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			For my support network — my family, friends, and friendly strangers keeping me afloat as I bob along.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Aaron Miles didn’t know that he was going to die today.

			He did know, however, that the information he’d stolen was the most volatile he’d ever delivered. Snatching it from under the noses of Cuban intelligence might be praiseworthy, but Aaron could only care about not getting caught. The first twenty-four hours of espionage operations were the most crucial and the most vulnerable time for spies. He checked his watch.

			“This is it?” his compatriot asked, looking at the sheet of information he’d been given. Aaron didn’t know his name. He didn’t know Aaron’s. It was best that way. 

			“It’s enough,” said Aaron in a low tