which means we sacrifice the first one at quarter to two. One of the women. I’ll shoot her in the back of the—”

“The blonde,” Geness corrected.

“Yeah, the blonde. The woman who’s still sort of attractive, Ford seems to like her. Or the woman who’s probably a traitor, anyway.”

Sharon Farwell or Umeko, he meant.

“So, we kill your lady friend at one forty-five. The second, she’ll die at two. And if you’re not back here by two-thirty, we’ll shoot everyone we don’t need for our special party. Got it? Everyone. We want those caviar slavers here no later than two forty-five!”

I nodded, but it wasn’t until I replied, “Yes, I understand,” that Geness responded with disgusting hypocrisy by bowing his head. “We should pray now. Abraham has a special orison he would like to share.”

Orison? I didn’t know what that meant and didn’t much care, as I endured another silence in which the fat man’s labored breathing weighted the air with his death, my own death and all things human and inevitable.

Geness spoke: “Open the door. We’ll cut Ford’s hands free later. He and his Judas friend are delivering the letters.”

I said, “Tomlinson?” as if surprised, but didn’t give it too much. Then closed the deal by saying, “I don’t care who you send with me, but I need to use a bathroom right now.”

As I turned to go, Talas caught my eye and acknowledged me with the slightest of nods. His expression read Well played.

There was something else I saw in the fat man’s eyes for the first time: Darius Talas, the international black marketeer, was terrified.
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When Geness Neinabor escorted Tomlinson and me out the front doors of the fishing lodge, I thought he would stop and watch from the safety of the porch as we turned north into the summer darkness. Geness was delusional, a frightened adolescent who was trapped in the brain of a deranged man, and he was also a coward.

Wrong. Instead, he followed us into the shadows, staying thirty yards behind. Did he think we were going to jump aboard No Más and sail to safety?

Damn it. It was more than a minor irritant because I hadn’t intended on turning north toward Armanie’s rental house. What I wanted to do was retrieve my jury-rigged weapons, then rush back to the lodge, somehow snatch that little backpack, then force an evacuation. There was no guarantee the explosive was in the bag, but it seemed likely considering the twins’ childlike quirks.

No, the window of opportunity was narrowing. Tomlinson and I had only thirty minutes—supposedly—before they shot Sharon. Why the Neinabors would execute a woman before vaporizing themselves and everyone else required no explanation because they were insane. Yet, to me, the reasons were apparent: they wanted to savor the experience of killing and it was also a way to manipulate me.

I wasn’t going to allow them to do either. Evacuate the fishing lodge, that was still my objective. Tossing a couple of jars into the dining room might do the job. If I got lucky, the armed members of the group might be incapacitated long enough for Tomlinson and me to take their weapons.

It was a long shot but a possibility. Even if we didn’t disarm everyone, capturing one gun would be enough to secure the VIP cottage after we’d moved Umeko, Talas and the three women from Captiva safely inside. Possibly some of the island staff members, too, if they were willing to trust us. Dealing with Armanie and trying to find Kazlov could wait. Sunlight was the surest cure for nighttime panic.

My plan, though, was already coming apart. It couldn’t work. Not with one of the crazy Neinabors following us with a gun pointed at our backs. Come to think of it, maybe that was the point.

When Geness was still tailing us after a hundred yards, Tomlinson stopped, nudged me and whispered, “Please tell me you have some kind of plan.” Tomlinson, wearing a T-shirt and dress slacks now, sounded frantic.

It was only our second opportunity to exchange a word since he had told me that Kazlov had been shot but still managed to escape from the lodge. Now I shook my head and touched a finger to my lips. “Where’d you put the letters?”

Tomlinson touched the back of his pants. “Got ’em.”

“How drunk are you? Tell the truth.”

The man shook his head, meaning, I’m not, then looked to confirm that Geness had ducked into the shadows. “I had no idea they had something like this planned. I don’t think Winifred and the others knew, either. You believe me, don’t you?”

I nodded because it was true, as I used the TAM to check behind us. Geness was hunched down, waiting, forty yards away.

“The only reason I told them about you was because I thought it might help. You know, keep you alive because you’re an expert, someone they’d respect. Those guys, they’re stuck in this weird video game Special Forces mind sphere. So I played into the whole superhero psyche thing. The vibe was right, plus I thought it was pretty smart.”

“I’m still thinking of ways to thank you,” I said, trying to shake blood into my fingertips.

We were on a shell walkway that transected the island north and south—the Pink Path, locals called it—and had stopped near a house that was shuttered tight for the summer. Silhouetted orchids clung to trees, their limbs interlacing overhead with vines and climbing cereus cacti, all punctuated by the white starbursts of night-blooming flowers.

Tomlinson whispered, “Hey—why not just talk to the little weirdo?” then cupped his hands around his mouth, ready to summon Neinabor. Before my pal got a word out, though, I grabbed him and pulled him close enough to say, “Maybe I don’t have your attention yet. I told you to be quiet.”

“But, Doc—”

“Listen to me. You’re good at a lot of things, but this is the sort of thing I’m good at. At least one person died tonight, thanks to your Internet chaos theory. Are you aware of that? Check your mood ring. Which is darker, your karma or your conscience?”

It was too harsh, I knew it, but I was mad, and so I turned to glance at Geness rather than watch Tomlinson sag under the weight of the bad news.

“Then Kahn wasn’t lying about Mr. Bohai?”

“Someone stuck a needle in his heart, but it wasn’t Kahn. Maybe one of the twins. I think they’re capable of anything. But it might be unrelated to what your new symbiotic brothers have going. And Kazlov’s bodyguard was shot, too. He’s probably dead, I’m not sure. Did you see where Kazlov was hit?”

Tomlinson whispered, “In the leg, he could still walk,” then made a groaning noise. “My God—I’m a menace to myself and everyone who knows me. I’d rather die than cause pain. Shit the bed, hermano, this really sucks.”

“Take it easy.” I grabbed one of Tomlinson’s bony shoulders, but it didn’t stop him from talking.

“Doc, if I’d met those twins before tonight, I swear to God, I would have known. I would have found a way to stop it. They’re both insane—I could smell the craziness before they walked into the room. But they do know their Bible, I’ll say that much for them.”

“Commendable,” I said. “Keep walking. Let’s see what he does.” I gave the man a push.

“You have a plan, right? Please tell me there’s something we can do to—”

“Close your hole, for starters. Get moving.”

I wanted to think, not talk. In the field, the first rule of engagement is: Keep the plan simple, stupid. But that rule is always trumped by the second rule: Nothing EVER goes as planned.

Losers bitch about the unexpected, winners grab it by the throat. They improvise, they retool and then use the unforeseen like a club. Geness’s decision to follow us, I decided, might give me a chance to ambush him and take his weapon.

I gave Tomlinson another nudge, then passed him, walking fast toward Armanie’s end of the island. When I had rounded a bend, I stopped, motioned for Tomlinson to keep going and adjusted the TAM-14 over my eye. Geness was still with us, but he, too, had stopped, which surprised me. I was hidden. How did he know?

I soon saw the answer. The twin had brought along the night vision scope that Trapper had been using. It meant the shadows were no longer useful as ambush cover. I’d have to find a better place to hide—bushes or a doorway or a ledge. More difficult but doable.

I had turned to catch up with Tomlinson when Geness surprised me by calling softly, “Ford? Wait.”

I turned to listen.

“There’s something you should know. Are you ready?”

What now? “Sure,” I said. “What is it?”

“Abraham changed his mind.”

I felt a physical, chemical chill that sparked down my spinal column.

I waited for several more seconds, aware that Geness wanted to enjoy my discomfort, before he said, “Abraham told Odus to shoot the blond woman if he hears a gunshot. He said you’d probably try something stupid and cause me to fire—like I almost did just now. I think I’m going to do that, shoot a round at the ground so he kills the woman. How would you like that?”

“No. Wait.” I had been crouched low. Now I stood, stepped up onto the path and walked in plain view toward the twin. As I got closer, I didn’t need night vision to see that Geness was behind a tree, aiming the pistol at me, so I shoved the thermal monocular into my waistband.

“Stop right there or I’ll pull the trigger—and it won’t be at the ground.”

The man was afraid of me, I realized. It was a source of perverse satisfaction that I could enjoy, but only for an instant. I told him, “If you follow us and Armanie sees that you’re armed, he’ll shoot you. Then he’ll shoot us. Your letters won’t be delivered. Is that what you want? Is that what Abraham wants?”

The laughter that boiled out from behind the tree was as startling as the change in Geness’s voice when he replied, “‘The Lord will bring about for Abraham what He has promised him!’ What do you think about that, Ford?”

For a moment, I wondered if there were two people hiding there. The voice had a gravely, whiskey-scarred tonality that sounded nothing like Geness’s flat monotone. I hesitated, but then continued walking toward him. “Tomlinson was impressed by your knowledge of the Bible. We were just talking about that.”

From the shadows, I heard: “‘My lips will not speak wickedness, and my tongue will not utter deceit!’ Hah! The Book of Job—which you’ll never get to read if you lie to me one more time.”

A moment later, I heard: “You don’t get the picture, do you? Geness might be afraid of you, but I’m not. To fear men is to make man your idol. Why would I be afraid of something that’s an abomination on Earth?”

A body length from the tree, I stopped and held my hands palms out so the twin could see they were empty. “Do you want me to deliver the invitations or not? That’s what your brother wants me to do. Didn’t Abraham tell you that—”

The voice interrupted, “I am Abraham, you dumb fucker!”

The pistol revealed another inch of itself from the shadows, an insane man’s eyes above it. I took a step backward, an instinctive response.

“Scared?” I heard laughter. “You should be terrified. Because I can blow your heart open, if I want. Then my idiot brother shoots the blond hag like I ordered him to do. One shot, two kills.”

I could feel my pulse thudding in my jugular, a series of rapid warning taps that told me to run. But where? The only escape, I decided, was to try to reenter this lunatic’s brain, which required a very risky bluff.

“You asked about the Rapture,” I said. “You and your brothers wanted to find out if killers will be judged like murderers. I can give you the answer.”

The offer was unexpected, judging from the long pause. “Liar! You don’t know the first thing about God or His Word.”

“You’ve never broken the first commandment,” I replied, then gave it a few beats before adding. “I don’t have to memorize a psalm to know what it’s like to feel damned for the rest of your life.”

“I guess I should be heartbroken—if I gave a shit about your eternal soul. But I don’t.”

I raised my voice a little. “I’m talking about you if you pull that trigger.” Guessing there was a biblical quote that condemned or forgave almost every behavior, I added, “You already know the verse that applies. What is it?”

I was giving the twin a chance to show off again. Hopefully, some fitting Scripture would pop into his brain because I certainly didn’t have anything ready. Instead of him replying, though, the lunatic’s eyes retreated into the shadows. After several seconds of silence, Geness’s soft voice took over, saying, “Tell me. I’d like to know the answer. Abraham says it’s okay for me to ask.”

I had to clear my throat before I could speak. “When I come back with Armanie and Kazlov, I’ll tell you. Not now. But until you hear the truth from someone who knows—really knows—you’re risking more than you realize.”

What was at risk, I had no idea, and I was worried I’d pushed the gambit too far—I’m no actor. But Geness took it seriously because he replied, “Why should I believe you?”

I told him the first thing that came to mind. “Put it this way: there’s a reason I don’t read the Bible. You’ve got thirty minutes to think about that. Then I’ll tell you.”

Before the man could respond, I pivoted and walked away, then sprinted to catch up with Tomlinson after I got around the bend, the percussion of my shoes as loud as the gunshot I anticipated with each stride.

It didn’t happen.

Something else that didn’t happen: I didn’t find Tomlinson.

I hunted around for a minute or two, called his name, but the thermal monocular confirmed that my pal’s heat signature was long gone. Motivated by guilt, probably, or noble intentions, I guessed that he had decided to deliver the letters without me.

So now I had a tough decision to make: retrieve my homemade weapons and return to the lodge? Or find Tomlinson?

I went after my friend. There was no guarantee that Geness had stopped following me, and I still had a chunk of time before the deadline.

Using the TAM, it didn’t take me long to pick up the glowing remnants of footprints. I’d been right. Tomlinson had continued north, where Armanie and his armed bodyguard were waiting.

Viktor Kazlov was waiting, too, as it turned out.
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The house Abdul Armanie had rented was isolated on the northern tip of the island, a ponderous structure of pilings and gray wood that appeared larger, more formidable, because it shouldered a nightscape of stars and clouds that strobed with silent lightning.

There was no guard on the porch, as anticipated. And no sign of Tomlinson, which was unsettling. Could he possibly have been accepted into the house so quickly?

Yes. From forty yards away, I stopped and used thermal vision. Inside the foyer, near the door, were three people. Details were fogged by siding and drywall, but the heat signature showed all men, one of them Tomlinson, because Armanie had arrived with only his bodyguard. The numbers added up.

Plus, Tomlinson’s scraggily shoulder-length hair had come loose from its ponytail and it set him apart from the other two men.

How the hell had he talked his way in so fast? Or maybe I was misreading the situation. Armanie and the bodyguard could have forced Tomlinson into the house. They might be pointing a gun at him right now.

I didn’t like the odds. As I jogged toward a gazebo that fronted the house, I was thinking, Just one gunshot and an innocent woman dies.

It could happen. I believed what Geness Neinabor had told me. If Armanie or the guard fired a shot or pulled a trigger accidentally, Sharon Farwell would be killed. “Sacrificed,” if you inhabited the brains of the twins—or were inhabited by some bipolar monster who provided an alibi for murder. Unless… unless Geness had taken my warning to heart about not killing until he had heard my “truth.” It was a long shot, of course, but everything was a long shot now.

The possibility was maddening because it was beyond my control and forced me to be doubly cautious as I neared the house. Even if Tomlinson had been invited inside, I couldn’t risk startling Armanie. The man hated me. He might fire a warning shot or even shoot to kill. If that happened, Sharon would die seconds later.

The shell path ended near the ruins of what might have been a boathouse. There were pilings and a cement stanchion. As I ducked behind it, I heard a night bird’s warning cry. From atop a piling, a gargoyle shape dropped toward the water, then struggled to flight—a cormorant. I watched the bird angle starward, wings creaking, then I turned and used thermal vision to check the path behind me.

So far, I’d seen no sign of Geness. Maybe he was tailing me from the distance or maybe he had returned to the lodge to wait. If my lie had caused him to turn back, great. If it had fired any moral uncertainties in his brain, better yet, but I doubted it. If the twin had gone to the fishing lodge, it was to score his first kill when, and if, Tomlinson and I failed to return on time.

The luminous numerals of my Chronofighter told me that Sharon Farwell had only twenty-two minutes to live.

In a rush, I turned my attention to the house. I lifted the monocular to my eye and saw the three men moving toward an open doorway. A moment later, they disappeared into another room, shielded by walls from the TAM-14’s heat sensors.

Damn it.

I told myself to stay calm. I had to choose my next move carefully. Was it smarter for me to stay where I was? Maybe Tomlinson would hand Armanie the letter and get the hell out. If that happened, it would take us only a few minutes to retrieve my homemade weapons. A couple of minutes later, we’d be in position outside the fishing lodge. If I could force the hijackers to evacuate and somehow find and disarm the explosive, maybe we’d make it through the night with only three casualties.

As good as that sounded, I was reluctant to wait. I decided to get a look at the house from a different angle. If I could see what was going on inside, it might help me make a more informed decision. I checked behind me one last time, then ran.

Ahead and to my left, a hedge of hibiscus traced the property line. Beyond it, near the pool, was a rock privacy wall too thick to reveal a heat signature if someone was hidden behind it. It was a chance I had to take. Beyond that, I could see the marina docks and the vague silhouettes of Kazlov’s black-hulled yacht and No Más. Not so many minutes earlier, a man with a rifle had been standing near the privacy wall, smoking a cigarette, and he had fired a rifle at me.

Once again, I wondered how Tomlinson had gotten in the house so quickly. And why had the guard left his post to join his boss and Tomlinson inside?

I was still sorting through explanations as I jogged along the hedge, past the wall. That’s when the answer hit me with all the subtlety of a sledge. Yes, the bodyguard had abandoned his position—but only for a few minutes. He had slipped into the shadows to urinate, which was apparent because the man was still struggling with his zipper when I rounded the corner and we almost collided.

Startled, the bodyguard hollered something in Russian as I spun away from his shoulder and went stumbling past him. I had almost regained my balance when my foot hit something—a tree root, possibly—which caused the thermal vision unit to go flying before I landed hard in a patch of oversized whelk shells.

Had the man not been so surprised, he might have taken his time and done it right. He could have backed away several yards, then taken aim with the rifle that was slung beneath his arm. Instead, he bellowed something guttural, lunged at me with the butt of the rifle and tried to hammer my head into the ground.

I got my hands up too late, I knew it, and swung my face away from the shattering impact. But the guard’s momentum, or the darkness, caused him to miss, and the rifle butt crushed a shell next to my ear. The crunch of calcium carbonate has a bonelike resonance. It was a chilling sound to hear so near my head and a sobering reminder that I would need reconstructive surgery, or a hearse, if I didn’t get my ass in gear and take my attacker to the ground.

I was ready an instant later when the bodyguard stabbed the rifle at me again. Hands up, I had my right leg fully extended, my left knee close to my chest. As the man leaned, I knocked the gun butt away while my legs went to work. I hooked my right foot behind the guard’s ankle and yanked it toward me as I kicked him thigh-high with my left foot. Kicked him so hard that his knee flexed backward on its own hinges and he screamed. As he fell, I maintained control of his leg, my right foot behind his ankle, left foot on his thigh. I used them to apply more pressure, and steer him away so he didn’t land on me.

That should have been enough, but Armanie’s bodyguard wasn’t convinced. He had dropped the rifle when he fell but managed to grab the thing just as I got my hands on it. The man was on his back, his knee was a grotesque mess and the pain had to be excruciating. Even so, he wrestled the weapon away by rolling toward me, which was unexpected, then battled to get his finger on the trigger. Pull the trigger and the round would either graze my leg or cut a trench beneath me. Either way, the bullet would kill Sharon Farwell.

I slapped my hands over his and bent his index finger back until he yelped. Just before his knuckle joint snapped, he released the weapon, then tried to use his free arm to slam an elbow into my face. I tucked my chin fast enough so that the blow glanced off my forehead, but the impact still caused a dizzying sensation behind my eyes as if an ammonia capsule had burst. If I caught another elbow, it might be enough to put me out, so I got an arm over the man’s shoulder and pulled myself onto his back.

Keeping one hand over the trigger guard, I said into his ear. “Stop fighting! Stop, and I won’t hurt you.”

The bodyguard replied by trying to buck free of my weight, which was futile. From atop his back, I was in a position to control his hands, his legs and the rifle, too. That would soon give me several endgame options—none of them pleasant for Armanie’s man. Even if he had been the one who’d shot at me while I was on Tomlinson’s boat, there was nothing to be gained by crippling him further. I wanted to subdue the guy so I could get moving, not incapacitate him for life. And I also wanted a question answered—Who was the third man inside Armanie’s house?—because the numbers no longer tallied.

Even so, the bodyguard didn’t stop struggling until I threaded my ankles around his damaged knee and levered his leg upward, which caused him to cry out, “Enough! Is breaking my spine—please!”

I rocked back to reduce the pressure on his knee. At the same instant, I snared the rifle from beneath his belly and got my first good look at the thing. Even though it was dark and we were in the shadows of a gumbo-limbo tree, I recognized the weapon. It was a shortened carbine version of some kind of sniper rifle, judging from the scope; a precision shooting instrument. There was no way to be sure how close the slug had come to hitting me, but it had slammed into the sailboat’s cabin more than a foot from my head. How had a trained bodyguard missed a man-sized target only a hundred yards away?

I pressed the rifle’s magazine release, ejected the chambered round, then placed the weapon nearby before cradling the man’s throat in my hands. As I applied pressure to his jugular vein, I whispered, “You shot at me tonight and missed intentionally. Why?”

When he refused to answer with a shake of his head, I stopped the flow of blood to his brain until he tapped my arm frantically, telling me he’d had enough.

“You were on sailboat?” he croaked after taking several breaths. “Abdul say kill you, but why go to prison for murder? So I missed. Abdul is lying bitch, don’t care nothing what happens to me. He tells me I’m fired, I tell him, ‘Lying bitch, I quit.’” Then the bodyguard grunted and said, “My leg… my leg is broken. Need doctor—son-bitch hurts!”

I released the guard’s throat and reduced the pressure on his back by getting to my knees. “Did you see a man with long hair go into the house? Maybe five minutes ago, he just got here.”

The bodyguard shook his head—No—and said, “Need ice for leg. Drugs for pain—son-bitch, this is bad! Don’t tell Abdul, maybe he kill me and blame you to police. He most total lying bitch ever. Seen him kill two men, always blame someone else.”

It was useful information, but I didn’t have time to pursue it. I swung off the bodyguard and checked his feet because I needed something to restrain the guy. He was wearing running shoes, which was good enough. As I removed his shoelaces, I said, “There’s another man inside with your boss. Who is it?”

“You have pills?”

“I’ll give you an injection for the pain. But later.”

The man swore softly in Russian as he rolled onto his side and explored his shattered knee with his hand. I was about to repeat my question when he said, “Mr. Kazlov is in house. Soon after lights go out, he escape from lodge. He show up asking for help because he afraid they find him on his boat. The hippies, they shoot him, but not too bad. Shoot him in ass, lots of blood, though. Too much blood, I think. Abdul think that very funny. But tell him, ‘Sure, come in, I protect you from crazy hippies.’ The woman bring him.”

Geness Neinabor hadn’t missed, apparently. I had the shoelaces out and was deciding whether to trust the bodyguard or tie his hands as a precaution. I could guess who the woman was but I asked, anyway.

The injured man told me, “Beautiful Chinese girl, she married to Mr. Bohai. Girl with big”—the bodyguard held a cupped hand to his chest to illustrate breasts—“and long hair. Not very good wife, that woman, because sometimes she in Abdul’s bed. Many times with Mr. Kazlov, too, I think. Every meeting with Mr. Bohai, those two fight over who be with her when old man sleeping.”

I nodded and knelt to retrieve the rifle and magazine. I hadn’t seen Bohai’s young wife through the thermal monocular. She would have been unmistakable because the guard had described her physical attributes accurately, which meant she had been in another room. Otherwise, the tally was right. Three men: Armanie, Kazlov and Tomlinson, although it seemed odd that Kazlov was still on his feet after being shot.

I checked the shadows around our perimeter, still wary of Geness Neinabor, and asked, “Did your boss care enough about Bohai’s wife to kill the old man?”

“Old Mr. Bohai was shot tonight?” The bodyguard’s surprise sounded genuine. “Abdul, he maybe kill because he hate, but not because he love. Mr. Kazlov, though, I think he care for the bad woman. His boat captain, we good friends, and he tell me Mr. Kazlov will do any stupid thing for that bitch.”

“Vladimir?”

“We serve Russian Army together. You know Vladie? When we have enough money, we open a restaurant maybe. Hell with this shit, working for crazy assholes.”

My respect for Russians, already considerable, was growing by the minute. I thought for a moment, then stuffed the shoelaces in my back pocket. “There’s a chair by the pool, I’ll help you. But I want your word you won’t try something stupid. Any other weapons on you?”

The bodyguard shook his head but I frisked him anyway as he asked, “What means, ‘want word’?”

I stood and showed him a switchblade knife, plus a full magazine of .308 cartridges, I’d just found in the cargo pocket of his slacks. “It means don’t lie to me again. Or I’ll tie your hands, leave you out here all night. No pain pills, no doctor. Understand?”

In the man’s pockets, I’d also found a surgical glove stuffed with several more gloves—standard equipment for a professional who might be required to kill without leaving fingerprints. Because I had no idea of what I might be forced to do before the night was over, I snapped on a pair of elastic gloves, then jammed another pair into my pocket.

One arm around my shoulder, I helped the bodyguard hobble toward the pool thirty yards away. It was slow going, which was exasperating because it was 1:30 a.m., only fifteen minutes before the twins executed Sharon. When I realized the time, I dumped the guy over my shoulder and carried him fireman style.

I’d give it five more minutes, I decided. I couldn’t risk waiting any longer to return to the lodge—no matter what.

As I placed the man on a wooden pool lounger, I noticed a balloon of candlelight crossing an upstairs window. Taking a couple of steps back to get a better angle, I got a quick look at Armanie, then possibly Tomlinson and maybe a third person, too, although I couldn’t be sure because the candle vanished into another room.

I told the man, “I don’t want to hear a sound out of you,” then rushed to grab the rifle before using the TAM to search the upstairs of the house.

Nothing.

I changed angles, checked again, then ran to the side of the house, where I got lucky. There were two, maybe three people in a corner room, their body heat no longer shielded by multiple walls. The details were blurred, their facial features impossible to distinguish, but they were all flat-chested, so Bohai’s wife wasn’t among them. Two of the men resembled luminous apparitions, auras glazed with phosphorus. The third man was more difficult to decipher because he remained partially screened by what might have been a wall-mounted television.

Could I be certain one of the men was Tomlinson? I adjusted the monocular’s brightness and contrast, then methodically interpreted the data it provided. The heat variations were subtle, the unit’s learning curve slow, but I was catching on.

Yes, Tomlinson had entered the room, sandwiched by two men. It was confirmed by a web of hair that collected warmth from my friend’s face and shoulders. I also suspected that he was in trouble. I knew it for sure when, a moment later, I watched him thrust out both arms and crouch into what I would have described as a shooter’s position were it anyone but Tomlinson. Yet, he’d reacted so aggressively, I couldn’t explain the movement any other way.

I took several steps backward to get an unrestricted view as I experimented with the focus. Was the black geometric in Tomlinson’s hands a pistol? It seemed an impossibility, yet the object began to assume shape as heat molecules wicked their way in slow progression from his fingers. A radiating line soon formed that revealed a gun barrel’s precision edge. Then a loop of warming metal appeared that could only be a trigger guard.

When I saw the trigger guard, I knew it was true. Tomlinson had a gun and he was using it to threaten either Abdul Armanie or Viktor Kazlov. Armanie probably, because the host would have entered the room first.

How the hell had Tomlinson gotten his hands on a weapon? Not that there was much chance of him actually using the thing. The man was an apostle of nonviolence; a peacenik who refused to even touch a firearm. The incongruity caused me to lower the thermal monocular and blink my mind clear.

When I looked again, though, I no longer doubted what I was seeing. Tomlinson was still in a shooting stance as if moments from pulling the trigger. He had stopped three paces away from a shorter, thicker man. It definitely wasn’t Kazlov. Kazlov was as tall as Tomlinson and almost as lean. Plus, the Russian had taken a bullet in the buttocks and was bleeding badly, according to the bodyguard. He wouldn’t have stood so erect and unflinching while a gun was aimed at his chest.

Yes, it was Armanie. Tomlinson had the man cornered and was ready to shoot.

This couldn’t be happening.

If it did happen, though, I knew there wasn’t a damn thing in the world I could do to stop it.
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I felt a morbid sense of the inevitable as I watched Tomlinson hold Armanie at gunpoint, and doubly helpless because Kazlov, who was just as dangerous, stood within easy striking distance only a few yards away.

I had to do something, so I reacted without thinking. I swung the monocular away from my eye, unslung the rifle I was carrying and snapped it to my shoulder. For an absurd moment, I couldn’t figure out why I couldn’t decipher details through the scope. Before I bothered checking the lens caps, though, I understood the problem.

Idiot.

Problem was, I’d forgotten the obvious: a conventional rifle scope doesn’t read heat signatures through wooden siding. I could guess where my target was standing—a viable option if everyone in the room was a threat. But I couldn’t open fire with Tomlinson in there. In fact, I couldn’t risk squeezing the trigger no matter what happened.

One gunshot and Sharon Farwell dies.

I considered sprinting to the front of the house and kicking in the door. From what I’d just witnessed, though, the scene upstairs was degrading by microseconds, not minutes. No… I didn’t have time. For now, all I could do was watch the drama play out, then try to provide backup. I thumbed the rifle’s safety and ran to look through a nearby window. A membrane of light showed through the curtains, and I hoped it would provide a cleaner view of what was happening. If Tomlinson pulled the trigger, if anyone fired a shot, I wanted to be in position to take out one or both of the black marketeers. There was no helping Sharon if a shot was fired, but I might still be able to save my friend.

The window was useless, though, so I changed positions. As I moved, I heard voices from inside the house for the first time. Angry voices suddenly loud enough to pierce the walls. I couldn’t distinguish words, but the escalating volume had the flavor of an argument.

I positioned the thermal unit flush over my eye and took a quick look. In the last thirty seconds, the scene had changed in subtle, dangerous ways.

I could see that Tomlinson, gun in hand, had backed Armanie to the wall. The Iranian had his fingers laced behind his head as if he’d just been taken prisoner. Thermal optics add an X-ray starkness when imaging the human body, so the skeletal framework of Armanie’s teeth and jaws scissored with every word as the two men argued. Kazlov was still behind Tomlinson, his face only partially screened. Now, though, he had a shoulder braced against the doorway, probably because his wound had made him too weak to stand.

Good. It made the Russian less of a threat. But where the hell was Bohai’s wife while all of this was going on? Sakura, that was her name. English translation: “wild cherry blossom.” A benign name for a seditious beauty who’d maintained ongoing affairs with her husband’s rivals. Both of her lovers appeared to be in trouble, so where was their mistress now?

Hiding, I hoped. But that seemed out of character for the opportunist that Umeko had described. “Rich men marry their mistresses because they have so much in common,” she had told me. “They are both ruthless and both are whores.”

Bitter words from the bitter daughter of a man who had been murdered tonight. Yet, I couldn’t fault Umeko’s assessment after what I had just learned about the woman.

I was thinking, Maybe Sakura’s hiding for a reason, which caused a fresh suspicion to bloom in my brain: if Tomlinson saved himself by shooting Armanie or Kazlov—unlikely in itself—Sakura might be waiting for him somewhere outside the room. The woman had already proven she was ruthless. Maybe she had already proven that she could kill. If Sakura wanted revenge, Tomlinson would be a helpless target.

Instantly, I regretted the seconds I had just wasted by observing, doing nothing. Before sprinting toward the front entrance, though, I took one last look at what was happening upstairs—which is when, abruptly, everything vanished from my mind because of what I saw.

I watched Tomlinson turn to say something to Kazlov… watched my friend slowly pivot and refocus on Armanie… Then, without additional warning, I watched the pistol buck in Tomlinson’s hands as he fired twice, the slugs hammering the Iranian against the wall, then dragging him downward with inexorable weight.

I was still yelling “No-o-o-o-o!” as the gunshots careened off the clouds toward the fishing lodge, leaving in their wake a funerary silence of startled birds, of indifferent stars. In that silence, the response I anticipated slowed the seconds. It taunted me with images of Sharon’s face as a bipolar monster chastened her with Scripture, then pressed a gun to her head.

To my right, from the pool area, I heard the bodyguard holler, “What is happening? Who did you shoot?”

It was a senseless question because the gunshots had come from inside. The man was on his feet, struggling to walk, as I ran past him. “Stay where you are! Warn me if anyone comes down that path!”

When I reached the entrance of the house, I checked the rifle to confirm a round was chambered, then tested the door. It wasn’t locked. Through a fogged windowpane, a lone candle shadowed the foyer and great room. They appeared empty, so I swung the door wide, then gave it a beat before stepping inside. The space smelled of cigarette smoke, varnish, synthetic fabric… Then I got the first acrid whiff of saltpeter, the principal ingredient in gunpowder.

The twins had refused to give me a flashlight, so I had to deal with the Cyclops limitations of the TAM. I took a second to scan the area, the rifle’s bore pivoting in perfect sync with my eyes as I crossed the room to the stairway. From above, I could hear the thudding footsteps of someone running, then a rumble of hushed voices. Words were indecipherable, but it was Tomlinson’s voice; purposeful, as if trying to pacify… then a woman’s voice garbled by her weeping. A moment after their voices went silent, I heard the snare beat of someone running again, then a door slam.

The stairway was a helix of varnished wood and brass. I charged up the steps, two at a time, rifle at waist level because the scope made the weapon useless at close range. My vision was tunneled by the thermal monocular, which transformed this strange night into a surreal dream. Walls, the darkened light fixtures, all radiated an eerie fungal hue; the heat signature of my own hands was neon bright, so piercing that I kept my eyes straight ahead.

At the top of the stairs, my ears tried to pinpoint where I’d heard the voices. To my right was a double doorway where heated palpitations told me a candle was burning. Was it the room where Armanie had been shot? I sniffed the air. An odor of freshly sheared copper and patchouli confirmed that it was.

As I moved toward the opening, Tomlinson suddenly appeared, his feverish black eye glowing brighter than the rest of his skeletal face. When he realized who I was, he tried to hug me out of relief, but I pushed him away.

“What the hell just happened? Are you okay?” I tilted the thermal unit upward and blinked as my eyes adjusted

In the candlelight, my pal’s face was a tormented likeness of the Shroud of Turin. His wrists had been taped in front of him, and he still held the pistol in both hands. Fighting panic, he told me, “We’re almost out of time, Doc! We’ve got to get back to the lodge. I feel like I’m drowning in blood—I’ve got to do something right for a change!”

I pulled the man out of my way and stepped through the doorway, rifle ready. Less than a minute before, I had seen a mirror image of this room from outside. It was a master bedroom: tile, imitation wood, ceiling fans and a flat-screen TV mounted on the wall opposite the bed.

Abdul Armanie was on the floor near the seaward window. He lay motionless, wide-eyed, face frozen in eternal surprise, his body as misshapen as a rag doll that had been thrown against the wall by a temperamental child. His formal dress shirt was a blotter of red where two dark holes, spaced a foot apart, pinned him to the tile.

“He’s dead,” Tomlinson said over my shoulder, voice soft, talking too fast. “There was nothing I could do.”

I was thinking, After you pulled the trigger, you mean? Instead I asked, “Does anyone else in the house have a gun? Where’s Kazlov?”

“He’s in the next room. He bled to death.”

“Died just now?” That struck me as implausible. The Russian had been on his feet only minutes before.

“Ten seconds ago, an hour ago. It’s all a blur, man.”

I didn’t react. There wasn’t time. We had only ten minutes to get back to the lodge before they shot Sharon—if she wasn’t already dead. With gloved hands, I took the pistol from Tomlinson as I heard a door open, then close somewhere down the hallway. I had to move my friend out of the way again to take a look. It was Bohai’s widow, Sakura. She appeared to be deep in thought, standing motionless outside the room where presumably the Russian had just died. As I wiped Tomlinson’s prints off the pistol, I noted that she had changed from her silk dress into sweatpants and a T-shirt that was baggy at the waist but skintight over her breasts. Kazlov’s clothing, probably. They were about the same height.

Tomlinson was staring at the woman, too, as he whispered, “Before the lights went out, she and Kazlov snuck off to a guest room or something. One of the twins shot him when he came out to check on the power. I helped them get out of the lodge before those little freaks got another chance. But I didn’t know they came here.”

I checked the pistol’s magazine, tucked the weapon into my waistband, then used the switchblade to cut Tomlinson’s hands free.

“Doc, we’ve got to hurry. I delivered their damn invitations, what more can we do?”

Now Sakura was trying to light a candle as she walked toward us, so I kept my voice low. “Did you leave footprints?” I used my head to motion to the pool of blood. “Did she see you shoot Armanie?”

The question seemed to confuse the man for an instant or maybe he was already in denial mode. “See me—”

Tomlinson stopped in midsentence, and we exchanged looks because he had been interrupted by a distant gunshot. Then we winced in unison at the sound of a second gunshot. To me, it was sickening confirmation that Geness Neinabor hadn’t lied about ordering an execution if an unexplained shot was fired.

Tomlinson’s face showed bewilderment, then outrage. “You don’t think those freaks just shot Sharon, do you? We still have almost ten minutes before they said they would—”

I glanced at Sakura, then pulled the man into the room to silence him. Hands on his shoulders, I shook him and said, “Answer my question. Did she see you kill Armanie?”

Tomlinson’s reaction was inexplicable. He looked at me for a long moment, expression unreadable, then said, “I get it. You’re worried I’ll be arrested for murder.”

“That surprises you? I saw what happened through the monocular, so spare me the act. Florida still uses the electric chair, pal.”

He replied, “Yeah… that’s true,” and turned toward the doorway as if thinking about the woman, then looked at me. Abruptly, his expression changed. “My God… you’re thinking about killing her if she’s a witness—aren’t you?”

No. It was an option I had considered, true, but not the best option. I shook him again. “Just tell me.”

Tomlinson was studying me as if suddenly we were strangers and he was now searching my eyes for something familiar; some kindred linkage that would vanquish the creature he had just glimpsed. “No,” he said finally. “She didn’t see me shoot Armanie.”

“She didn’t come in here after she heard the gunshot? I heard you two talking from downstairs. This is serious, old buddy. You only have one chance to get it right.”

“I told her to go back in the room, but she didn’t see me shoot anyone. I’ll swear to that. I would swear on every holy book I’ve ever read.”

I said, “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” then turned to intercept the woman before she could get a look at Armanie’s body.

Sakura had gotten the candle burning, one hand cupped around the flame, which created the illusion that her face was floating toward me, skin a shimmering translucence, her dark eyes wide, lips full in exquisite proportion to a body that had evolved to attract the most powerful males of her species. The woman’s eyes widened, though, when I stopped her in the hallway, saying, “You shouldn’t come in here. It’s better if you don’t.”

As I spoke, I was aware of a phenomenon I’ve experienced before: a woman’s beauty is diminished proportionally as her character flaws are revealed. It’s the same with men, of course, but the result is disrespect, not disfigurement, and the truth provides awareness, not an unaccountable sense of loss.

As the woman slowed, then stopped, her beauty vanished, replaced by webs of shadow and the glassine discord of an unshaded candle flame. Sakura looked from me to Tomlinson and asked, “What’s he doing here? Who is he?”

“My friend’s right,” Tomlinson told her as he moved past me into the hall. “Keep out of this room. Lock the doors when we leave and stay with Viktor. Don’t let anyone in. Armanie’s dead. That was the gunshot you heard.”

From Tomlinson’s tone, his careful manner, I knew he was trying to send the woman a signal too subtle for me to intercept. But I understood immediately. He had lied to me. Sakura had seen him pull the trigger, but he didn’t want to put her at risk.

“Dead,” she said, unsure how to play it, and I sensed she already knew that her husband was dead, too. It was communicated by her aloofness, the way her attention focused instantly on her own self-interest; a woman alone in the world and suddenly very rich. “But what about Abdul’s bodyguard?” she asked. “He was outside, can I let him in?” Then Sakura recognized the rifle I had taken from the man and said, “Oh,” as if she’d just made a social blunder.

I took an aggressive step toward her because I wanted the woman’s attention long enough to plant a subliminal message of my own. “There are two killers loose on the island. They’re twins: blond shoulder-length hair, about five-six, chubby”—I held up the pistol—“and they carry a gun just like this. One of them shot Viktor tonight. You saw the twin shoot him, didn’t you?”

The woman’s eyes snapped upward, which told me whatever came next was a lie. “Yes,” she said. “I… I’m sure I did.”

I continued, “Your husband might be dead, too. They were after him—doesn’t mean they would use the same gun.” Sakura was paying close attention as I added, “If they got the chance, they might even stab him—use any weapon handy.”

I watched the woman nod as her hand moved automatically to the back of her head where earlier in the swimming pool I’d watched her remove an ivory needle and comb so her hair could spill free.

“They wanted to kill Armanie, too,” I told her, then paused before asking, “Did you see a short blond man run down the hall after you heard the gunshot? The bodyguard didn’t see anything, so maybe you did.”

Sakura was using her eyes, trying to communicate with Tomlinson, but I stopped her by saying, “Think about it. Lock the doors and try to remember what you saw. The police will ask a lot of questions when they get here. You need to have answers.”

The woman was assembling details, already putting her story together, because she said, “Identical twins, it’s so hard to say. One of them was wearing…”

“They’re both in baggy khaki shorts and black T-shirts.”

Sakura was filing that away as I gave Tomlinson a push. I told him, “Let’s go.”


20

[image: ]

As we ran toward the fishing lodge, I felt the Gatling gun vibrations of a helicopter through the earth before I heard its engines. But it wasn’t until we both saw a searchlight probing the water north of the island that my pal reacted with careful optimism, saying, “The cavalry’s coming.”

Then he added, “I’m scared, Marion.”

I replied, “Finally, we have something in common.”

“Not for myself. If they already killed Sharon, do you think they’ll stick to the schedule and kill someone else? I feel so shitty about all this because I’m the one who told Sharon about the caviar weekend. I never mentioned it before.”

I kept my eyes on the fishing lodge, where a lone window was tinged with light. Of course the twins would execute another person if we didn’t make the deadline. I didn’t say it, though. Instead, I told Tomlinson, “Stop talking and pick up the pace.”

I hadn’t mentioned the copter right away because my hopes had plummeted in the few seconds it took for me to understand what was happening. The Coast Guard still had no idea what was taking place on the island. They were searching for the electronic transmitter attached to the life ring I had flung overboard two hours earlier. No Más’s EPIRB had drifted free of the island and caught an outgoing tide that streamed toward Big Carlos Pass, five miles away.

“If we can find a good flashlight, we’ll signal an SOS,” Tomlinson said after I had explained. Then he had to add, “Aren’t you the guy who says to always carry a light?”

“That explains the corroded piece of junk I found on your boat,” I told him. “Concentrate—we can’t afford any more screwups.”

Which was true, and my screwups still topped the list. I knew where a very fine palm-sized ASP Triad light was—at the marina, in fifteen feet of water.

There was another frustrating fact, too: the jars of chemicals I had mixed were no longer in the cottage where Kahn had told me to leave them. I had sprinted ahead to check and had just rejoined Tomlinson when we spotted the helicopter’s searchlight. So Kahn, or maybe Geness, had grabbed the photographer’s vest, afraid I would use the weapons against them.

Now we were only fifty yards from the lodge, close enough for me to slow down and adjust the thermal monocular as I listened to Tomlinson say, “Or maybe the pilot will notice all the lights are out and they’ll do a flyover and take a look.” He snapped his fingers. “Start a fire. That’s what we need to do. A fire would bring them running.”

I exhaled in a way that communicated irritation, then knelt to do a quick thermal survey of the fishing lodge. Mosquitoes hovered near my ears, I was sweat soaked from running and my shaky hands were symptomatic of dehydration as I mounted the monocular over my eye. The first spot I checked was the fourth-floor balcony. If Trapper, the Third Planet lookout, was still at his post, he’d have a clear shot at us as we approached the porch.

It was a good thing I looked. Trapper was there. Instead of a rifle, though, he was holding binoculars to his face. It took me a moment to figure out that he had spotted the helicopter and was watching it continue its low-level search. Judging from the man’s antsy movements, he was scared. He didn’t know I had released an emergency transmitter, so he assumed the Coast Guard helicopter was coming after him and his gang.

Good. The Neinabor twins were sociopaths, but Kahn, Trapper and Densler were nothing but egocentric screwups with terrible judgment. Cowards, too, so the helicopter might scare them into surrendering before anyone else was killed.

Yeah… Trapper was spooked, because now, as I watched, he was yelling something through the open doorway, yelling loud enough for me to hear but not understand.

“He’s warning them,” Tomlinson said softly. “He thinks the cops are coming. Let’s hope the Diablo twins panic and run like hell.”

As he said it, I watched Trapper kneel, get his rifle and disappear into the room in a rush to get downstairs.

I asked, “How much time do we have?”

“Six minutes. But it’s not like we synchronized our watches.”

“I want to be sure of what we’re walking into. Give me another minute, then I’ll get into position. You understand what you’re supposed to do, right?”

Tomlinson said, “Simple. I call the twins outside and you try to take them from behind. And you’re not going to use the gun unless you have to. You promised.”

I hadn’t promised Tomlinson anything, and I was tempted to point out that, accident or not, he had forfeited the right to lecture me on the bad karma consequences of violence.

I replied, “Yep, very simple—unless they decide to shoot before you open your mouth. The important thing is, stop at least ten paces from the porch. That’s important. Get too close to the porch, I’ll lose sight of you from the side of the house. Got that?”

“What if the twins don’t come out? Or won’t open the door?”

“We’ll have to play it by ear—but do not get any closer than about ten yards from that porch or I can’t protect you.” The man was thinking about it as I asked, “Are you sure you’re okay with standing out there in the open? I can try to pick them off from a side window before they realize what’s happening.”

“Nope, absolutely not. We’ve got to put a stop to this existential bullshit. It’s all about getting derailed into the wrong dimensions, you know.”

Spooked by his own seriousness, maybe, he tried to downplay it by saying he could invoke a trance that would cloak him from bullets, before adding, “If not, I’ve always wondered what the goat feels like when it’s waiting for the lion.”

I was searching the third floor, where I had seen what I assumed to be restaurant staff huddled together in a guest room. The room was at the back of the lodge, though, and the TAM’s heat sensors failed to pierce the interceding walls.

After a quick sweep of the second floor, I focused on the dining-room area where Sharon and her friends were being held. At first, I was heartened by what I saw: a female shape was walking toward the next room unrestrained. But then I realized it was Winifred Densler when she stopped at the bar and poured what was probably vodka into a glass radiant with heat from her fingers.

Nearby, two males—Kahn and one of the Neinabor twins, gauging from their height—stood talking. Kahn was bouncing something in his left hand with the jauntiness of some speakeasy gangster flipping a coin at a bus stop. I couldn’t identify the object. It was an amorphous shape with a rhythmic liquidity that appeared to change in size as it moved.

As I watched, Kahn and Neinabor turned in unison when a third male descended into the room from the stairway. It was Trapper, just arrived from his lookout post, in a hurry to spread the news about the helicopter. He must have been talking loud enough to be heard in the trophy room because the second Neinabor twin soon appeared.

It was Odus, and he was mad about something, as usual. He was easy to identify because of the wild arm gestures as he confronted Kahn, close enough to stand chin to chin if Odus had been six inches taller.

Beside me, Tomlinson whispered, “Are the women okay? What do you see?”

“If any of them were alive when we got here,” I told him, “they’re safe for now. All four of your symbiotic brothers are in the bar, too busy to shoot anyone. I think they’re arguing about the helicopter, what they should do next. Densler’s in the bar, too. Drunk and getting drunker.”

“Doc, I feel shitty enough without the sarcasm.”

The man was right. I’d pushed it too far. “Sorry. That was unfair.” I tilted the monocular away from my eye and said, “Let’s move while they’re arguing. You ready?”

“Ready, willing and unstable.”

I collected the rifle and checked the pistol’s magazine one last time. It was an expensive piece, a 9mm Smith & Wesson, one round in the chamber, eleven stacked and waiting, ivory grips and a chrome-plated body with lots of complicated engraving. It could have belonged to Kazlov or Armanie—both were garish enough to own such a weapon.

As I levered the hammer back and engaged the safety, I said, “I’m curious. How’d you get this pistol? Your hands were taped, and Armanie’s a fairly tough guy. Or was, anyway.” I hadn’t asked earlier because when police are involved, sometimes the less you know, the better.

Because it was dark, I couldn’t tell if Tomlinson was smiling as he replied, “I used my mystic trance of invisibility. Great for women’s shower rooms and stealing guns. Tomorrow, at Dinkin’s Bay, we’ll start your lessons. It takes years to learn.”

I said, “Deal,” then sprinted toward the side window of the fishing lodge.
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Sharon Farwell was still alive. So were her friends—the nicest surprise so far in this long, long night.

I had slipped along the edge of the building, through a hedge of jasmine, lifted one eye to the window and there they were. The ladies sat a few yards away against a wall, hands still tied behind them, Sharon in the middle with her exhausted friends resting their heads on her shoulders.

It was a touching scene, but I didn’t let my attention linger. Tomlinson was watching me from the shadows, awaiting my signal. It was almost deadline time—and his nerves were too brittle to go for long without communicating. I ducked beneath the window, then stood with my back to the wall so the man could see me. I gave him a thumbs-up, which he might or might not interpret correctly. Next, I held up a fist, which meant Halt or Wait, depending on the circumstances as my occasional scuba partner knew. After the man replied with a thumbs-up, I returned to the window. I didn’t want to move until I’d done my best to fix the positions of everyone in the lodge—most importantly, the Neinabor twins.

Sharon was awake. I watched her try to wiggle her legs into a more comfortable position, then say something to her friends. Yes, they were all alive. It was reason enough to continue with our plan to surprise the twins and disarm them, preferably alive. I had no moral reservations about shooting one or both, but that would guarantee long sessions with police. Worse, it would make headlines. Killing the brothers would put my freedom in jeopardy and compromise my low-profile lifestyle at Dinkin’s Bay. The same was now true of Tomlinson, whose guilt was unambiguous if a smart cop took an interest. Terminating the lives of two sociopaths was sensible, in my Darwinian view of the world, but it wasn’t practical, considering the risks.

I looked beyond the dining room, through open French doors that revealed a portion of the bar. The first thing I noticed was the incongruity of a photographer’s vest, pockets laden, hanging on a hat rack near the door. The irony caused me to smile. Kahn, or the twins, had placed the vest there for safekeeping but in fact might have provided me with an another weapon. But how could I use it?

I let my subconscious consider the options while I shifted my attention to what was going on in the bar.

Densler was there. She had passed out, her upper body sprawled across a table where a stub of candle burned. And I could see one of the twins—Odus, I guessed. He was still arguing with Trapper and Kahn, although they were blocked from my view. I confirmed it by using thermal vision to count the heat signatures on the other side of the wall. Four people in all, which meant that Geness had probably returned to his trophy room, the office where they were holding Darius Talas.

That accounted for all but one person, not counting the employees hiding upstairs. Where was Umeko? I hadn’t seen her since we’d left for Armanie’s rental house and her absence was disturbing. We’d heard two gunshots, yet the women from Captiva Island were still alive. Who had the twins executed? Talas was a possibility, or maybe the four staff members had been rousted from their hiding place on the third floor. Umeko was a more likely choice, though, because the twins already suspected she was a spy. If Talas had been forced to confess that she was also Lien Bohai’s daughter, it would have sealed her fate.

I barely knew Umeko, but I was impressed by her resilience and intellect—a tad intimidated, too. Because it was painful to believe she’d been executed, I considered a more hopeful possibility: Geness Neinabor had fired those shots into the ground to torment me. And also to remind me that he was awaiting the truth about how he and his brothers would be judged. That he believed my fanciful lie would have been amusing if it didn’t illustrate how crazy the man actually was. On the other hand, maybe it had awakened Geness’s conscience to the possibility that murder was wrong. No… that was wishful thinking. Abraham, his alter ego, wouldn’t tolerate it.

Thinking about the dead triplet caused me to test the rifle’s scope by shouldering the weapon, centering the crosshairs on the photographer’s vest, then lowering it to a side pocket that bulged with the weight of one of my homemade weapons.

But which weapon?

There was no way of knowing, that was the problem. One of the jars contained an incendiary mix that required a flame to ignite it. In movies, a bullet might cause a gas tank to explode, but that doesn’t work in real life. Only a few paces away, though, the candle sputtered on the table where Densler slept, its flame burrowing its way through the wax.

I thought about it for a moment, then aimed the rifle at Odus Neinabor, taking my time, breathing into my belly, as I steadied the scope’s crosshairs so that they segmented the man’s temple. My timing was good because, at that instant, the twin checked his watch and yelled to his brother, “Hey, Geness! It’s time. Ford’s not back yet!” which I heard faintly through the window.

Sadly, Sharon and her friends heard it, too. Their vocal reaction was a garble of panic that ascended into a wail so heartbreaking that I was tempted to shatter the window, shoot Odus and anyone else who threatened the women.

Instead, I turned and signaled Tomlinson to action. Immediately, the man stepped into the open and strode toward the front porch, calling, “I’m back! Stop everything! I found Kazlov, I found Kazlov!” which was exactly as we’d planned.

I spun toward the window and this time aimed the rifle at Neinabor’s chest because he was moving and still talking as he pulled his semiauto pistol from his waistband. At this range, the scope was a liability. The rifle was a cut-down knockoff of a Remington 800, but the scope was an expensive Leupold, elevation and windage knobs clearly marked, with a side-mounted parallax adjustment. It was an instrument designed for long-range targets, which is why I couldn’t get it focused on Odus, who was less than fifteen yards away.

The Smith & Wesson pistol was in the waistband of my shorts, but the rifle was still a better option. The twin would have been a can’t-miss kill at this distance. A target didn’t have to be in focus to be obliterated by the weapon’s heavy grain bullet, so I had my finger on the trigger, ready to shoot, when the twin heard Tomlinson’s voice and stopped. I watched Odus pause, surprised. Then he looked at his pistol as if disappointed and tilted his head to yell, “Hey, Geness! Mr. Freaky-Freak is back!”

It wasn’t until Odus turned toward the front door, though, that I moved my finger to the outside of the trigger guard… hesitated… then squared the crosshairs on the photographer’s vest once again, breathing with purpose because anxiety was creating a growing pressure within me. Where the hell was Geness Neinabor? Certainly he’d heard his brother calling. The guy was wearing a wristwatch, so he knew our deadline had passed. I’d already decided that if Geness didn’t appear, our plan was doomed—and so was Odus Neinabor because I would shoot him if he so much as lifted his pistol toward Tomlinson.

Both eyes open, I kept the rifle steady and also watched Odus as he started toward the door, which was on the opposite side of the room. I was still thinking of a way to use the concoctions I’d made if Geness didn’t appear. Only one of the jars contained an incendiary. It was a last-ditch offensive weapon that I had made to maim or possibly kill. The other two jars, though, were potent but not lethal. They contained a chemical combination that might be as effective as tear gas—theoretically, anyway.

I was thinking, If it’s the incendiary jar, the spray might reach the candle, but knew the odds weren’t good enough to risk it.

As I waited, Tomlinson was closing on the porch, still summoning attention, calling, “Stop everything, I found Kazlov!” while I sent him a telepathic reminder even though I don’t believe telepathy: No closer than ten paces, damn it!

At the same moment, Kahn and Trapper appeared from behind the dining-room wall and crossed in front of the scope’s crosshairs. Neither man carried a weapon, which suggested that the helicopter’s arrival had scared the hell out of them and they were done trying to prove they were killers. Instead, Kahn had something else in his hand. It took me a moment to figure out that it was the same amorphous object I had been unable to identify with thermal vision.

It was the third jar.

Kahn had taken the thing from the photographer’s vest and left the other two. Now, as he followed Neinabor toward the door, he continued to bounce it in his hand just as he had in the VIP cottage.

For an instant, I looked away from the scope, toward the bar, where I hoped the second twin would materialize. Geness not only didn’t appear, he still hadn’t responded to his brother, who was now only a few steps from the entranceway, where, as I had anticipated, he would disappear briefly before exiting the front door. I’d also known that Tomlinson would be unprotected for those very dangerous few seconds it would take the Neinabors to cross the porch—which is why I’d told him to stop where I could keep an eye on him. The risk had seemed manageable, but only because we expected the twins to be together.

The danger wasn’t manageable now, though. Geness—and his manic alter ego—could be anywhere, armed with a pistol or a rifle, watching Tomlinson. I decided I had to shift gears and change the momentum because our plan was falling apart.

I glanced to my right and saw Tomlinson stop where he was supposed to stop, ten strides from the porch, hands above his head, in darkness. Then, inexplicably, the man resumed walking toward the lodge and vanished from my view.

What the hell is he thinking?

In a rush, I pressed my eye to the scope and swung the crosshairs toward Odus. I had to shoot him. Killing the man was suddenly my only option—but I was too late. I got just a glimpse of his back before he disappeared into the entranceway, already reaching for the door.

Simultaneously, a spotlight from the second floor came on, and I could only imagine it isolating my pal in glacial light, as a voice boomed, “Where is Ford? He’s hiding somewhere. Tell us or I’ll shoot you where you stand!”

It was Geness Neinabor’s monster voice. Brother Abraham was back.

In one motion, I drew the semiautomatic pistol, took a giant step to the corner of the building and swung the pistol toward the spotlight. Yelling, “Over here—leech!” I fired two rapid shots that caused Geness to drop the light and duck for cover—but not before he’d gotten off two rounds, one of them splintering wood a foot above my head. I took a third shot at the darkened window, aware that Odus had retreated inside and that Tomlinson was on his belly, facedown.

Had he been shot?

No… Because when I moved toward him, calling, “Hey! Are you hit?” he jumped to his feet and sprinted toward me, sounding hysterical as he yelled, “He’s crazy as ten loons! That midget tried to shoot me, the Buddha can kiss my pacifist ass!”

I was already charging toward the side window, the rifle still in my left hand but the pistol ready in case I saw one of the twins coming toward the ladies from Captiva.

Behind me, Tomlinson dived behind the corner of the building, still yelling, “Goddamn bullet came this close to my ear.”

At the window, I shielded my eyes to look. No sign of the twins, but I could see Kahn standing over shards of broken glass and steaming liquid, a pained expression on his face. Instantly, I perceived what had happened. It was confirmed when the man recoiled from the mess, tried to fan it from his face and then ran toward the bar’s back exit.

The gunshots had caused Kahn to drop the jar he’d been toying with.

As I watched, steam emanating from the chemicals began to assemble as an ascending fog. Not quickly, as it was supposed to do, but it was definitely spreading. One jar, though, wouldn’t be enough to evacuate the entire lower floor. So I leaned the rifle against the wall, then tapped on the window to prepare Sharon and her friends for what was about to happen. When I had their attention, I used the pistol to shatter the window, ready for the screams of surprise from inside.

“Sharon, it’s me, Ford. Your ears, cover your ears. Do it now!”

It took three shots to shatter both jars, spattering glass and liquid across the barroom, then I called to the women, “If your eyes start burning, it’s harmless. We’ll get you out.”

Sharon’s cry of relief—“Awwwww, it’s Doc!”—followed me as I grabbed Tomlinson’s arm and pulled him to his feet.

“You’re not hurt?”

Tomlinson was slapping sand off his shirt, his hands, the man’s expression a blend of rage and indignation. “This goddamn close, I’m telling you. And the lunatic was grinning at me. Like shooting me was fun!”

I told him, “Calm down. I need your help,” but he was too mad to listen.

“I saw the freak’s eyes when he fired! Yellow goat’s eyes—slits like a damn snake—and horns, too! Satan’s been after my ass for years, now it’s time to turn the tables on that son of a bitch!”

I levered the pistol’s safety and slapped the weapon into Tomlinson’s hands. “We’ve got to get in there. Use this to cover my back—only six rounds left. Can you do that?”

The man was saying, “Damn right—” but his words were swallowed by the gasoline BOOM of a fireball that shattered windows from inside the bar.
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I could hear Winifred screaming from inside, so I hollered to Tomlinson, “Get Sharon and take them out the window,” then ran into the lodge and turned toward the bar.

Fumes from the incendiary had caused the explosion, but pools of flaming liquid had yet to ignite the wooden floor. There wasn’t much smoke, but, as I approached the bar, I slammed into a wall of capsicum gas so potent that it almost knocked me down. Capsicum—the alkaloid that gives chili peppers their heat. It’s the key ingredient in tactical tear gas, as well as my homemade version—compliments of Tomlinson’s Amazon habanero sauce.

I stopped, cracked the door so I could grab a breath and then crawled into the bar area on my hands and knees to avoid the fumes.

Densler didn’t appear badly hurt, but she was in shock. She’d been thrown from her chair and now sat among the flames, knees cradled against her chest, sobbing childlike as she rocked. Her eyes were closed against the searing sting of the gas, but she stirred when she heard me enter.

“Markus… is that you? I can’t see! Help me, Markus!”

The woman’s hair was singed—I could smell the stink—and part of her blouse had been torn away. But her face wasn’t blistered, so I doubted the explosion had blinded her, although it was possible.

When I was close enough, I took her wrist and tugged gently. “We have to get out of here, Winifred. Follow me, you’ll be okay.”

The woman tried to pull away and shrieked when I refused to release her arm. “Who are you? Get away from me!”

I was tempted to do exactly that. To my left, I heard someone running and got a blurry glimpse of Geness Neinabor as he scrambled down the hallway, presumably headed for the rear exit. He carried Trapper’s rifle in one hand and used the other to cover his mouth and nose with a towel.

Above me, I could hear people running, too, and the sound of panicked voices. Maybe staff members were reacting to the gunshots and the explosion, but I suspected the capsicum gas was spreading faster than I’d thought. The fishing lodge had been built in the 1800s, so it still had the old floor vents for heating.

“Winifred, listen to me. The place is on fire. It’ll burn to the ground if I don’t put it out now.” I tugged at her wrist once again. “You’ll be safe, I promise.”

I saw the woman’s eyes open into slits, and then close. “My God, it’s you. Am I dreaming?”

“Come on. Get on your knees. We have to stay low.”

“Why are you trying to help me after all those terrible things I said? Is this some kind of trick?” She shuddered and began to cry.

Maybe it was shock, or all that vodka, but the abrasive Ms. Densler was suddenly behaving like a remorseful child.

“We have to go now.”

“But I can’t! My God, I’m blind, I’m telling you! And I can’t walk!”

In old films, heroes slap women to save them from their own hysterics. True, the thought of belting Densler had some appeal, but I’m no hero nor can I rationalize any reason to hit a woman. Instead, I pulled my shirt to my mouth before taking a full breath, then I swept her up in my arms. When I squatted to retrieve the rifle, I also noticed the woman’s beach bag–sized purse, so I grabbed it, too, then headed for the door. As I passed the opening to the dining room, I saw Tomlinson helping the last of Sharon’s friends out the window.

I yelled to him, “The twins went out the back. Keep that pistol handy.”

Tomlinson hollered back, “See his horns?” as I shouldered the door open and hustled the woman outside.

Because the lodge was built on the island’s highest shell mound, a stone stairway led down to the water, where there was a service dock and a beach. At the entrance to the stairs was a corniced balustrade, hip-high. I sat the woman on the ledge, placed her purse within easy reach, then stripped my shirt off.

“Use this on your eyes. But pat at them, don’t wipe. That’ll just spread the”—I’d almost said “alkaloid”—“it’ll spread the chemical that’s making your eyes burn.”

As Densler took the shirt, I touched a hand to her thigh. “When Tomlinson and I were gone, who did the twins shoot? I heard two shots.” I was looking over my shoulder, seeing firelight echo through the broken window as I gauged the speed of the flames.

“I don’t know. But you have to promise me you’ll tell the police I had nothing to do with this. None of this was supposed to happen. It’s all because of those crazy Neinabor fuckheads. Do you promise?”

My dislike for the woman had begun to soften, but her self-obsession confirmed my first impression—she was a neurotic ass. I asked her again, “Do you know what they did with Umeko? The Chinese woman.”

“I don’t know anything. Remember that! That’s what you have to tell the police because it’s true.”

When I failed to respond, Densler cracked one crimson eye, then recoiled, frightened by the expression on my face. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

I was pissed off and it showed. “I’m picturing you handcuffed to some bull dyke at Raiford. Now tell me what the hell they did with Umeko.”

The woman sat up straighter. “You don’t have to be nasty. She’s the one who lied about being that Chinese gangster’s daughter.”

“What?”

“They found out the truth. So they dragged her down the hall, and that’s the last I saw. I told them not to do it—ask anyone.”

Because I didn’t trust myself to say anything else, I replied, “I’ll need that,” and yanked my shirt from the woman’s hands, then put it on as I jogged toward the flames that were now wicking their way up the window frame.

The woman’s indignant voice tracked me. “Don’t tell me you’re going to go off and leave me! Ford? Ford!”

My attention had shifted to Tomlinson, who was calling to me from the shadows near the corner of the building. “You want me to check upstairs?” He had one arm wrapped around Sharon Farwell and another around her friends.

I hollered, “Stay with them,” then leaped onto the porch and stepped inside, holding the rifle at waist level.

The place appeared to be empty. The downstairs, anyway. I could smell woodsmoke, which meant the floor had ignited, but that wasn’t all bad because heat was now venting the capsicum fumes upward.

For a moment, my eagerness to go after the twins battled my obligation to save people from being trapped in a burning building. Reason won out, so I found an industrial fire extinguisher behind the bar and emptied it on the flames.

There was another extinguisher on the dining-room wall and I used it, too. Ironically, as I doused the last of the flames, the bar’s sprinkler system came on, soaking me and everything else in the room.

My shoes creaking like squeegees, I ran down the hall to the office where I’d last seen Darius Talas.
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The fat man was still bound to the swivel chair. Dead, I thought at first. His porcine hands resembled inflated gloves because they’d taped his wrists so tightly. He was slumped forward, eyes closed, and his face was a swollen mask of contusions and blood. But I saw one bovine eye open as I approached, and then both eyes opened when he recognized me.

Once again, I was impressed by his composure when he sat up and attempted to smile. “I’m not crying—someone set off a tear gas bomb.” The man gave it a beat. “When I told them you are a thoroughly dangerous man, Dr. Ford, they should have listened.”

I flicked open the switchblade and stepped toward him. “What happened to Bohai’s daughter? Everyone else is safe, but I can’t find her.”

The man sniffed and cleared his throat. “I had to tell them about Umeko, I’m afraid. They planned to kill me, anyway, of course, but I preferred a bullet. So, rather than be beaten to death by a dwarf, I talked. I know it was cowardly. And I liked her father. Old Lien was cold-blooded and deceitful, but he loved women and lived a man’s life, I’ll give him that.”

I said, “Try to tilt your hand back. I don’t want to cut you.”

As I worked at the tape, Talas said, “I’ve been sitting here patiently, thinking how best to kill those poisonous little brutes. I have an associate who owns a sausage plant where there is a giant meat grinder. A great big chute like a sliding board and more than big enough for two screaming little pigs. If you’ll help me get them aboard one of my oil tankers, I’ll pay you enough to last the rest of your life.”

I was done with the man’s left arm and went to work on the right. “Do you think they shot Umeko? I heard two shots.”

He shook his head. “The girl was locked in here with me at the time. I thought they’d forgotten about us but just minutes ago the craziest one dragged her out the door—after he tried to shoot me. I must admit, I thought my check had been cashed. He put the pistol to my temple and… and he…” The man took a huge shuddering breath, his chin dropped to his chest, and I realized he’d begun to weep.

I said, “They used enough tape to wrap a mummy. A tribute to your physique, I guess.”

Talas’s chortle was more like a growl. A moment later, he’d regained control and went on talking as if it had never happened.

“His pistol must have jammed. Over and over, he tried to pull the trigger—the longest few seconds in my life. But he was in a hurry. There wasn’t much the poor girl could do, of course. He’d taped her hands and mouth. That was before the nasty beating he gave her. Geness—is that his name?—Geness didn’t want to risk being hurt if she fought back.”

“Are you sure he wasn’t out of ammo, not jammed?” The man was thinking about it as I took a closer look at his face. “Your nose is broken, I think. You’ll need X-rays, too.”

“I’ll have my physician flown in. My guess is that my girth saved me—and not for the first time in my life.”

He was explaining why Neinabor had dragged the girl out the door but left him.

“Any idea where he was headed?”

“To Kazlov’s boat, I would think. You picked up on the nautical metaphors very quickly. That was my impression, anyway.” He turned to look at a bottle of water sitting on the desk. “I’m so thirsty, I thought I would pass out. I sustained myself, though, with thoughts of revenge. Revenge is a powerful survival tool, you know.”

I handed the man the bottle, then knelt to cut his legs free.

“Viktor’s not going to be happy about all this. If those dwarfs don’t end up in a sausage grinder, it’ll only be because he hasn’t managed to leave the dock yet, taking Lien’s sturgeon and wife with him. That’s something else I realized as I was sitting here. My Russian colleague contrived the whole affair so he could trade fish for a beautiful woman—and put the rest of us at one another’s throats. Brilliant plan, actually. I give credit where credit is due.”

I said, “Are you sure about that or guessing?”

“There’s no other explanation. It’s possible Lien had agreed to the deal before he arrived—that is conjecture, by the way. He probably has one of China’s Evergreen freighters out there in the Gulf right now, rigged to offload the sturgeon and close the deal. Sex and power—the only international currencies that never depreciates. Women have a dollar value, and Viktor pretended Sakura was worth a billion to him. And maybe she was. I know for a fact that Armanie offered Lien several millions, but Viktor was too smitten to be outbid.”

I looked to see if Talas was serious. One of his eyes was swollen nearly shut, the other was bloodied, but the man was coherent. He was in pain but still in control. He was telling the truth about Bohai auctioning his wife.

“Poor Lien. The old villain was never bested in a business deal, as far as I know. But when it finally happened, he lost big. Spoils to the winner go, so congratulations to Viktor for pocketing the entire pot.”

I tossed a ball of duct tape toward the trash, closed the switchblade, then waited while Talas got to his feet in the slow, experimental way of large men who’ve lost confidence in their legs. It was almost two a.m.

“I’ve been wondering about that myself,” he said when he saw me look at my watch. “Did the brutes set more explosives? If they snuck one aboard his yacht, too bad for Viktor—and after going to all that trouble to steal a married woman. Is there time to warn him?”

“Kazlov’s dead. Armanie, too.”

“You’re joking.” The man spoke the words with an ascending inflection as if he hoped it were true.

“You’re not saying… you don’t mean those inept little idiots killed two of Europe’s shrewdest men? But what about their bodyguards? Both officers in Russian Special Forces!”

“I saw the bodies,” I replied, which was enough to convince him that the twins had killed both men. I was watching Talas’s expression as I added, “What I can’t figure out is why they let you live as long as they did.”

Talas shrugged, feigning disinterest, and looked away. He was shaken and in pain; an injured man on the verge of nausea, judging from his color, which might have explained his evasiveness. But it didn’t mesh with the way he stopped, thought for a moment, then thrust up an index finger as he looked at me, an epiphanic smile on his face. “The fish! I’ve just had an inspired idea regarding Viktor’s sturgeon.”

I was looking at the man, weighing the chances that he knew more than he was admitting. “What about them?”

“The authorities don’t know about the fingerling beluga. Viktor brought them for Lien to inspect, I suppose, but no one knows that but us. How many did the little brutes say? One thousand, I think.”

What came next was outrageous but not out of character.

“Are you a businessman, Dr. Ford?”

I picked up the rifle and checked the safety. “I’m going after Umeko. You’ll have to get back to your rental house on your own. Is one of the women there your wife? You need ice and a first-aid kit.”

I was referring to the two women I’d seen Talas with at dinner, but it confused him and he had to think about it. “Oh… my wives, you mean. Don’t worry about them, I’ll be fine. Wait… give me a moment.”

Talas lowered his weight into the swivel chair before continuing. “Dr. Ford, you’re a proven professional in a competitive trade. I’d like to retain your services with a lump sum offer. Are you interested?”

With a shrug, I consented to listen.

“Here it is, then. Secure Viktor’s yacht. Make sure the fish are healthy and well enough to deliver to a vessel I’ll have waiting offshore. Do that in the next… twenty-four hours and I will pay you one million dollars in the form of a bank draft. Or better yet, I’ll have it wired into an account I can have established in the Cayman Islands. Tax-free, in other words.”

When I tried to respond, the man silenced me with an index finger. “Hear me out! If you can also manage to subdue those hideous twins and deliver them along with the fish, I will pay you an additional five hundred thousand. No. No… I will pay you an additional one million dollars and it’ll be worth every penny. They must be alive, of course—the brothers. Not necessarily fully functional but conscious at least.”

I was smiling because I found the second part of the offer appealing. “You have an oil tanker in the area?”

“My company has a freighter that transited the Panama Canal last week. It’s now off Naples, in international waters, awaiting word from me.”

In reply to my pointed look, Talas scolded, “Please, Dr. Ford, don’t moralize. It’s true that I know more about Viktor’s correspondence with Bohai than I’ve admitted. But business is war, you know. No matter how it’s wrapped and perfumed, business is war in its most rarefied form. And you certainly understand that winning is the only rule.”

I asked him, “How do you think Turkmenia’s customs officers will react when they find two kidnapped Americans aboard?”

“With closed eyes and open hands, as always. In other words, I own them. And because our population is largely Muslim, my friend’s sausage factory is usually very quiet after dark.”

Profit is a repugnant motive for what I do, so freelance work has never been of interest—until meeting Darius Talas. “Know what?” I said. “I’ll think about it. If not now, who knows, maybe down the road.”

As I headed out the door, Talas was still trying to close the deal. “The numbers are negotiable, of course. You are among the elite in your field and I’m a man who rewards professionalism. So instead of two million, let us say…”

I didn’t hear the number because my attention swerved to Tomlinson’s voice. He was somewhere inside the building, calling, “Doc? Where the hell are you? Someone just started Kazlov’s boat!”
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When Winifred saw me dump the contents of her purse on the ground, she sounded nervous as she asked Tomlinson, “He doesn’t believe me? I said I don’t have the boat keys and I don’t. After he left me with all these goddamn mosquitoes and nothing to drink, why would I let him use the damn thing, anyway?”

Tomlinson replied gently, “For the second time, Winnie, your guys just stole Viktor Kazlov’s boat. We think they have Umeko. You don’t want anything else bad to happen, do you?”

It was ten after two, and I could only admire my pal’s patience. I’d been tempted to throttle the witch when she’d told us she didn’t know where the keys were. They weren’t in the ignition, we’d already checked.

The purse contained a discouraging pile that would have filled an airplane carry-on. Densler lunged to stop me when I plucked her cell phone from the heap, but Tomlinson got his hands around her waist. “We know the twins are aboard, but where are Markus and Thomas? We’re trying to prevent a disaster, and the cops aren’t going to be very happy when they hear you refused to cooperate.”

Thomas was Trapper’s real name, apparently.

I pocketed Densler’s cell phone after checking her recent calls, then began to sort through the stuff, occasionally glancing to my left. Down the mound, through a web of palm trees, Kazlov’s dark-hulled Dragos Voyager was still idling out the channel, no lights showing. We had run to the marina immediately but had arrived at the docks minutes after the boat pulled away. Then when Tomlinson had made the mistake of whistling to get our attention, we’d had to dive for cover when Odus’s red laser sight began probing for a target.

The vessel was riding much too low in the water. Even from this distance, I could tell by its sluggish progress, the way it wallowed and its mountainous wake cleaved too far aft at a speed so slow. My guess was, the Dragos had almost sunk at the dock and might still be taking on water.

Sharon Farwell, standing between her friends, came to Densler’s defense, saying, “She’s had a terrible night, can’t you go a little easier on her? She never really did anything to help them. Not really.”

Sliding past Tomlinson, Sharon took Densler by the arm and helped steady her. “Let’s go inside and make some coffee, dear. Or maybe a good strong drink. We’ll all feel better in the morning.”

Touched by the kindness, Densler began bawling again. “I had nothing to do with this, you have to believe me. Markus didn’t know what the Neinabors had planned, either—none of us did.”

“We believe you, dear, of course we do. We’ve all been through a lot.”

“We got… got swept along by their craziness, I guess. The twins were so sure of themselves, it was like… like being hypnotized. They made us believe what they believed. That’s exactly what happened! Now, though… well, if Markus and Thomas are on that boat, it’s because the twins forced them. They had a big argument, plus they’d never leave me behind on purpose.”

Kahn and Thomas had apparently tried to mutiny, information that caused Sharon to look at Tomlinson, her expression asking See how easy it is?

An impressive woman. But it wasn’t important enough to make me pause as I tossed aside combs, a day planner, cigarettes, several bottles of prescription pills, and then, finally, I held up two keys attached to a float.

“Here they are! Let’s go.”

I was already moving as Tomlinson asked, “Winnie, there are two rental boats. Which one?”

“For Christ’s sake,” the woman hollered, “it’s an old Boston Whaler. Do I have to provide every single little detail?”

Tomlinson is the faster runner, so I handed off the keys as he went flying past. By the time I got to the dock, he was already aboard the little boat, tilting an ancient Mercury outboard into the water. The engine looked too small and old for what I feared we’d have to do: stop a thirty-ton boat that was carrying maybe five people, plus a manifest of fingerling sturgeon, in a hull that was awash with salt water.

Despite all that had happened, the young sturgeon had been on my mind since their existence had been confirmed. I’d tried to convince myself they were just fish and what happened to them was unimportant. After all, trillions of fish died daily, some by my own hand. They are useful animals but little more than a mindless, expendable source of protein encased in scales.

From a cynical overview, that might be true, but not from the microperspective that defined my own life. I hadn’t been aboard the yacht nor had anyone shared a description of the fish. No matter. These weren’t ordinary sturgeon—as if there is anything ordinary about that implacable genus. With the exception of one beautiful woman, Viktor Kazlov was nobody’s fool. Nor was Lien Bohai. If the Russian had risked transporting a cargo of live sturgeon from Mexico to Florida, it wasn’t because he hoped to fool an aquaculture expert like his old rival. Not for long, anyway. The logistics alone were daunting. Kazlov’s custom yacht probably had a motion stabilizer for rough seas, but he would have had to install oversized aquarium tanks below deck, plus an oxygen generator and a chiller to maintain water quality for the fish. It would have been a sound investment only if he actually had modified a beluga that could produce eggs dependably, profitably, and also thrive in the warmer water of the tropics.

No, the Dragos Voyager wasn’t carrying just sturgeon. It was carrying the first generation of the caviar industry’s future—and possibly the future of the beluga sturgeon itself.

After I had started the boat’s engine and adjusted the thermal monocular over my eye, I said to Tomlinson, “You have Densler’s cell phone, right?”

My pal stepped down from the dock, the boat’s lines free. “Right here,” he said. I could see his swollen eye in the iPhone’s glow as he studied the screen. “No signal. But when I get one, she has the Neinabors in her recent calls—that was early yesterday. And a bunch to Markus Kahn. If we called, they’d think it was Winifred.”

“The moment you can, try nine-one-one,” I told him as I throttled the Whaler onto a laboriously slow plane. “Then call Kahn. Tell him he either helps us or he’s going to die.”

“You didn’t learn anything from the way Sharon handled Winifred?”

As I searched for the first channel marker, I had to raise my voice over the sound of the engine. “On second thought, I’ll call him. Tell the nine-one-one operator to contact the Fort Myers Beach Coast Guard. Maybe that helicopter can scare the twins into stopping. Or, at least, be on station to rescue survivors—if there are any survivors.” I nodded to the northwest where the chopper, four miles away, was fanning the water with its searchlight.

After that, I stopped talking. The channel was narrow, the boat’s steering was sloppy, and just making it out of the basin required my full attention. I hadn’t switched on the Whaler’s running lights, so I used the neon residual of the thermal unit to check the instrument panel once we were running flat. The boat’s top speed was thirty-four hundred rpm—twenty miles an hour at best—and the engine began to cough and sputter when I tried to push it harder. That made us more than twice as fast as the Dragos, but I still made a silent vow to never, ever leave my own boat at home again.

At the entrance to the marina, I made a hard left and picked up a line of navigational markers that were spaced uniformly like fence posts and not much taller. Each was tipped with a reflective red triangle or a green rectangle that gleamed with thermal vision heat like Christmas ornaments. I kept the red markers to my left, or port, side. Stray too far to the left and we’d bounce hard aground in water not deep enough to cover the legs of night herons that spooked to flight as we passed.

To my right, a ridge of limestone tracked a ditch-straight line along the channel from which it had been dredged. If we veered off course, or the steering cable broke, those rocks would kill the boat and maybe us, too.

Tomlinson was aware of the hazards because he said, “I know the twins learned on the Caspian Sea, but they’re fools if they think they can run these narrow channels at night without lights.”

I hadn’t mentioned the cheap Russian night vision that Geness Neinabor was carrying. The optics were too poor to help much out here. At least, I hoped it was true, which is why I replied, “If they run aground—or I can force them out of the channel—we’ve got a chance. They’re not going to fight, so they’ll try to run.”

When Tomlinson started to reply, I shushed him with my hand. I needed to think. Ahead, channel markers curved northwest where the night sky was fogged by the lights of Bonita Beach Club condominiums. Ultimately, though, the channel would turn west toward Big Carlos Pass, which was screened from view by the black undulations of mangrove islands. The Neinabor twins, and Kazlov’s yacht, had to be somewhere on the other side of those islands.

“What time is it?” I yelled the question because I was frustrated and worried.

“We’ve got less than forty minutes.”

“You have a signal yet?”

Tomlinson cupped the iPhone to his eyes, then said, “A T and T stands for ‘abysmal third-rate tele-shit-the-fucking-bed-phone.’ Some soup cans and a string would be better.”

“But it’s not jammed, is that what you’re saying?”

Tomlinson shrugged, punched in three numbers, then pantomimed throwing the phone overboard. “I’m telling you, soup cans and a string.”

I tapped my fist on the throttle and studied the unmarked water separating us from the last stretch of channel and islands that screened the Dragos from view.

“What are you thinking?” Tomlinson had one hand on the console as if trying to push the boat faster.

“What’s the tide doing?”

When he heard that, the man understood exactly what I was thinking because he knows boats and water. “We’re three days past the new moon. Low tide’s around four a.m. So the sooner we leave the channel, the more water we’ll have.” He took a look over the side before adding, “Which won’t be much.”

Leaving the channel was risky and we both knew it. The west coast of Florida is a macrocosm of every leeward island in the subtropic world, just as every bay and sandbar is a microcosm of Florida’s Gulf rim. On windward coasts, water drops abruptly into the descending troughs of open ocean. On leeward sides, though, water is shallow and tilts incrementally toward the sea. The bottom possesses the geography of a grass mesa, pocked by limestone implosions, guttered by currents, fissures and the wheel tracks of long-gone vessels that might have made it across the shallows but probably didn’t.

Tomlinson asked me, “Have you ever run this flat before?”

Once, but that was years ago, so I shook my head and told him, “Get up on the bow, that’ll help,” then waited until he had scrambled forward before I turned the wheel, banking us out of the channel and into shallow water.

In my own skiff, I would have felt an instant buoyancy as the hull was lifted by turbulence echoing off the bottom only inches beneath. But my skiff was designed for backcountry passages, the Boston Whaler was not. It is a popular name brand that came into vogue after builders sawed a Whaler in two and discovered both pieces remained afloat. It was an effective PR gimmick for a craft that’s built like a truck but also handles like a truck. The eighteen-foot Whaler has the esthetics of a Tupperware dish, with a bow as flat as an ax. Popular or not, it may be the heaviest, wettest, roughest-riding boat in its class, which is why I didn’t feel much confidence as I cowboyed the beast across the flat.

From the bow, I heard Tomlinson yell, “It’s getting thinner!”

The warning wasn’t necessary. I could already feel the motor’s skeg banging bottom, which caused the boat to jolt and surge as if the carburetor was sucking water, not gas. We were losing the speed required to maintain plane and I had to do something—either that or circle back to the channel.

I yelled, “Hang on!” then spun the wheel left so the boat heeled on its port chine, a maneuver that angled the propeller away from the bottom. A moment later, I spun the wheel right so that we rode our starboard chine. Zigzagging could help maintain our speed, but it would cost us too much time, so I studied the area ahead, searching for roils or a riverine chop that might signal deeper water.

Instead, I found something almost as good: a Styrofoam buoy that marked the location of a crab trap. In shallow areas, blue crab fishermen often set their traps in a line that follows the deepest water so wire cages won’t be exposed at low tide. Unless the trap had been blown astray by a storm, I might find more.

I did. Tomlinson hooted and raised a fist when we raised a second crab buoy, then a third, each trap framed by an oil slick that proved it had been recently baited. One by one, I left the buoys rocking in our wake, as I followed a dozen more, the trapline traveling a scimitar arc that threaded between mangrove islands and would soon intersect with the channel to Vanderbilt Island.

“I got a signal, Doc!” When Tomlinson yelled the news, I made a shushing motion with my hand because, absurdly, I feared that if the twins had run aground they might hear us coming. Which was ridiculous because our outboard was as loud as a machine gun, and Tomlinson, with a finger plugged into an ear, had to yell to be heard by the 911 operator he was now talking to.

The wind sailed snatches of conversation past me, only some of it understood.

“In a boat, ma’am. Yes, a boat… Definitely life and death… No, I can’t stay on the line. The Coast Guard, please… Right! And the sheriff’s department, marine division…”

I tried to piece it together but then stopped because of something I saw a mile ahead: it was Kazlov’s yacht. The vessel had a black angularity that set itself apart from the black water and it plowed a silver wake. The yacht had reached the final bend in the channel and was motoring northwest toward Big Carlos Pass, where, beyond, the Gulf of Mexico was a sparkling vacuum of space and Yucatán stars.

I was thinking about the electronics that a yacht of that quality would carry. It would have autopilot and a sophisticated GPS mapping system with all navigable channels precisely located. Use the touch screen to mark a destination and the autopilot would tractor the vessel precisely through every turn. No wonder the Neinabors had been able to negotiate so much shoal water without knocking the bottom out of the boat. Trapper had been right. The twins were smart but probably not savvy enough to realize that an unerring navigation system made their course unerringly predictable.

I looked northwest, toward Big Carlos Pass. Navigation lights that marked the main channel were robotic eyes, red, green and white, that blinked every four seconds. A red light, though, pulsed a two-second rhythm, alerting mariners that the intersection of two channels lay ahead. The yacht’s autopilot would steer a rhumb line toward the light because in that triangulated spoil area, as I knew from experience, water outside the channel was only ankle-deep even at mid-tide.

Suddenly, I knew the best way to take the Dragos by surprise.

Careful not to turn so fast I’d throw Tomlinson off the bow, I banked northwest to leapfrog ahead of the yacht, throttle wide open. On my right, the shell pyramids of Mound Key traced a dinosaur’s hump on the starscape. Ahead and a few degrees to starboard, Monkey Joe Key was a gray vacancy, trimmed like a hedge. Less than a minute later, when I was sure we were in deeper water, I backed the throttle until the boat began to buck on its own wake, then switched off the ignition and let the boat glide.

In the sudden silence, I could hear the diesel rumble of the Dragos Voyager as it plowed past us only three hundred yards away. The vessel rode at an abnormal angle, bow tilted so high it reminded me of an airplane frozen in takeoff—too much water in the hull.

Tomlinson, still on the phone, made no attempt to hide himself, but I crouched low. At that distance, it was unlikely the twins would see us. But, even if they did, a lone boat had materialized in front of them, not from behind as would be expected of a vessel giving chase.

As she passed, I used thermal vision to scan the yacht, which appeared to be shearing liquid sparks that were forged by engine heat and exhaust. Twice, I clicked the magnification button to zoom in. The flybridge was empty, but I could see two vaporous profiles, maybe three, in the steering room near the helm, images blurred. On the afterdeck were two people, both probably male.

Kahn and Trapper were aboard. Possibly Umeko, too, but I still couldn’t be sure there were five people. If I had seen the woman, she was standing, which meant her legs weren’t bound.

Good.

Tomlinson, in a normal voice, was just finishing with the 911 operator, saying, “Tell the Coast Guard pilot to steer directly for Big Carlos Pass. We’ll flash our running lights.” Then he looked at me, asking, “What’s the number of the closest marker?”

I focused the monocular, then held a fist away from my face to gauge the distance. “Green marker number nine, maybe a quarter mile northwest.”

When Tomlinson was done, I checked the time, then said, “Give me the phone.”

It was 2:30 a.m.
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When Kahn answered, I said, “Don’t talk, just listen. You’ve got thirty minutes to live. Got that? Thirty minutes—unless we get you off that boat. I can help if you cooperate.”

It took Kahn a long second to react, but he finally did, saying, “You? What do you want?”

“Do the twins think you’re talking to Densler? Don’t do anything stupid, just answer the question.”

He said, “Her picture came up, so, yeah—” then his tone changed when he finally figured out what was happening. “Oh… Winifred. I understand now. I couldn’t, uhh… I couldn’t hear what you were saying at first.”

The man sounded shaky and out of breath, which told me he was scared.

I said, “Is someone holding a gun on you?”

“Uhh… no. Geness decided we should take the sturgeon out and release them. So… so that’s what we’re doing. Uhh… letting the fish go. Maybe rescue those dolphins, too.”

I wondered if Kahn actually believed that.

In the background, Odus was yelling, “How’d the bitch get a call out?” as I asked Kahn, “Is the Chinese woman with you?”

“Yes… uhh… I think it’s a good idea myself. About the fish, I mean. But I really can’t talk right now, we have to go under a bridge pretty soon.”

Holding the phone to my ear, I started the Whaler’s engine and took a look. We were only three hundred yards off the vessel’s stern quarter, and Big Carlos Pass bridge was still almost two miles away.

At the southern lip of the pass stood the high-rise condos of Bare Key Regency and Casino, the lights an aggressive checkerboard of neon blues and greens. Kahn had just told me they would soon go under the bridge, but it was possible the twins had lied to him. Maybe they actually planned to detonate their bomb near the casino’s dolphin pens. If true, it was still possible they could make it by three a.m. because the casino was closer.

Whatever their destination, the yacht would soon have to turn sharply north, a switchback that would cause it to pass within a hundred yards of the Whaler. Because the Dragos was so much heavier, it couldn’t have made it across the shallow delta where we now waited. I knew that the autopilot would follow the channel every foot of the way.

I told Kahn, “No matter what the twins say, don’t hang up. I’m trying to save your life. Understand?”

“I… I’m beginning to.”

“Are they running low on ammunition? I need to know.”

“They were just saying…” The man hesitated. “I heard that, too—just a few minutes ago. I’m hoping it’s true.”

Kahn had overheard the twins talking, apparently.

“Are they out?”

“No! No… uhh, definitely not. Look, Winifred, I don’t know how many fish we have.”

“Fish” equaled “cartridges.” Kahn was trying to help, which told me he definitely wanted off that boat.

I put the Whaler in gear and started idling across the shallows toward the section of channel where the yacht would pass closest. “Can you move freely around the boat?”

“Uhh… well, yeah. Not entirely, but pretty much.”

What did that mean?

In the background, Odus was now shouting, “I told you to hang up that goddamn thing, asswipe!” which caused Kahn’s voice to change when he said, “I wish I could help but I really have to go—”

I cut him off, saying, “Listen to me—you’re going to die, anyway. Twenty-nine minutes, that’s all you have. But it doesn’t have to happen.”

I could hear Kahn arguing with Odus, telling him Densler was worried, so what was the big deal? Then he said into the phone, “I’ve got to hang up soon, so make it fast.”

Through the monocular, I could see a person scrambling up the ladder from the yacht’s afterdeck, as I said, “The Super Mario bag the twins are carrying, I think there’s a bomb in it.”

Kahn whispered something that sounded like “Oh my God” while I continued talking. “It’s set to go off at three a.m. But now they can probably detonate the thing with a remote because we’re out of jamming range. Which means, anytime they want, that boat will become a fireball. Are you with me so far?”

Kahn made a coughing noise. “I’m sorry to… uhh… to hear that, Winifred. Yeah, I’m definitely listening.”

I wanted to tell him to stop using the woman’s name so often—it was a dead giveaway, but I couldn’t waste the time. “Get Umeko, get your partner, then think up some excuse to go to the back of the boat. Tell the twins you want to look at the stars or something. Can you do that?”

Voice suddenly louder, Kahn surprised me by saying, “A… a meteorite shower, huh? That’s pretty cool, Winifred. Yeah, there’s a big open deck. Trapper’d probably like to see it, too.”

The guy was a terrible actor, but I said, “Good. Okay, don’t answer, just listen. In less than two minutes, you’re going to hear something hit the hull of your boat. It’ll sound like a sledgehammer. The moment you hear it, jump overboard. All three of you. Less than two minutes from now, so you’ve got to move fast. Make sure Umeko is with you. She has to be with you.”

In the background, Odus was now screaming at Kahn, so I raised my voice and kept talking. “Jump overboard, you hear me? Don’t hesitate or you’re going to die. Swim to the edge of the channel—water’s only a foot or two deep there. You’ll be able to stand up, so keep your shoes on. A boat will be there a few minutes later. But make sure the girl’s with you or we won’t stop.”

Kahn sounded dazed when he replied, “Are you absolutely sure that’s true?”

Phone wedged against my ear, I nudged the throttle forward so the boat would flatten itself in the light chop, a more responsive idle speed. “Your only other option is to throw that backpack overboard. Do you know where it is?” Which is when Kahn made a yelping sound of pain as if he’d been slapped, so I focused the monocular to see what was happening.

A few seconds later, a man appeared at the steering-room door while the autopilot turned the yacht northward as I knew it would. At the same instant, Geness Neinabor’s monster voice caused the phone to vibrate against my cheek.

“You neurotic old bitch!” he shouted. “Talk to me, Winnie! It’s about time we met.”

I put my hand over the mouthpiece, wondering if the man would keep talking if Densler didn’t respond. He did.

“If you hadn’t passed out, we’d have brought you along. As if God cares about drunken sluts! I can feel you listening, old woman. So listen to this!”

Through the lens, I watched the most dangerous twin step out onto the deck and draw his arm back. By the time he’d launched the phone into the air, I had the bow of the Whaler pointing at the yacht and had picked up the rifle.

“Take the wheel,” I said to Tomlinson. “Keep idling toward them, keep the chop off our stern.” Then I slid down the bench seat so we could change places before sharing the little bit I’d just learned from Markus Kahn.

When I’d finished, Tomlinson said, “But why the rifle? You’re not going to shoot anyone, right? I was pissed off at that lunatic earlier, but I didn’t really mean it. I can’t take part in killing a person, Marion, I just can’t.”

I used a look to remind my pal of what had happened at Armanie’s house earlier, then removed my glasses so I could use the scope. “We need a diversion so they have time to jump,” I explained, fitting my left arm through the rifle’s sling. “And maybe scare the twins into switching off that autopilot. If they don’t jump, we might have to force that big bastard aground. Which will be tough enough without fighting a robot at the wheel.”

“They’ll jump,” Tomlinson said. “They’re idiots if they don’t jump. After that, all we have to do is pick them up, right? We’re done chasing the Diablo triplets, right?” The man was amped up, jittery, but he was doing okay.

I rested the rifle’s forearm on the windshield frame and popped open the scope’s lens caps. “We’re getting as far from Kazlov’s yacht as we can, once they’re out of the water. I’d like to save those fish, but it’s not worth the risk. Umeko, she’s the one I’m worried about. I think they’re watching her a lot closer than the two guys. Or maybe her hands are still tied. Something’s wrong, I’m not sure what.”

The rifle scope had an illuminator switch, I discovered. When I touched it, the crosshairs became two intersecting filaments, ruby red, that I tried to steady amidships on the yacht’s hull less than three hundred yards away, its bow visible as it angled toward us. The optics made the yacht appear ten times larger, but they also magnified the sea conditions as well as the hobbyhorse rocking of the Whaler. I’ve never been seasick in my life, but I felt mildly dizzy when I looked through the scope for more than a few seconds.

“Don’t worry about me trying to snipe one of the twins,” I told Tomlinson. “I’ll be lucky to hit the damn boat.”

The man had no idea what I was talking about, so laughed, “Sure, Annie Oakley, sure,” as if I were kidding.

I wasn’t.

He was looking over his shoulder to the north. “Oh, man, that really sucks. The chopper’s moving away from us, not getting closer. Maybe I should try to call the Coast Guard myself.”

I got to my feet. “Stand by,” I told him because I had switched to thermal vision and could see movement on the yacht. Two people appeared outside the steering-room bulkhead… stood there briefly as if looking at the sky… then climbed down the ladder to the aft deck.

“Kahn and the other guy are out,” I told Tomlinson. “They’re both too tall to be Umeko.”

“So you can’t shoot, right? There’s no point in shooting if she’s not free. Where’s the girl?”

“Stop leaning on the throttle,” I told him. “Just keep us flat… flat and steady.” With my thumb, I disengaged the rifle’s safety but continued to watch through the TAM.

The yacht was closing on us at an angle that gave me a better view of the helm area. There was at least one person inside the cabin, maybe two, but the autopilot was still steering the boat because there was no one at the wheel.

Belowdecks, the heat signatures of the diesel engines radiated through the hull, making it impossible to know if anyone was in the forward area where there would be sleeping quarters. The sturgeon were probably stowed aft where I’d seen a cargo elevator, which meant I wanted to hit the vessel somewhere amidships—but there could be sleeping quarters there, too. If I pulled the trigger now, the odds of me hitting the boat were fair, the odds of me hitting an unseen passenger astronomical, but just the thought of it made me cringe.

“Shit,” I said. “Where is she?”

Tomlinson told me, “Beta waves can pierce a boat’s hull like butter—I’ve done it before,” then began whispering, “Get your butt out of there, lady. Come on out, you little China doll,” repeating it over and over as if he were at a racetrack and horses were coming down the stretch. But then he stopped and said, “Doc. About twenty-five minutes. We’ve only got—”

“Quiet,” I told him. A third person had appeared on the upper deck. Not a tall person, so it might have been Umeko, but possibly one of the twins. At that distance, I couldn’t differentiate between female and male.

“What’s going on? What do you see?”

“Quiet,” I said again. “After I fire, get ready to change places fast. I want you down on the deck. Stay low in case we hit something when we cross that flat.”

“Bullshit, you’re worried the Diablo brothers will start shooting at us.”

I wanted the twins to take a few wild shots at us—they were low on ammunition—but I didn’t respond. The third person had grabbed a handhold and was looking down at the afterdeck as if conversing with Kahn and Trapper. If it was Umeko, her hands weren’t tied, which caused me to suspect it was one of the twins. Odus, probably. But then I changed my mind when the third person swung down the ladder, moving fast. Why would Odus leave his brother alone to join two guys who had tormented and bullied him until tonight?

“I think she’s out,” I said, getting a tight wrap around the leather sling. “I’m not sure, but I think so.”

Now Tomlinson was whispering, “Jump and swim, jump and swim, jump and swim your radical asses off.”

“Keep us steady,” I told him. Bracing my knees against the console, my cheek and left hand pinning the rifle to the windshield, I got ready to fire… but then checked the cabin one last time—and was glad I did. Instead of one heat signature near the helm, there were now… two? I couldn’t be certain, but it looked like one person standing, one sitting. If true, there was no longer a chance of hitting Umeko when my bullet punched through the hull. If I hit the boat.

Index finger riding parallel the trigger guard, I put my eye to the scope. Instantly, I was isolated in a tunneled world of amplified light and motion that the luminous crosshairs struggled to convert into quadrants. At first, I couldn’t even find the damn yacht, let alone focus on it. But then I realized the vessel’s black hull, two hundred yards away, had flooded the lens with a darkness that I wrongly interpreted as water or night sky.

I lifted my head from the lens, blinked the dizziness away, then tried again.

Breath control and focus—components of a clean kill. As the Whaler moved over the bottom, my lungs tried to find the rhythm of our boat’s slow-motion greyhounding. I kept the rifle still and allowed each passing wave to drop the scope onto a bow section of the Dragos. The crosshairs would pause momentarily at the yacht’s waterline, then rocket skyward again. But the timing was unpredictable. The yacht filled the circumference of my eye, riding and wallowing bow-high while our own boat slapped water, the wind swirling a mix of salt spray and exhaust fumes from behind.

“A little more throttle,” I told Tomlinson. “A little more… there—good.”

A scope with a gyro stabilizer is what a shooter would have been issued for an offshore mission like this. But even if I was properly equipped, my confidence would have only been proportional to my skills. I’m an adequate marksman with a long gun but not in the same league with those elite snipers who tune their weapons like instruments, then tap their targets from a mile away.

One thing I can do, though, is pull the trigger when I choose.

When the front of the Whaler lifted toward the stars, I began to exhale evenly, anticipating the inevitable descent. My index finger had found the steel scimitar that linked brain and firing pin, so when the Whaler paused at star level I was already applying a fixed pressure. First, the yacht’s flybridge soared into view… then an electronic forest of antennas… then, in blurry slow motion, the forward windows of the steering room… the cabin… the starboard rails…

That’s when I fired—BOOM—squeezing the trigger just before the crosshairs touched the yacht’s hull. Like a quarterback throwing to a receiver, I’d tried to anticipate where two objects in motion would precisely intersect.

How precisely, though, I didn’t have a damn clue.

Immediately, I lowered the TAM-14 over my left eye while, beside me, Tomlinson rubbed at his ears. “Shit-oh-dear, that was loud!”

Not really. At sea, a gunshot rings like a hammer hitting stone but is instantly dispersed, so it doesn’t echo in the ears or the conscience. Drowned by the yacht’s engines and air-conditioning, it was unlikely the twins had even noticed my muted report.

“You didn’t kill anybody, did you?” Tomlinson’s head was pivoting from me to the yacht, which was still coming toward us, plowing an eight-foot wake. “You’d tell me if you killed somebody, right?”

I said, “Hang on, I’m trying to see what’s happening.” Scanning the Dragos, I ejected the brass casing, shucked in a fresh round but didn’t lock the bolt because I couldn’t look to confirm the safety was engaged.

“Those little pricks, I’ll follow them to hell if they’ve made me a party to murder. Doc, you would tell me.”

Without turning, I pressed the rifle into his hands. “Hang on to this. You’ve overestimated my shooting skills, pal, so stop worrying.” Then I said, “Hey—you see that?”

Yes, Tomlinson saw it. “Someone turned on the cabin lights!”

A lot more than that was happening. The three people on the yacht’s afterdeck were moving erratically, one of them making wild arm gestures before turning and racing up the ladder toward the steering room. When I saw that, I felt a sickening tightness in my gut. It had to be one of the twins.

I banged the console with my fist. “Son of a bitch. I screwed up again.”

“What’s wrong, man? The lights prove you hit their boat, right? Good shooting!”

“Umeko’s still in the cabin. No! Christ, there’s only one person in the cabin, not two. I was wrong!”

“She has to be aboard somewhere, we’ll go after her. We still have time. Maybe run them aground, like you—”

I put my hand on Tomlinson’s arm to quiet him, and said, “Switch spots, I’m taking the wheel.”

I was watching a person on the afterdeck—Kahn, probably—climb over the transom, then drop down onto the swim platform. Trapper hesitated for several seconds but then followed.

I told Tomlinson, “Grab something! Stay low,” then pushed the throttle forward.

By the time both men had cannonballed into the darkness, we were banging across the shallows on a collision course as the yacht made its final turn toward the bridge… or the dolphin pool at the casino.
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As we closed within fifty yards of the Dragos, the Neinabors still hadn’t discovered that Kahn and Trapper were gone nor had they seen us—but they would. It was inevitable. It had been under two minutes since a bullet had slammed into their hull and they would soon recover from their surprise.

As of yet, though, nothing had changed. The yacht hadn’t slowed its wallowing pace and it was still on autopilot, although we could look into the lighted cabin and see the brothers standing near the wheel. They were more concerned with the helicopter than some phantom boat. I could tell by the way they paused every few seconds to use binoculars. I also got the impression they were arguing while they studied the boat’s electronics, trying to figure out what had made that sledgehammer sound.

It was just a guess. I was too busy steering the Whaler to give them my full attention. And I was also keeping an eye on the progress of Markus Kahn and his partner. It was so dark, the two men were invisible specks, even when I swooped in close enough to yell, “We’ll be back!” but their heat signatures confirmed they heard me. They were already standing in knee-deep water, waving their arms and shouting words that faded as we left them behind.

“They’re okay!” I told Tomlinson. He was on the bench seat beside me, the rifle in one hand, the other white-knuckled as he clung to the console to keep from bouncing out of his seat. It was because of the yacht’s rolling eight-foot wake. The closer we got, the larger the waves.

My friend nodded, but his eyes were locked on the cabin. “I still don’t see her. Are you sure she was up there?”

He meant Umeko and he was right: the girl was no longer visible inside the steering room. Maybe the twins had sent her below or told her to lie down—or possibly had done something worse.

I didn’t reply. The seconds were ticking away; I felt a palpable pounding inside my head yet I was now wondering about the three a.m. deadline. I had warned Kahn about the twins using a wireless detonator, but the significance of my own words hadn’t hit me until now. Maybe because I wanted to believe it, my brain was piecing together evidence that the deadline no longer mattered.

No… it was more than just wistful thinking. My suspicions had substance. From the moment I’d realized the twins were carrying a second explosive device, I had believed a mechanical engineer would build a dual triggering system. The importance of redundancy systems is a tenet of the profession. If something happened to the Neinabors, a clock would close the circuit and detonate the explosives at three a.m. If not, they could martyr themselves whenever they wanted.

But did that guarantee the clock could be disengaged?

As I watched one of the twins reaching for the cabin door, I had to admit the truth. Nope. There was no guarantee that I was even right about a dual detonator. Yet if I was wrong, the way the twins were behaving made no sense. With only minutes to live, they wouldn’t bother to check on the helicopter—which the second twin was now doing—nor would they care about what had slammed into the boat they’d stolen. A pair of psychotics who wanted to vaporize themselves would be outside on the flybridge, closer to heaven, praying to God for a painless passage.

It turned out, Tomlinson was thinking the same thing. Sort of.

We were approaching the yacht from the aft starboard quarter, close enough now I had to finesse the Whaler through troughs of waves. Make one small mistake, the wake would pitchpole our boat end over end or dump us sideways. Without taking my eyes off the cabin, I leaned and asked, “How much time?” but kept my voice low.

The man checked his Bathys dive watch, then cupped his mouth to talk. “It’s not looking good, Doc.”

Apparently, he didn’t want to scare me by saying.

I insisted by motioning with my hand.

He stood so he didn’t have to yell. “About twenty minutes. But I’ve been watching those two. From the way they’re acting, they’re more worried about getting caught than dying. I’m starting to think there is no goddamn bomb.”

I was putting the TAM and the pistol inside the console as I told him, “Maybe, but we can’t risk it. At five till three, we’re pulling the plug. No matter what, understand? Keep an eye on the time.” Then I banged the locker door closed, saying, “Grab something,” and throttled the Whaler up the back of a wave… surfed momentarily… turned away from the yacht and finally broke through into a starry plateau ahead of the wake. When we were clear, I banked the Whaler to port, running side by side for several seconds, then angled southwest. Now we were on a collision course with the Dragos, heading for cleaner water that glanced off the yacht’s hull amidships.

“Damn, man, if they look out the window now, they’ll see us!” Tomlinson was crouched low for balance, looking up at the vessel’s glowing superstructure, seeing stainless steel and a wall of maritime glass. Inside the steering room, one of the twins was clearly visible, twelve feet above us, and only twenty yards away.

Then he said, “Doc? Marion—Jesus Christ, you’re going to ram her!” because we were still greyhounding toward the vessel and would soon T-bone just above the waterline unless I changed course.

The noise of the diesels, of displaced water and of our own engine was so loud, I barely heard him. And I was concentrating too hard to respond or even glance up at the cabin. I’d known that we risked being seen during the brief time our two boats ran side by side. That’s why I wanted to shrink the distance so the yacht’s own girth would cloak us. It required us to motor so close to the Dragos that I waited until I sensed the flair of the upper deck looming overhead before I turned sharply to starboard.

For a couple of seconds, I continued at high speed, the two vessels running parallel, but then backed the throttle as we neared the yacht’s bow. The abrupt deceleration caused the Whaler to rear like a wild horse, but then our hull teetered forward as I experimented with the throttle, trying to match the yacht’s speed. I didn’t want to pass the boat. I had something else in mind.

Beside me, Tomlinson said something that sounded like “Wowie-fuckin’-zowieee” to signal his relief but kept his voice low because we were keeping pace with the yacht, near enough to reach up and grab a railing if one of us was willing to climb onto the Whaler’s console and give it a try.

I was willing. In fact, that had been my original hope—to board surreptitiously and take the vessel by surprise and force. It had seemed so unlikely, though, that we could get this close without being seen, I’d abandoned the idea in favor of trying to drive the Dragos aground. But now, here we were.

I gave myself a few seconds to think about it as I battled to hold our boat parallel, which was a job in itself. We were in flat water, ahead of the wake, but the yacht displaced tons of water that boiled from beneath the hull. It created a pressurized ridge that, alternately, tried to fling us away or suck us astern into a whirlpool created by two massive propellers.

Dealing with the twins, however, was a more perilous vortex. Something I hadn’t considered earlier was the dangers associated with a wireless detonator. Surprise the twins and they might turn the yacht into an inferno with the touch of a button. That alone was enough to convince me it was safer to attempt to force the yacht aground—not easy but possible.

The Dragos was thirty times heavier than the Whaler, but she was riding bow-high, which meant she was also bow-light. In combat driving courses—I’ve taken several—operators learn to use their car like a weapon. To pierce a roadblock, you steer for the enemy’s rear wheels and transfer the brunt of the impact to their vehicle by continuing to accelerate until you’ve punched through. The skill is counterintuitive, but I knew from experience that slowing after impact is suicide. That didn’t mean you collided with a vehicle—or a boat—at top speed. That, too, was suicidal. It meant you approached at a low speed, then accelerated.

Hit the behemoth at the bow at the correct angle, then force myself to use the throttle—do it right and it was possible to turn the vessel enough so that it grounded itself in waist-deep water. Maybe less water, depending on how hard the diesel engines continued tractoring forward. The job would be easier, of course, if the damn steering computer didn’t automatically fight me by trying to compensate—which it would—but I was going to by God give it a shot, anyway.

Yes, it was definitely doable. I might have to ram the boat two or three times to knock it off course, but so what? Once the Dragos was grounded, the twins would either detonate their bomb or they would try to escape through the shallows. They were cowards, not fighters, and the rest was up to them. After that, I had zero control, which I understood, but I couldn’t just stand by and do nothing while Umeko Tao-Lien died.

I took a quick look around to get my bearings. The channel was wide here, but the autopilot was running precise lines, marker to marker, which put the yacht only a boat length from the shallows on her port side, which faced south. If I was going to ram, now was the time to do it.

As I turned away to create some distance, though, Tomlinson confused me by saying, “Doc… hey! She’s coming this way.” With a glance, I confirmed that he meant the helicopter. But then he said, “Shit! He sees us! Get down!”

Which was nonsensical. The chopper pilot couldn’t make out details from four miles away. Even if he did, why should we hide?

When I followed Tomlinson’s wide-eyed gaze to the yacht, though, I understood. One of the twins was staring down at us, his face pressed to the window. There was enough peripheral light from the cabin to recognize us, apparently, because he slammed a pistol against the glass, but it wouldn’t break. He tried twice more before he shouted something over his shoulder, then disappeared.

“Get down on the deck,” I yelled to Tomlinson. I shoved the throttle forward and spun the wheel to the right. “Brace your feet against the casting deck.”

“We’re ramming her?” The man was smiling for some reason.

“Just do it, damn it!” I was busy watching the yacht over my shoulder, gauging the distance that separated us. Seconds later, I spun the wheel to port, feeling the Whaler sideslip wildly as the engine cavitated. Finally, the starboard chine caught and flattened us. When our propeller found purchase and we began to regain speed, I used the Whaler’s bow chock like a rifle sight, holding it steady on the sleek black hull.

Tomlinson, I realized, hadn’t budged. “Get your ass on the deck! You’ll go overboard when we hit!”

My pal took a look at the helicopter, which had slowed to use its searchlight, then shook his head, now grinning like a madman. “I’ve always wanted to sink one of those stinkpots, oversized cock prosthetics! No way, man!”
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Just before our boat gouged a hole in Viktor Kazlov’s million-dollar yacht, one of the twins materialized at the foredeck rail, then a spotlight blinded me.

Tomlinson yelled, “That lunatic’s shooting at us again!” and tried to hide from the red laser beam by ducking beside the console. His voice was loud over the wind and grinding diesels, but the gunshots touched my ears as distant firecrackers, a series of three, then one more.

Even at close range, the chances of a novice hitting a moving target from a moving platform were negligible, but it was still a tight-sphinctered few seconds. And the timing couldn’t have been worse.

During our starboard approach, I had backed the throttle to a moderate speed, just as I’d learned on a Langley driving course. I wanted to hit the yacht at an angle that would cause us to ricochet toward the rear of the vessel, so I could circle away and ram it again. I suspected it would take a couple of tries to knock the beast into the shallows, just as I also knew that if we caromed forward we might be trapped under the yacht’s bow, then cut to pieces by the pair of bronze propellers.

When the spotlight blinded me, though, I lost all orientation. But it was too late to stop our momentum, and I had already experienced the skull-jarring effects of a decelerating collision. So I hammered the throttle forward and steered from memory as the Whaler lunged for several yards, then slammed into thirty tons of wood and steel.

I was prepared for the impact but not an implosion of paint and wood—and then a man’s howl as one of the Neinabors was catapulted over the railing into the water. Even so, I kept the throttle buried, expecting to be jettisoned away from the vessel at any moment.

It didn’t happen.

Not until Tomlinson shouted something and scampered forward, then began pounding at the yacht’s hull, did I understand. The Whaler’s bow, which was flat as a hatchet, had pierced the yacht’s skin between the carlings and had lodged there. Now we were being dragged at an angle that would soon either swamp us or dump us out of the boat.

As the Whaler listed sideways, Tomlinson grabbed the port rail. When I lunged for it, too, my feet went out from under me, which somehow wedged me between the seat and the steering console. It’s the only thing that saved me from going into the water. For several seconds, it seemed, I hung there, my ability to move numbed by the debilitating sound of engines, water and splintering wood.

When the brain is overwhelmed by a series of rapid events, it sometimes defaults into a lull of simplified awareness. It was dark, but I was conscious of the vascularity of my own forearm as it strained to hold me. The fumes of a two-cycle outboard are distinctive, a soup of gas and oil, so I knew the engine was still running. That was good. If we had power, we still had options—as long as the prop remained in the water.

I got a hand on the throttle and pulled it into high-speed reverse. Behind me, the outboard bucked and screamed, yet the Whaler’s port side continued to ascend at an impossible angle. So I slammed the throttle forward. Maybe a sudden seesaw thrust would do some good.

It did. Instantly, I felt a jolt, accompanied by a wrenching sound of wood being torn from fiberglass. Then the bow of the Whaler dropped several feet and slammed hard on the water, which caused me to lose my grip on the throttle. With no one at the wheel and the engine racing, our boat slammed into the Dragos again, then began a series of smaller collisions as it tracked its way blindly toward the front of the yacht. By the time I was on my feet, we were almost under the vessel’s bowsprit and would soon be crushed by the hull and probably suctioned into its propellers.

Tomlinson was on his knees, arms outthrust, trying to fend off as he yelled, “You okay?”

I told him, “Pull your hands in!” while, simultaneously, I grabbed the wheel and slammed the engine into reverse, which spun us toward the rear of the vessel, then safely away.

No… not safely because a massive spotlight mounted on the bridge found us, then I heard the keen of displaced air molecules that signals the trajectory of a bullet passing close to the ear. An instant later, the muted reports of a handgun reached me, three . . four… five rounds. Instead of slowing to retrieve his brother from the water, the remaining twin was shooting at us while the vessel continued on its robotic course toward the Regency Hotel.

It’s Geness, I thought. Or Odus doesn’t know his brother went over.

Tomlinson also realized we were taking fire because he pressed himself against the casting platform and yelled, “Get us out of here!”

I did. Crouched behind the steering console, I turned north toward the helicopter, hoping it would remind Neinabor that the Coast Guard was after them, too.

The copter was still using its searchlight, now in the area where Trapper and Kahn had jumped, so maybe the men had been found. Even so, the remaining twin got the message. Soon, the spotlight went out, the cabin went dark, so I circled back into the slow lift and fall of the yacht’s wake and was soon gaining on it—but not as fast as we should have because the Whaler’s deck was awash with water.

I called, “Take the wheel!” but Tomlinson waved me off, saying, “I’ll do it!” understanding instantly what needed to be done to drain the boat. He knelt near the outboard, reached into the transom well and unplugged the bottom scupper, which lay below the waterline. Like ramming a car off the road, it was another counterintuitive move—when a vessel’s swamped, you open the transom to the sea, then accelerate until the propeller wash has suctioned the hull dry.

When the water was gone and we were through the chop, I retrieved the Smith & Wesson, then the TAM unit, from the storage locker. The pistol I wedged between steering console and windshield, then fitted the monocular over my left eye.

“Do you see the twin? We’ve got to find him!” Tomlinson’s head was pivoting as he scanned the water. “Slow down, I can’t see a damn thing!”

Yes, I saw the twin—his heat signature, anyway. His head was a lucent white orb thirty yards away and his hands slapped the water like a dog that had never swam before.

Shit.

I yelled, “How much time do we have?” I wanted to continue after the Dragos. Collectively, the Neinabors had just fired ten or twelve rounds at us, so maybe they were out of ammunition.

Tomlinson knew what I had in mind. “We can’t go off and leave him, for Christ’s sake! Do you think he went under?”

I checked my watch. We had less than fifteen minutes—ten if I stuck to what I’d told Tomlinson about pulling out.

Loud enough for the twin to hear, I said, “All he has to do is swim out of the damn channel! Then he can stand up!”

Tomlinson wouldn’t have it. “He can’t be far, man, we can’t let him drown. Goddamn it, Doc, do you see him or not?”

I veered to the left and backed the throttle until the Whaler dropped off plane. Soon, I could hear Neinabor alternately swearing and screaming for help. He sounded hysterical, yelling, “Please, over here! Dying… don’t let me die!” Then he gagged and began to either choke or sob, I couldn’t tell.

When we were a boat length away, I called, “Close your mouth and breathe through your nose.” Then I shifted into neutral and swung the stern so it glided toward him.

Before I could get to the twin, though, Tomlinson did something very un-Tomlinson-like. He slipped past the steering console, grabbed Neinabor by the hair and hollered, “You tried to shoot me, you evil little troll! Give me one reason we shouldn’t drown your bipolar ass!”

I put my hand on the man’s shoulder and said, “I like the way you think, but we don’t have time right now. Okay?” Ahead of us, I could see the animate darkness of the yacht only a hundred yards away. The remaining twin was escaping but at slow-motion speed.

My pal held up an index finger, which meant he knew what he was doing. To Neinabor, he said, “You’re going to answer our questions. What your brother is doing is wrong and you by God know it!”

The twin nodded eagerly, then grabbed the boat’s gunnel when Tomlinson finally released him. When he did, I took Neinabor’s wrists with crossed arms and lifted him aboard, which caused his butt to spin toward the boat. He was sitting with his back to me when I asked, “Do you still have the gun?” I was looking to the southeast, where the helicopter had dipped its nose but was still hovering—yes, they had found Kahn and Trapper.

The twin’s teeth were chattering out of fear because the night air still radiated midday heat. “No, no gun. I swear. I don’t know what happened… then Geness left me and… and all those sharks—”

Just because he claimed he was Odus didn’t guarantee it was true. I cut in, “Stop talking. Just nod or shake your head. Understand?”

No response, which was okay because the twin was thinking about it. I wanted to save time, but it was also an interrogation technique. If allowed to respond silently, subjects will sometimes share secrets they have sworn not to reveal verbally. It provides them a moral loophole.

I tried again. “Is the girl still alive?”

The man nodded—Yes—but also began to cry.

I patted the pockets of his soggy shorts, checking for weapons, then returned to the controls, asking, “Is there a bomb aboard?”

Once again, Neinabor nodded, then turned to look at me. “But I didn’t want it to do it! All I want is to save those fish, but Abraham doesn’t think—” He lost the words and continued bawling.

That was all I needed to know—for now, anyway. I punched the Whaler into gear, telling Tomlinson, “Put him on the seat between us. If he lies even once, or tries to interfere, I’ll throw him overboard.” Then, because we might need a bad cop, I added, “You saved his ass once. I won’t let you save him twice.”

I took another look at the chopper—it was still hovering over Kahn and Trapper—then levered the throttle, accelerating toward the Dragos Voyager.
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The twin we’d rescued actually was Odus Neinabor. I knew from his manic behavior as we questioned him: aggressive and rambling one moment, then wailing a confession the next. Because I’d caught him in an early lie, though, I trusted nothing he said.

We were closing on the yacht fast, the outboard was noisy, so I fed my questions through Tomlinson. When Odus yelled, “Even Abraham wouldn’t hit a woman, you asswipe—and he hates the whole worthless race!” I was tempted to lift the guy out of his seat and lob him into our propeller stream.

Darius Talas had had no reason to deceive me when he’d described what Geness had done to Umeko. Geness had tied the woman, which was despicable in itself, but then he’d also assaulted her while she was defenseless.

“I think the twins were afraid she’d fight back,” Talas had told me, or something close to that.

Instead of reacting, though, I feigned indifference. We needed a lot of information in a hurry and harsh words or a pointed accusation might catalyze another crying jag. So I listened and concentrated on what was transpiring around us.

A lot was happening fast.

Behind us, the helicopter had finally locked onto our position and was rocketing toward us. It wasn’t one of the big Seahawks, a flying platform of electronics. The craft was the smaller medevac variety—an Augusta Stingray, I guessed. So they had probably used search radar or forward-looking infrared to find us. Something else, I suspected: the small search crew had no reason to carry firearms.

But the chopper had definitely received our call for help. We knew because someone aboard the craft had called Densler’s cell phone, but Tomlinson hadn’t heard the damn thing ringing. Then, when he’d called back, he couldn’t be sure how much the crewman had understood because reception was poor and there was a hell of a lot of racket on both ends. Even so, the chopper was three miles away and closing at low level.

Ahead of us, on the yacht, I kept an eye on Geness Neinabor by using my own TAM system. The most dangerous twin had left the steering room, binoculars around his neck, and was watching the chopper descend on him, although our boat would be visible, too. His erratic movements told me he was scared and undecided about what to do next.

He resembled a trapped animal. As if chained to a post, Geness paced the deck, back and forth, indifferent to the autopilot’s course, peering out from the sinking boat that had become his cage.

The analogy was disturbing. It caused me to admit I might be wrong in at least one of my assumptions. The twins were cowards, they’d proven it over and over. Which is why I’d been so sure they would either surrender or run once we got them stopped. But trapped animals can’t run. So they fight… and keep fighting until they escape or they die.

Geness Neinabor, even with all the bullying he’d endured in his life, had never experienced a more suffocating trap than now. The man was armed, he was desperate. There was a very good chance he would fight—or, at the very least, try to take a lot of people with him when died.

The realization caused me to wonder if it might be wiser to back off, apply loose cover and hope the chopper could make contact with the twin by VHF radio. Get a hostage negotiator on the line, maybe, and pipe his voice through the aircraft’s booming PA system. As crazy as Geness was, maybe he would believe it was the voice of God.

A nice idea but not practical. Trouble was, it was now ten till three and Odus had told us very little that was useful about their homemade explosive. The bomb did exist and it was aboard the yacht. He and Genesis had made the thing in California, packed it in a waterproof bag, and they had carried it onto the island in a backpack Odus had used since childhood.

“A Super Mario backpack!” he had told us. “My brother and I kicked ass at all the Mario tournaments when the game first came out. Not Mario One—that version sucked. The classic Mario Two, I’m talking about.”

We had to have more details, but Odus’s self-obsessive rambling was driving me crazy.

I had been standing at the wheel but now sat and put my hand on the twin’s shoulder. Not hard, not threatening. I wanted to create a physical connection. Odus shrugged my hand away, though, and snapped, “Hands off! I hate when people touch me!”

I stayed calm, kept my eyes on Geness and decided to use the interrogation strategy that had worked earlier—and also employ a familiar word Odus might find disarming. “I won’t ask you to snitch on your brothers. But I want to save those sturgeon, too. So don’t talk, just nod—or shake your head. You’re not actually telling me anything.”

Ahead, Genesis was using the binoculars again, focusing on the chopper, as I asked, “The bomb—did you wire it with a redundancy detonator system?”

Odus gave me a sharp look, surprised I understood anything about explosives. It took him a second, then he finally nodded.

That was encouraging.

I asked, “Has the clock detonator been disengaged? It’s almost three. Not much time to save those sturgeon—or your brother.”

The twin shrugged and spoke. “The dolphin slavers, Abraham hates them, too. So maybe he’ll use the”—Odus took a look at the lights of Bare Key Regency, only a mile away, then finished—“Yeah, at the speed we’re going, he’ll probably use the remote.”

Until then, I hadn’t noticed the subtle change in course. The yacht’s autopilot had turned it a few degrees southwest and it was making for the hotel’s marina basin and floating casino. The gambling boat was a carnival of lights—violet, pink, tangerine—a hundred-foot-long party craft that was as garish as a South Beach limousine.

I checked my watch and decided Odus might be wrong about disengaging the clock. Traveling at ten knots, the Dragos would smash into the docks a minute or two before three. It would be close.

I had one more question; a simple question, but an answer would reveal a great deal about the content and potency of what was hidden in that ridiculous bag. Because Geness suddenly disappeared inside the cabin, though, I stood for a moment, but then forced myself to sit and appear unruffled. I said to Odus, “The explosive you made, would it detonate if you threw it into a fire? Shake your head or nod, no need to talk.”

The twin’s reaction was as unexpected as his answer. He began to cry again as he shook his head—No—which was the opposite of what I hoped. Low-grade explosives are ignited by combustion. Commercial-, or military-, grade explosives require a sudden shock, such as a blasting cap.

I didn’t have to ask details because Odus was already confessing. “Geness did it! He bought nitrate powder, almost six kilograms. We mixed it into a slurry, with motor oil and a binder—”

I interrupted because I was horrified. “He didn’t use RDX powder? Just tell me the truth. Shake your head to confirm he didn’t.”

I was hoping to hell Odus shook his head because RDX is not only a potent explosive, its fumes produce poisonous gas. If the twins had used six kilograms—about thirteen pounds of the stuff—the residual fumes alone could kill us, everyone in the hotel and even the crew of the chopper that was now closing on us at more than a hundred knots.

Instead of answering, Odus started to say, “We made blasting caps, too—” but I stopped listening because Geness had returned to the railing outside the cabin. We had closed within thirty yards of the vessel’s stern, close enough for me to see that he carried a bag in one hand and, in the other hand, a… what?

I stood and touched the magnification button on the thermal unit, then yelled, “Tomlinson, he’s got a rifle!” At the same instant, I saw Geness taunt me with his middle finger, then shoulder the weapon.

It was Trapper’s junk rifle, presumably, the one with Russian night vision and a homemade silencer. Junk or not, hitting a moving target is markedly easier when the target is traveling a straight line, directly behind the shooting platform. So I hollered a warning, then turned hard to starboard. Seconds later, rather than risk the yacht’s wake again, I turned hard to port while I watched the rifle recoil against Geness’s shoulder and heard a faint popping sound.

He wasn’t firing at us, I realized. He was trying to hit the helicopter, its searchlight a dazzling starburst two hundred yards off his stern.

I was gauging my next turn as Neinabor worked the bolt and fired again, but this time the report was absorbed by the turbine roar of the helicopter as it rocketed past us, so low I felt the shear off its articulated blades. The chopper tilted bow-high, slowing, then circled back toward the stern of the Dragos. Unaware, apparently, his ship was taking fire, the pilot then settled into a slow observation pursuit a hundred yards behind.

Tomlinson was on his feet, waving his arms at the chopper, yelling, “Get away, get away!” which is why he didn’t hear me tell him, “Grab something!” and then almost backpedaled overboard when I turned to starboard, continuing to zigzag behind the Dragos.

Beside me, Odus was disintegrating emotionally. Hands over his ears, he was babbling and sobbing and stomping his feet like a child. Even so, as a precaution, I took the pistol from the console and was sliding it into the waistband of my shorts but then stopped. Geness had placed the rifle on the deck and had picked up the bag. I had assumed the bag contained what little ammunition that remained or even the binoculars. At a distance, it looked half the size of a child’s backpack—too small to contain explosives.

Now, though, a chilling suspicion came into my mind, so I used the TAM-14 to check the thing for heat. Commercial explosives require a detonating device that, in turn, requires an energy source, often a six-volt battery. Nitrate powders, whatever the proportion, also radiate heat as the mixture fulminates.

Steering the boat with one hand, I had the other on the TAM’s pressure switches, hurrying to adjust contrast and magnification, yet the bag remained a dull entity. No sign of heat or chemical glow. Reassuring, but I still wasn’t convinced.

Tomlinson was kneeling on the cooler, facing me. “Here they come,” he said, then stood and began waving his arms again, yelling, “He’s got a gun, you idiots!”

I glanced over my shoulder to see that the helicopter was now approaching cautiously. Then a woman’s voice boomed from the aircraft’s PA speakers, “Stop your vessels immediately! This is the United States Coast Guard ordering you to stop! Turn off the engines, let us see your hands. Let us see your hands now!”

My eyes swung to the yacht, expecting to see Geness taking careful aim with the rifle. At this distance, there was a fair chance he’d hit the chopper. But, no, maybe he was finally out of ammunition because he was still clutching the bag. No longer in a panic, either, because he took the time to flip us the bird once again.

Was he grinning at me?

I increased magnification. Yes, it wasn’t my imagination. Through thermal vision, the man’s teeth were clenched in a skeletal grin, then his mandible bones opened wide as if howling—and that’s when he swung the bag in a lazy loop off the stern into the water.

I grabbed Tomlinson’s shoulder and pulled as I shouted, “Get down!” then buried my weight on the throttle. We had already crossed the Dragos’s stern, and its wake lay ahead in cresting, rolling peaks. Normally, I would have slowed and dealt with each wave individually, accelerating up the backside, then slowing before our bow buried itself in the next.

Not now. I ran the boat wide open, and I didn’t look back, either, because I didn’t want to witness what happened next. I knew what was in that Super Mario bag just as I also knew that Geness would wait until the helicopter was over the thing—and he was safely out of range—before pressing the remote detonator.

The first wave launched us skyward and we ski jumped onto the next wave, the weight of the Whaler crushing through the breaker yet the cresting face nearly flipped us end over end. I steered to the right, trying a surfer’s cutback, and reduced throttle until I felt our speed sync with the velocity of the wave. When the comber had jettisoned us into the next wave, I angled left, toward the yacht, and rode the trough until I saw an opening and finally punched through the last breaker, ski jumping again into flat water.

Odus had bounced out of his seat and lay in a fetal position, helpless as a rag doll, bawling on the deck. Tomlinson had battled his way aft and now sat beside me, his body turned toward the helicopter. I don’t know if he realized that Geness had set a trap for the helicopter or not, but the man’s eyes were opened wide enough to reflect the glare of the fireball before I heard the explosion.

I tried to yell a warning but the sonic pressure sucked the air out of me. Then a wall of heat consumed us and seemed to slingshot our boat forward before releasing us finally into the benign warmth of a June morning.

“Jesus Christ, she’s going down!”

In the shock of those microseconds, I couldn’t be sure if it was Tomlinson’s voice that had yelled those words or my own. No… it was Tomlinson, because my first reaction was to look at the yacht, which I expected to be sinking.

It wasn’t. The vessel was listing dangerously to starboard but the autopilot continued to steer it inexorably toward the lights of the casino and the dolphin pens that lay somewhere beyond.

Feeling nauseated, I forced myself to look behind us, where the copter’s fuselage was spinning on the axis of its own propeller, descending like a bird with a broken wing, yet it still somehow managed to stay aloft.

“No! She’s going to make it!” Tomlinson’s voice again. “She’ll make the beach!”

I wasn’t so sure. For the next seconds, I watched, transfixed, as the chopper autorotated downward but also westward, where, half a mile away, a shoal of curving sand glistened. Without realizing it, I had already turned toward the crash site and was gaining speed when the pilot somehow levitated the craft over the last hundred yards of water, avoided the bridge, then augered the fuselage onto the sand so hard I heard the impact from five hundred yards away. Instantly, the aircraft’s doors opened, but the crew remained inside while the pilot powered down, running lights still strobing.

The procedural deliberateness told me they probably weren’t hurt.

Tomlinson was grinning as he combed nervous fingers through his hair. “A magic pilot, brother! She made it, they’re okay!”

I was smiling, too, because of the helicopter, but also because I realized we had survived the explosion’s shock wave, which meant the fumes weren’t poisonous. Finally, I’d gotten my answer—the bomb hadn’t been made of RDX powder.

But then my mood changed when Odus Neinabor, on his knees, peering at the downed aircraft, said, “I wish those asswipes woulda crashed and burned to death. Woulda served them right for trying to stop my brothers.”

Touching the throttle, I turned sharply toward the Dragos, then lowered my voice to tell Tomlinson, “He’ll be so busy watching the chopper, he won’t see us if we pull alongside.”

I meant Geness.

“Christ, Doc, you’re not going to ram her again. I mean, it was exciting and all, but—”

“I’m getting off,” I told him. “You’re taking the wheel. And if that little son of a bitch even tries to touch that”—I nodded toward the rifle lying at our feet—“you push him overboard. Promise me. You’ve got to swear you’ll do it.”

When my friend didn’t respond instantly, I knelt, picked up the rifle and tossed it over the side.

I wasn’t smiling anymore.


29

[image: ]

The Dragos Voyager was only six hundred yards from the Regency Hotel marina when I finally steered the Whaler into position along the yacht’s starboard side where, earlier, we had punched a hole in its glistening skin. Now, though, the hole had disappeared beneath the waterline, which told me the vessel was sinking fast.

There was another indicator she was going down: the vessel was heeling to starboard, and two scuppers forward of the midship line were jettisoning leakage with the force of fire hoses. Tomlinson noticed, too, as he got ready to take the wheel. It told us the yacht’s multiple bilge pumps were fighting a losing battle, and that water had now risen near the forward cabin. Until that moment, I hadn’t given the welfare of the sturgeon much thought, despite what I’d told Odus. Now I did.

The word “fingerling” is an inexact term when applied to fish, but the age of Kazlov’s sturgeon—if they were still alive—was suddenly important. Sturgeon are an anadromous species, which means that, at a certain stage, they migrate to sea when not spawning. For many sturgeon, the transitional age is two years or older. Until then, their physiology requires fresh water. If the Russian truly had transported finger-length beluga to Florida, the flooding salt water would probably kill the fish even if I managed to take control of the yacht.

“It’s two minutes until three,” Tomlinson reminded me as we changed places. Apparently, he, too, was worried there might be another explosive aboard the vessel. It wouldn’t be the first time Odus had lied to us.

I nodded, but then gestured toward the hotel, where we could see the miniature silhouettes of late-night stragglers and what were probably maintenance staff on the casino boat’s upper deck. We didn’t have time to stand off and wait for the deadline to pass, I was telling him. If I was going to surprise Geness, I had to act now.

Odus, sitting in front of the steering console, had slipped into catatonia, or so I believed. And he remained motionless when I hurried onto the Whaler’s casting platform and motioned to Tomlinson to swing us closer… closer… until the two vessels were nearly bumping, our speeds in sync, traveling at less than ten knots.

From experience, I knew how difficult it was to keep the boat in position while also contending with wind and volatile updrafts of displaced water. Tomlinson couldn’t hold us there long, so I didn’t hesitate when the yacht’s safety railing descended within reach. Almost within reaching distance, anyway, because at the last instant I had to jump and grab the lowest rail with my right hand, which kicked the bow of the Whaler out from under me.

It was then that Odus sprung into action. As I hung there, fighting to pull myself up, a pair of hands grabbed me around the waist. Then I felt the full weight of the little man as he wrapped his legs around mine. Odus buried his fingernails into my belly and began screaming, “Don’t let me go! I can’t swim! You know I can’t swim!”

My first thought was, The little bastard’s going to shake the pistol free, because I’d stuffed the weapon into the back of my shorts. There, even if it was dislodged, my underwear would catch it like a safety net—not an ideal place to carry a pistol that has a round chambered yet it was the only place that would leave my hands free.

With a glance, I saw that Tomlinson was helpless. If he abandoned the wheel to grab the twin, the outboard’s propeller would automatically kick the boat into a sharp left turn. If that happened, he not only couldn’t pull Odus off me, he’d probably be flung overboard.

I don’t know what my pal did after that because I had to muster every bit of strength to steady myself and fill my lungs with air. Then, with the twin still screaming, I attempted an impossible one-handed pull-up. Most days of my life, I do pull-ups. Thirty-three without stopping is my personal best, and I commonly do two hundred in descending sets, starting at twenty. But I’ve never successfully used only one arm—not backhanded, anyway. I didn’t succeed this time, either, but I did manage to lift us enough to get my left hand on the boat’s deck, then hung there for a moment, aware that Odus was now screaming, “Shoot him, Genesis! Help me, then shoot this fucker!”

Above us, I sensed rather than saw the cabin lights click on. Then I heard the sizzle of a halogen spotlight, which gave me the adrenaline charge necessary to ladder my left hand onto the railing, which was beginning to buckle beneath our weight. After another moment’s rest, I kicked free of Odus’s legs and got an ankle hooked around a stanchion.

I don’t know what the man expected when he jumped on my back to stop me. Because he was a poor swimmer, maybe he assumed I would put his welfare ahead of my own objective or even pity him—an assumption that a sociopath, secure in his preeminence, might make.

If so, Odus had badly confused Tomlinson’s kindheartedness with my chillier attitude toward moral cripples, obnoxious assholes and other conveyors of dead-end genetics.

When my leg was around the stanchion, I grabbed Odus’s wrist with my left hand and said, “Hands off! Remember?” which he didn’t hear because he was still hollering for his brother. Even when I levered his hands apart, he continued to cling to my left side. As if on a trapeze, Odus’s face then swung into view, his mouth wide in a sustained howl, his eyes venomous, and that’s where I hit him with the back of my hand—on the forehead, between the eyes. He screamed a last profanity as he fell, and the only reason I bothered to watch him hit the water was because I feared he would land on Tomlinson.

He didn’t.

Seconds later, I was on the foredeck of the yacht, gun in hand, and immediately rolled behind a bow-mounted dinghy to hide from the halogen glare. Because of all the noise Odus had made, I wasn’t surprised when I took a peek to see Geness aiming the rifle at me from inside the steering room. The man was so short, he’d had to settle himself into a captain’s chair to get an elevated view.

I ducked, not expecting him to fire, but he did. The rifle made a muted TWHAPing sound because of the silencer, and also because Geness had stupidly tried to shoot through the forward window. The Dragos was an oceangoing yacht, which meant all ports were sealed with marine-grade acrylic or tempered glass nearly an inch thick. Even if he’d had me in his sights, the slug would have been knocked askew.

I crawled to the stern of the dinghy, which was attached to a stainless davit cable, before risking another look. The bullet had blown a hole in the window, but the glass hadn’t shattered. As Geness shucked another round, he was screaming something at me, but his words were indecipherable in the din of wind and rumbling diesels. I was ready to duck once again, even before he shouldered the rifle, but then I stopped and stood my ground. It was because I saw the man’s expression change as he struggled to close the bolt.

This time, I heard Geness when he bellowed, “Why are you doing this?”

The twin wasn’t screaming at me. He was yelling at God or the rifle, and I knew why. On some rifles the bolt won’t close when the magazine is empty. It’s a safety feature, particularly on military weapons, that tells the shooter it’s time to reload. In a firefight, no matter how experienced the operator, counting rounds is difficult, often impossible.

Kahn had overheard the twins say they were low on ammunition. Finally, finally, it was true—or appeared to be.

But I wasn’t going to bet my life on it or Umeko’s life—if she was still alive. It was too late in the game to take stupid chances. So, cautiously, I began to move toward the port side of the cabin, which rode at an elevated angle because the vessel was listing, my pistol in both hands as I sighted over the barrel.

Twice, I yell the man’s name—“Geness!”—because I wanted his full attention. If he realized that I, too, would have to fire through a wall of glass, he might go on the offensive instead of sitting there like a madman, pounding at the rifle, oblivious to the reason the bolt wouldn’t close.

It was too much to hope, though, because Geness was the shrewd one. He was the homicidal one in whose head the monster triplet, Abraham, lived.

When I was midway along the cabin, where the deck was only a meter wide, the monster reappeared. Geness stared at me a moment, his eyes narrowing as if he finally realized my disadvantage. Then, in a rush, he tossed the rifle aside and lunged for the controls, turning to leer at me as he disengaged the autopilot and spun the wheel hard to port.

It wasn’t just the torque of the engines that nearly threw me overboard. It was the collective mass of water belowdecks that slammed against the hull and heeled the boat so precariously that when my feet slid under the safety railing the rush of passing salt water tried to wrench me into the sea.

Geness didn’t expect the boat to respond that way. He couldn’t have anticipated what would happen or he wouldn’t have done it no matter how desperate he was to buck free of me. When the mass of water shifted, the dual propellers, even though spinning in opposition, locked the rudders into a grinding turn. The turn slowed our speed and caused the bow to nosedive when the weight of water then suddenly flooded toward the front of the boat.

Our sudden dive was like impacting a wall. Once again, I would have been vaulted overboard had my legs and arms not been wrapped around the railing. For long seconds, I held myself there, pleased I’d managed to hang on to the pistol while also dreading Geness’s next turn. If he swung hard to starboard, that would be the end of the Dragos because we would capsize. Probably the end of us, too.

It didn’t happen.

When the yacht continued its grinding turn to port, I disentangled myself from the rail and crawled on hands and knees toward the cabin’s aft bulkhead. There, above me, was the stainless handhold that Odus had grabbed earlier before scrambling down the ladder to join Kahn and Trapper. I used it to get to my feet and took a few seconds to steady my breathing. I also scanned the water for Tomlinson in the Boston Whaler.

No sign of him. A mile away, though, on Big Carlos Pass Bridge, emergency vehicles were already gathering, their lightbars strobing blue and red. Below and to my right was the yacht’s afterdeck. It was an expanse of teak that was end-capped by hydraulics and corrugated metal—a cargo elevator when the sliding deck was retracted. Kazlov had built a yacht that fit the needs of a womanizer who was also a smuggler and black marketeer. His genetically modified sturgeon would be somewhere below that deck; tanks probably secured on metal tracks to facilitate loading. But it was something I couldn’t think about now.

I took a last look for Tomlinson—still no sign—then made sure the Smith & Wesson’s safety was off before sliding along the bulkhead toward a bank of windows. My eyes locked themselves to the pistol barrel, which scanned the flybridge above, then swung to look inside the lighted cabin.

Geness was there. He was sitting beneath a bank of instruments, in a detritus of glass and shattered electronics. His head was down, and he was rocking as he clutched his shoulder, which suggested he’d been injured when the bow had impacted.

I was done making assumptions, though. The deck was bucking as the yacht continued to turn, so my feet gauged the sea’s rhythm while I studied the cabin, looking for a solid place to brace myself once I was inside. When I was ready, I threw open the door, pistol at shoulder level, and charged straight to a mahogany rail that separated the steering room from the salon.

It wasn’t until I spoke, though, that Geness bothered to look up, his eyes weirdly pearlescent in the muted light, when I yelled, “Where’s the girl? Tell me where she is!”

In reply, I heard: “Fuck you! Where’s my brother? Tell me how you killed my brother, then maybe we’ll discuss the bitch.”

It was the whiskey voice of the dead triplet, but I was in no mood to tolerate evasions ascribed to the man’s alter ego. I waited for the boat to lift and yaw, then went up two steps to the helm and kicked the rifle out of his reach.

As I did, I heard: “‘There are eunuchs born from their mother’s womb, or whose testicles have been crushed! But they may not be admitted to the community of the Lord’—Book of Matthew. I’m talking about my brother, asswipe!”

I stood over the man, sighting down the barrel at his forehead. “Move! I want to see what’s under you!” He was sitting at an odd angle, maybe shielding something with his thigh. “Do it now.”

Geness was bleeding from the side of his head, a rivulet of blood that made his face more grotesque when he grinned at me and said, “What are you worried about? A guilty conscience? Here’s what you don’t understand—I hope Exodus is dead. Know why? I’ll tell you—”

“Shut up!” I yelled, then glanced to make sure we weren’t on a collision course with something, which was the opening Geness was waiting for, apparently. When my eyes strayed, the man rolled and came up with a pistol in his good hand. Loaded or empty, I didn’t know—and it didn’t matter, because I was on him before he could get his finger on the trigger.

“You’re hurting me! I think my collarbone’s broken… why are you hurting me?”

The monster was gone and Geness had returned, his voice whiny, frail. It took only seconds to wrestle the weapon away, then turn the man on his stomach, hands behind his back.

He continued to plead and complain even when I stood, popped the magazine from his pistol—empty—then checked the chamber—also empty. He’d been using a 9mm Ruger, an inexpensive weapon but dependable. Seeing the gun gave me an idea, but it was something I would take care of later. First, I had to get the yacht under control.

I rushed to the helm, and then slowly… slowly backed both throttles, feeling the hull wallow beneath us as the water we were carrying rolled forward. When the Dragos had settled itself, I shifted the diesels into neutral.

Overhead were rows of toggle switches and circuit breakers. According to the amperage gauges, the electrical system was down, which meant the emergency generators had taken over—something they hadn’t done while the vessel was moored. Why?

I thought about it as I worked at the controls, only vaguely aware of Geness’s nonstop babbling. But then I heard:

“Abraham was going to tell you a secret he’s never told anyone. Ever. Except our mother, of course. I think it’s because you were willing to share your secret with me. Let me sit up, I’ll tell you. My goddamn shoulder’s broken.”

Even if I hadn’t forgotten my promise, there was no purpose in continuing the deception, so I ignored him and focused on what I was doing. The sooner I got the boat stabilized, the sooner I could go in search of Umeko.

Now, as I checked the sonar for water depth, the little man was telling me, “I’m not Genesis. Not really. Abraham suffocated me when the triplets were five. Which, of course, you know made his mother feel guilty—because he’d swallowed some of her LSD. That’s why she gave Abraham my name, so his soul would be resurrected. Now will you let me sit up? My fucking shoulder hurts!”

If the man was trying to manipulate me, it wasn’t going to work. If he was confessing, he was speaking to a person who neither believed nor had an interest.

In a dunnage cabinet, I found a ten-foot piece of line. I used it to tie his wrists, which I then clove-hitched to his ankles. Only when I was sure the knots were secure did I turn and run to search the lower decks, indifferent to Abraham’s shrieks of pain.
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Finally, I discovered what had happened to Vladimir, Kazlov’s bodyguard. Like a wounded animal returning to its den, he had somehow managed to crawl aboard the Dragos, down the companionway to the crew quarters, then into the little cabin that had been his home.

The twins had surprised him there.

Because emergency generators had taken control, the lighting on the lower deck had been automatically dimmed. Even so, I could see that Vladimir had been shot at least four times—once, maybe twice in the head. Not much of a challenge because the Neinabors had taped his hands behind his back, unmoved by the man’s crippled arm.

If I had felt even a hint of remorse about tying Abraham, I no longer did.

Shell casings still seesawed on the deck, echoing the movement of the waves, as I noted family photos, a shot of Kazlov and Vladimir grinning at the camera, and a couple of framed military decorations.

Something else I found, when I lifted the man’s arm, puzzled by all the blood—my Randall knife. The twins had added to their fun by stabbing him. The scabbard I found nearby on the deck.

I didn’t linger. I hurried out the door, pausing only to retrieve the last pair of surgical gloves from my pocket. Fingerprints on the two semiauto pistols were a concern.

I dreaded what I expected to find as I went through the vessel, throwing open doors, calling the woman’s name. That’s why I hesitated before checking what I guessed to be the guest quarters. Even though the cabin was near the middle of the vessel, water was already sloshing at my ankles, which made it more difficult to force the door open. Finally, I did, though—and there she was.

I called, “Umeko! Are you okay?” not expecting the body that lay curled on the floor to move. But the woman did move. As I stood blinking in the doorway, she responded by lifting her head in surprise, then made eager cooing sounds through the tape that covered her mouth.

I knelt, lifted her onto the bed, and soon she was sitting up, rubbing her wrists, dazed but trying to make sense of it all, saying, “I thought you would be dead. I thought they’d killed everyone but me. And he was going to shoot me! He had a gun to my head—but then the boat hit something, and he ran out the door!”

She was talking about Abraham or Odus, I couldn’t be sure, and about what had happened after I’d put a rifle round into the yacht’s hull.

“The explosion—I thought I was dreaming but I wasn’t, was I? You were right about a bomb all along. Lying here, I figured out Sakura must have taken Father’s phone when our people tried to warn us—”

“We’ll talk later,” I said, trying to calm her, although she was right. Somehow, Lien Bohai’s intel network had found out too late about the twins. Sakura had to have texted the information to Kazlov, her not-so-secret lover, to whom she had recently been sold. That’s why Vladimir—ever loyal—had refused to tell me his boss’s informant.

I gave Umeko’s shoulder a squeeze and stood. “Stay here. It’ll take you a while to get your balance. I’ll be right back.”

“No!” The woman grabbed my arm and tried to stand but then sat heavily on the bed. It was only then that I noticed her left eye was swollen almost closed and her lips were bruised.

I put my hands on her shoulders and felt her body convulse, but she still did not give in. “Sit here for just two minutes. You’ll be safe—I promise. There’s something I’ve got to check.”

What I wanted to see was the cargo area and the engine room—and not just because I was curious about the fate of Viktor’s sturgeon. What the lunatic Neinabors had failed to consider when they’d decided to “free” the casino’s dolphins was that the yacht would poison Estero Bay if it crashed into the docks and flooded. I didn’t know how many thousands of pounds of fuel the vessel still carried, but I wasn’t going to add to this nightmare by letting the goddamn boat sink.

When I forced open the engine-room hatch, though, one look told me there was nothing I could do to prevent the vessel from going down. It also forever changed my opinion of Boston Whalers. Ours handled like a truck, but it was unbeatable when it came to sinking larger boats. The hole we had smashed in the side was bigger than I could have guessed and the inflow was overpowering the pumps. Diesel engines can continue to run underwater—for a short time, at a shallow depth. But a floating object cannot support a weight greater than the volume it displaces, and this boat was slowly being forced to the bottom.

As I jogged toward the cargo area, my brain considered, then discarded, a jumbled list of options. When I stepped into the cargo room, though, my synapses were instantly cleared by what I found inside.

The twins had been wrong when they’d said the yacht carried a thousand fingerling sturgeon. What Kazlov had brought for Lien to inspect were several hundred specimens, most of the fish a pound or more in weight, from what I saw, which suggested they were mature enough to survive salt water. They were expertly housed in oversized tanks, and in a room outfitted to transport valuable exotics—or a billion dollars’ worth of beluga seed stock. It had everything needed: a Multi-Temp water chiller, what looked like a custom SCADA oxygen monitor, an oxygen cone injection system, plus a Bio-Weave emergency backup that was in operation now.

Even so, the young sturgeon bobbed to the surface like corks as I sloshed past, snouts breaching the surface as if starved for air—which they certainly were not.

All of the fish had not survived, of course. Kazlov wouldn’t have expected zero casualities. Sturgeon are jumpers—boaters are injured regularly by leaping mature sturgeon—and several had jumped to their deaths. Their bodies now floated around my ankles as I returned to the watertight hatch. Because I am a stickler for cleanliness in my own lab, my mind shifted automatically to how Kazlov would have sluiced the decks clean, had he lived.

Near the door to the cargo room was my answer: a raw-water pumping system that fed a fire engine–sized hose. Above the mount that secured the nozzle were two switches that activated the cargo elevator and the retractable deck above me.

For a moment, I stood there, looking from the switches, to the hose, from the hose, to the switches. For some reason, that unlikely combination dislodged a word from my subconscious: counterintuitive.

No… it wasn’t a word, it was an avenue of thought. It had to do with any contrary action that produced an unlikely result. To transfer energy to an enemy vehicle, you don’t slow to lessen the impact, you accelerate. When a small boat has flooded, you don’t plug the scupper below the waterline, you open the scupper, then throw the throttle forward and let the propeller suction drain the hull empty.

In that instant, I knew exactly what I had to do to save the sinking yacht, and maybe even save Viktor Kazlov’s valuable sturgeon.

First, I figured out how to unlock the safety shield that guarded the switches to the cargo elevator and the retractable deck. After I had pulled both levers, a clattering bell gave a five-second warning and the roof overhead began ratcheting inboard. As it did, I stared upward as the room became a planetarium, revealing a slow universe of stars. Beneath a third switch, a little brass plate read trn/dn/up, so I engaged that lever, too. This time, it sounded like a garbage truck was backing into the area as a four-foot section of transom slid down into the inner hull. Much lower, even another few feet, and the sea would have flooded the area.

That’s not what I wanted. But not yet.

Unscrewing the fire hose from its four-inch spigot was more difficult than expected. The brass fitting had corroded, but I found a crowbar. When the hose was free, I spun the valve open so that salt water began jetting into the room at a startling rate. Commercial units can pump four thousand gallons a minute, and Kazlov had equipped his vessel with the best.

When the deck overhead was fully retracted, and with the room flooding around my knees, I wished the fish good luck, then slammed and sealed the watertight hatch behind me.

To rescue a foundering vessel and the fish trapped therein, flooding the cargo area wasn’t just an unlikely solution, it was the only solution—and it would work, if I made every second count.

Counterintuitive. It was something I didn’t have time to explain to Umeko when I grabbed her by the hand and yelled, “Follow me. We’ve got a lot to do.”
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When I was sure the woman was behind me, I went up the companionway steps two at a time and didn’t slow until just before my eyes topped the floor of the salon. My sudden caution was due to a premonition that Abraham Neinabor had freed himself and would use some makeshift weapon to brain me.

Like most premonitions, though, it was groundless. The triplet was tied where I’d left him, but he had managed to roll onto his side. So he was glowering at me as I rushed to the helm, checked the area around us, then the depth sonar, before levering the engines into gear. I wanted the boat moving but was also aware I had to give the cargo room time to fill before increasing speed.

Something I should have intuited but didn’t was Umeko’s reaction when she entered the cabin and saw the man who had beaten her. I heard her stop at the top of the stairs and then in a whisper say, “You animal!”

Instantly, I shifted into neutral and turned around.

Neinabor was staring at the woman, openmouthed. He had interpreted her expression accurately so was hollering, “Keep her away from me! My shoulder’s broken, keep that bitch away!” as Umeko walked toward him, eyes glassy, as if in a trance. Before she could get to him, though, I intercepted her and pulled her close.

“You’re better than that,” I said, lips to her temple.

In my arms, the woman’s body was trembling muscle cordage and heat. “You don’t understand… you don’t know what he did to me. What they did to me.”

“No. But right now, I need your help—again.” I pulled her closer. “I do know how strong you are.”

“Some of the things… what he said to me… there was… there was no reason.” She paused, then stiffened. “What happened to the other one? Is he still on the boat—does he have a gun?”

A rhythmic thumping between the shoulders is supposed to comfort even adults. It reminds our subconscious of the womb and our mother’s heartbeat. “He’s gone,” I told her. “You’re safe now.”

The woman kept her face buried against me. I don’t think she trusted herself to look at Neinabor, who lay tied on the deck and was now shouting, “What was I supposed to do? Let you interfere? For once, try to put yourself in my shoes!”

I squeezed the woman tighter when she tried to wrestle away. “Listen to me. This boat’s sinking. We have to run her aground. Then you have a tough decision to make. The man who helped you tonight when the power went out, the man in the white tuxedo—you said he was very kind. He’s waiting for me in a small boat. I’ve got to get off before police show up. I can explain later but my guess is you know why.”

Umeko’s face tilted upward, her fixation on Neinabor suddenly broken. “Tomlinson?”

I nodded.

“I want to go with you. Don’t leave me with him, you can’t.” She pulled away and looked around the room, accessing the situation, maybe, but definitely back in control.

I waved her toward the helm. “Come on. I’ll show you what we have to do.”

The yacht had drifted southeast, still in the channel, bow turned so that we faced the casino boat, its lights a violet smear on the water. A few degrees to the right was the bridge. I slid into the captain’s chair, put the boat in gear, but continued to scan the windows until I saw what I’d been hoping to see: the faint sheen of an outboard’s wake and then the storkish silhouette of Tomlinson. He was standing at the Whaler’s console, applying loose cover only a few boat lengths away.

I flicked my running lights in acknowledgment. He waved—but his body language lacked energy. It wasn’t difficult to guess the reason. If Odus Neinabor was aboard, he wasn’t standing.

I said nothing to Umeko, though. Instead, I touched my finger to the screen of the GPS and explained, “Just outside the channel, the water shoals to less than three feet. It’s a spoil area created by the dredge. I’m going to build up some speed and run us aground. I’ll warn you just before we hit. I want you on the deck with your feet braced against a forward bulkhead. Got that?”

The woman nodded while, behind us, Abraham hollered, “Hey—what about me?”

I was pleased she didn’t bother to turn. It demonstrated a stubborn refusal to be bullied that told me Umeko was going to be okay. It might take weeks, or months or even years. But she would make it.

I nudged the throttles forward—tap-tap-tap—and felt the yacht’s front end lift… and continue to lift as water poured toward the stern. When the hull had settled, I tapped the throttles again, and the bow lifted enough so that, through the pilot window, it looked like we were motoring into a haze of stars and distant lightning.

Umeko turned toward me, startled. “We are sinking.”

“Yeah—but not in deep water. I want the hull so flooded the next high tide won’t set it adrift. Even then, with diesels this size, we should be able to plow until it’s shallow enough I can step off and walk to Tomlinson’s boat. A tug can drag her off later when the damage is fixed.”

From her expression, I knew she was deciding whether to stay and deal with the police or leave with me. I tapped the throttles again, alert for the slow, gelatinous response that would tell me the hull couldn’t float any more weight.

It was time.

I told the lady, “Go to the salon, look out the back window and tell me what you see. Then grab something and hang on tight.”

Above me was a bank of toggle switches that controlled the outboard lights. When the woman was braced against the aft bulkhead, peering out, I illuminated the deck with spotlights, then pressed the throttles forward another two inches. Beneath us, the roaring torque of the diesels caused the hull to shudder, the windows to vibrate, as we gained speed, bow lifting. For a spooky moment, I thought the yacht was going to tumble over backward like a rearing horse.

Standing to keep my balance, I hollered, “What’s happening back there?”

I’m not a particularly sensitive person, but I did feel an emotional jolt when Umeko made a whooping sound of surprise, then called, “There’s water pouring out of the back of the boat, a waterfall almost. And, Doc… Doc! There are fish… I’m serious. Like they’re swimming downstream—I can see their tails moving. Dozens… no… there are hundreds of… my God…”

I could feel the woman’s eyes on my back as she turned to look at me. “Those are sturgeon! You’re releasing Viktor Kazlov’s hybrid sturgeon!”

No… actually, they were her sturgeon. But that could wait. Because I whispered, she didn’t hear me when I replied, “Please don’t tell the Florida FWC.” A moment later, though, I made sure she heard my warning call to get down on the deck because we had left the channel and were headed for the shoals.

I killed our lights, then began to throttle down slowly… slowly. I didn’t bother to watch the sonar because I knew how abruptly the depth would change. The first jolt of our propellers touching bottom would tell me what to do. Seconds later, when it happened—THUD-THUD—I pulled the throttles back to dead idle… waited for our wake to balloon beneath us… then jammed the throttles forward full bore, feeling the hull lift as it slammed aground, then continued, careening wildly to starboard, hearing the friction scream of metal on metal as the diesels tractored us another twenty yards, gradually slowing, then teetering to a stop.

When the yacht had settled immobile, angled steep as an incline, I switched off the engines and flicked on the cabin light. The silence was so abrupt that I felt the sensation of air molecules around my ears communicating the heat of the engines, Abraham Neinabor’s groans and the outboard clatter of Tomlinson in the Whaler approaching off our stern.

Then Umeko’s voice: “Are you okay, Doc? My God, we hit hard.” She was on her feet, experimenting with her balance on the sloping deck.

I had wedged both pistols and my Randall knife between the cushions of the chair. After I retrieved them, and as I unloaded the Smith & Wesson, I told her, “If you’re staying here, we need to talk. But not in front of—” I gestured toward the triplet.

Before she could respond, I stopped her, saying, “Give it some thought before you decide.” Then I knelt and cut Neinabor’s hands and ankles free.

He didn’t expect that. It scared him and also made him suspicious. Then he was even more frightened when he saw that I was holding the Ruger in my right hand, the Smith in my left. Not aiming, just letting them rest in my hands.

“Hey! Don’t do anything crazy—don’t shoot me.” The man began crabbing away as I stood over him. “I won’t tell the police what you did to my brother. I… I promise.”

“Tell them everything,” I said. “I hope you do. If you want to give me credit for releasing all those sturgeon—alive—that’s great.”

Because Neinabor actually was intelligent, he was confused for only a moment. “Really. You got them out of those tanks? But when? How? I mean… that’s what I was doing—trying to save animals those leeches have been destroying before it’s too late.”

Aware that Umeko was trying not to notice I wore surgical gloves, I knelt, now holding both weapons by the barrel. “Go below and check for yourself.”

The twin’s crazy eyes were desperate for the refuge of a new fantasy—or a different form of martyrdom—but he wasn’t convinced. “You’re letting me go? I don’t get it.”

I spun the Ruger, then the Smith, within the triplet’s reach and told him, “If it makes you feel safer, take these with you.”

Meaning the gun that Tomlinson had used to kill Abdul Armanie and the gun that had probably put an end to Vladimir’s life.

When Umeko and I were outside, wading through knee-deep water toward the Whaler and home, I didn’t explain to her why I had left a homicidal maniac with empty pistols—even though I knew I could trust her. It’s because of the way she responded after I warned, “If you leave in the boat with us, it means you’ll have to lie to the authorities. Several lies—and convincingly, too.”

“Are you kidding?” the Chinese aquaculturist told me, no hint of smile in her voice. “It’s what I’ve been paid to do my entire adult life.”


EPILOGUE

It wasn’t until weeks later, at South Seas Plantation on Captiva Island, that I finally confirmed the truth about Tomlinson, the unlikely killer. Two hours before the revelation, though, at Dinkin’s Bay, I was summarizing for a lady friend something I’d written in my lab journal the previous night:


When people of value tell me they could never live in Florida because they’d miss The Seasons, I point out that the peninsula cycles through solstices and equinoxes in the breadth of a single summer day.

In July, at sunrise, wind off the Tortugas makes landfall with a penetrating March chill. By 2 p.m. the heat is equatorial; nimbus clouds thermal skyward. At late afternoon, the world stills beneath an autumnal overcast. Odors linger, temperature plummets. Then a blizzard of rain booms through the palms; an electric gale that chases the sane indoors to await the drizzling thaw of sunset.



I was explaining this to the lady because we had just escaped a storm after a day on my boat. We’d spent the morning near the Estero River, close enough to Big Carlos Pass to confirm that after three weeks waiting for a full moon the Dragos had finally been plugged and hauled for repairs. No diesel spill reported, which was significant because the media had focused full attention on anything associated with Vanderbilt Island and the murderous events that June night.

That’s one reason we didn’t stray too close to the shoal where the yacht had been grounded nor the beach where the body of Odus Neinabor had been found. I’m not superstitious, but the maxim about “criminals always returning” was enough to keep me at a distance. Not that I felt any guilt. Abraham Neinabor, under his legal name Genesis, would carry enough of that into the courtroom for both of us. No—all three of us, because I had to include Tomlinson.

I still couldn’t get my mind around the fact he had shot Abdul Armanie even though I had seen it happen. And the man hadn’t said anything to convince me otherwise. Not that I had asked—even discussing the subject was dangerous. The police had their killers—the twins from California—and that was enough.

Another reason we didn’t venture closer to the Gulf was that I’d brought along mask and fins. I knew it was unlikely I would find any of Kazlov’s sturgeon in the maple red water at the river’s mouth. And I didn’t. But someday, some fisherman would—and who knew how it would impact the caviar industry twenty or thirty years from now?

Until then, the Florida Department of Law Enforcement had impounded Kazlov’s possessions, presumably his computer, hard drives and anything else that might have rendered some clarity to the night in which two eco-fanatics had murdered four people despite the objections of their intended accomplices.

The fate of those accomplices, a jury would also have to decide.

It was a topic that had devoured my time and attention for too long, and I was tired of it. There is nothing like salt water to sluice away the weight of a land-based existence, which is why I had asked the lady to join me on the boat. So we had explored, I had snorkeled, and she had seemed to enjoy her first fly-casting lesson.

Then the storm came. We’d raced its lightning rim back to Dinkin’s Bay and the safety of my stilthouse and lab. Up until then, the lady and I had behaved as friends, by mutual agreement. Nothing more. Ever. And we meant it.

Storms, though, are transitional. I’ve never read a research paper on the subject but it is possible the human nervous system can be excited by an ionic pelting of electrons and raindrops. And when your clothes are soaked and you’ve chugged a glass of beer over ice, one thing certainly can lead to another.

And it did.

Now the lady’s bra hung catawampus on my bedpost, each grapefruit-sized cup promising a geography of warmth and weight that my happy hands had liberated—and were still exploring. Apparently, though, I’d put our second coupling at risk by opening my damn mouth about why Florida is a great place to live no matter the season.

“You really tell people that, Doc? The thing about the solstices and autumn skies? I’ve never really thought of you as… Well, I’ll put it this way—if you have a feminine side, I’ve never seen it.”

I replied, “Feminine what?” because my focus was elsewhere, so she had to repeat the question.

After a battle with my conscience, I told her, “Nope. I made it up last night after working late in the lab. Lately, I’ve become a terrible liar. I hear myself saying things so outrageous it makes me cringe. I think it’s the people I hang out with. One person, anyway.”

The lady said, “Huh?” and tried to sit up, but I pulled her back. “Not you. Don’t worry.” Then I disappeared beneath the bedsheet to continue my explorations.

A minute later, though, I realized I hadn’t ruined the mood by talking. Physiologies are different, and some of us need more time to recover than others.

I heard: “Ooohh. I’m still sort of, you know… sensitive. It’s just the way I am after I—you know.”

I was learning. The lady’s “you know” was unlike any in my experience. If there’s such a thing as a grand mal seizure with a happy ending, it was this woman’s “you know.”

So I smiled and said, “I see!” Then told her, “Let’s take a break. I’ve got more caviar, fresh from Mote Marine Labs. And mangoes in the fridge—a ripe Julie and a Nam Doc Mai. Mack and Jeth just made a mango run to Pine Island.”

“I like those guys,” the lady nodded, reaching for her bra, then hip-canting naked toward the door. “Everyone at the marina is so friendly and… normal.”

I was thinking, Why disappoint her with the truth? which is when the day’s mood was irrevocably changed.

Outside, I heard clang-clang—the ship’s bell I’d hung because I’m tired of being surprised by visitors. Then, from the kitchen, I heard the lady say, “Oh no. It’s him again.”

She could have meant any one of the three investigators, from various agencies, who had stopped by almost daily for the last three weeks. So I slipped into khaki shorts, a blue chambray shirt and was still hopping into my boat shoes when I exited to take a look.

I’d thought I was done with their questions. Two investigators had insinuated they were finished—probably exhausted from hearing the same repetitive answers from four primary witnesses: Tomlinson, me, Darius Talas and Umeko Tao-Lien. And an unlikely fifth had, apparently, corroborated some of what we claimed: the billionaire widow, Sakura Lien. Then the woman had vanished at the first opportunity rather than risk more questioning—Switzerland, some said, although I now knew for a fact it was not true.

As Umeko had pointed out, Europe would have been a wiser choice than China, where, tannin beauty or not, Sakura might have been shot or beaten to death for murdering one of the country’s most illustrious (and cruelest) businessmen.

When I got to the kitchen, though, I was relieved to discover it wasn’t another cop who had clanged the bell.

“Tomlinson,” the lady told me as she hurried past to get into her clothes. “Why don’t you just adopt him and be done with it?”

“He won’t answer to a dog whistle, and they don’t make shock collars his size,” I replied, not surprised by her attitude. The lady had been smitten by my pal not so long ago. But then he had gotten stoned or drunk, or both, and had slipped his hand down her bikini on the pretense of helping her up onto a surfboard. It was outrageous, she thought, for a guy to hit on a girl his best friend had brought to the beach.

I liked that about her; the memory had spurred my fingers to action when they’d hesitated over her bra snap. Loyalty should not require a shock collar.

It is something I have stopped reminding Tomlinson about. He had remained outside, standing on the boardwalk, waiting for me to appear. Rather than opening the door, though, I called through the screen, “What now?”

Instead of answering, he pointed at his watch, then at the setting sun, as if I was late for some appointment. Finally, he yelled, “Later than nine-thirty and we might miss something!”

I thought for a moment and then said, “Damn it,” because I’d forgotten that I had agreed to join him on Captiva Island for some mysterious event he had refused to reveal.

Behind me, I felt the woman’s fingertips trace the curvature of my spine, from shoulder to buttocks. “Something wrong?” she said into my ear.

I told her what was wrong. Then stood there like the fool I am and watched the lady’s smile vanish because I did not invite her along. “It’s Tomlinson’s deal,” I added as if that were explanation enough.

“I see,” the lady said, an autumn and vernal chill in her voice. “Well, when you and Huck Finn get off the river, make sure and give me a call.”

Then, for the second time in two months, I watched my handsome, curvaceous biologist friend, Emily Marston, march down the stilthouse steps and out of my life.

For three weeks, Tomlinson had barely said a word to me. He had smoked and moped and stewed to salve his scars, the lone exception being the day he had staggered to the beach, whistling Buffett songs, and tried to play grab ass with Emily.

Not that he didn’t stop by the lab. On days he didn’t disappear in No Más, he visited regularly. Which also irritated the lady because he’d dragged his guilt—or whatever the hell was burdening him—inside my home like a silent weight.

On this hot July night, though, he was suddenly chatty for reasons I had yet to discover. And even more irritating than usual. As I drove my pickup west on San-Cap Road, past ball-diamond lights, Bowman’s Beach, then over the bridge onto Captiva, he was lecturing me on romance and my romantic failings.

I wasn’t in the best of moods to begin with. Now the man risked crossing a dangerous line.

He was telling me, “The reason you choose women schooled in the sciences is because they feel obligated to at least pretend sex can be recreational. Like it has no more importance than two primates playing drop the soap. Which can be a healthy attitude, if you actually believe it. But they don’t. So they’re torn between what they think and what they want to believe—just like you. No wonder your love life is so messed up. You’re screwing yourself by screwing yourself.”

The man paused, looked over his shoulder to check for cops, then popped open a fresh Corona. “See what I’m going for here?”

My truck’s an old Chevy, white on turquoise, not built like the trucks of today. My hands were gripping the steering wheel so tightly, I realized, the plastic hoop was bending.

I said, “You’re going for another black eye? I’d suggest something I’d enjoy even more, but I don’t want to visit you in the hospital another goddamn time and listen to the goddamn nurses tell me how lovable you are while they jockey for the honor of wiping your ass.”

That caused the man to tilt his head back and laugh, snort, laugh again, then whack me on the shoulder. “That’s so… Fordian. You can say stuff like that and not even crack a smile—a lot of people wouldn’t know you’re joking.” He cleared his throat. “No, but seriously, Doc. The reason I—”

I interrupted, “Tomlinson, why are we on Captiva? You still haven’t told me. Why are we going to South Seas Plantation? And why the hell did you make me bring this?” I picked up the TAM thermal unit and slapped it on the seat beside me. “I gave up a fun night with a smart, fun lady—a lady with morals, by the way, which is probably why you don’t approve. So, at least have the courtesy to explain why I shouldn’t dump your irritating hippie ass at the pool bar right now.”

Tomlinson had been looking at the lighted ’TWEEN WATERS INN sign as we passed. “Whoa,” he said, turning to face me. “That was eerie. You totally read my mind. At the very moment you said it, I was thinking, ‘Pool bar at ’Tweenies. Stop for a beverage on the way home.’ Weird, huh?” The man smiled, maybe to let me know he was playing his stoned-hipster role, maybe not.

I pressed, “South Seas Resort is where the Dragon Woman has been hiding out, isn’t it? That’s why you won’t tell me.”

It was a question I had never asked even though I suspected that Sakura had spent a night or two aboard No Más. The man knew too many details about her testimony for there not to be an intimate connection.

Still smiling, he shook his head, but then the smile faded. “I finally figured out what happened that night. The night the dude from Iran was shot. Armanie.”

It had been three weeks, but I still didn’t feel confortable discussing the subject in more than a vague way. “Yeah. Someone shot Armanie, then someone lied to protect a woman—a murderess, likely—probably in the hopes you’d get her clothes off down the road.”

Slowly, a smile reappeared, but it was his serious smile. “With you, Doc, the fastest way to convince you of the truth is to make all the data available. Let your eyes communicate the results directly to your brain. So that’s what we’re going to do. Tonight, the Psychiatric Practitioners of Minnesota are having a cocktail party at the pool by the T-dock. It’s the first night of their annual convention. Bring this with you”—he tapped the thermal monocular—“and we’ll both relive what really happened that night.”

“Psychiatrists,” I said, trying to understand.

“And behavioral scientists, psychologists. Some of the best in the world. Plus their husbands and wives, of course. Mostly wealthy, not that I would care, normally, but it can be an indicator of clinical success.”

“You mean, relive it clinically,” I said, and was suddenly no longer irked with my old friend. In fact, I was touched because I finally understood what he had in mind. The man felt so ashamed of what he’d done that chaotic night, he wanted me to experience, with a physician’s help, what had driven him to pull the trigger.

Tomlinson stared at me for a moment and then started to laugh.

I said, “What?” totally confused.

He replied, “You’ll see.”

The temptation was to boot the man out of the car and call Emily to beg forgiveness. Instead, I concentrated on my driving.

South Seas Plantation, at the northern tip of Captiva Island, is one of Florida’s historic treasures. Almost five hundred acres of tropic theater that, over the years, has provided luxuriant solitude to luminaries from around the world. The resort is isolated by water on three sides and a security gate to the south. We were a mile past the gate, almost in sight of the Plantation House and swimming pool cabanas, before Tomlinson got control of himself.

He sat back in his seat and said, “Doc, you are so totally overthinking this! We’re not going to a hotshot pool party to be analyzed by a group of”—he stopped to reorganize his thoughts, or to swallow a spasm of laughter, then tried again—“Don’t think of it in terms of shrinks from Minneapolis. Keep it basic. Here’s the way I filed it when I heard they were meeting: blond lady doctors with really nice tits. Simple, see? Real or fake, who cares? It shows their hearts are in the right place. Most of the wives are Scandinavian stock, too, so we’re going to see some of the Gopher State’s finest.” He pointed to a parking area. “I scoped it out last night. From that row of trees, you can see the pool.”

Two minutes later, we were standing behind a screen of cabanas and young coconut palms. On the other side, a steel drum band played while forty or fifty people milled around a pool of luminous jade, drinks in hand. Most wore shorts and tropical shirts, but several women were in swimsuits and wraps. And near the pool steps, a covey of five blondes were chatting away waist-deep in water.

“Okay,” I said. “Now what?”

Tomlinson pressed the thermal monocular into my hand. “Take a look at the ladies through this.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Are you insane? I’m not some damn Peeping Tom—”

“Doc,” my pal said, “I wouldn’t ask you to do it if it wasn’t important.”

I started to argue, but he interrupted, “You were wrong about Sakura staying here—but she did spend two nights on my boat. That’s how I figured out why you saw what you saw that night. Until then, I was pretty down, man—offended—because you immediately assumed the worst. You’ve got reasons not to trust me, I admit it, but I still wish—” Instead of finishing, he shrugged, then chewed at a strand of his shoulder-length hair.

Shaking my head, I put the monocular to my eye for a few seconds, then said, “Okay, so what am I supposed to be looking for? Sakura?”

“Take a real look,” Tomlinson insisted. “Sakura flew to Spain three days ago, so don’t worry about that. Take a close look, focus the damn thing, and think about the night you saw me shoot Armanie.”

So I used the focus, I fiddled with the contrast, and then, abruptly, my breathing changed because I understood why Tomlinson had brought me here.

To confirm he was right, though, I checked the pool again without the monocular. I saw five women, one with a hibiscus behind her ear, two with particularly gorgeous breasts.

Then I tried the thermal-sensing monocular again and saw three women chatting with what now appeared to be two males, thinly built, each with a warming gloss of long hair.

I turned to Tomlinson, who was nodding but appeared a little sad. “Silicone doesn’t register a heat signature,” I said softly, then cringed at my own obtuseness. “My God—I should have realized. Breast implants! You weren’t protecting Sakura because she saw you shoot Armanie. You were protecting her because she pulled the trigger! Why didn’t you tell me she’d had—”

Tomlinson held up his hand, gazing at all the pretty ladies from Minnesota. “It doesn’t matter now, hermano. Let’s get a drink, pick out a couple of new doctor buddies and take them home to the lab. Maybe after a couple of rums, I’ll explain something I know for sure: the Dragon Woman’s heart definitely is not in the right place.”
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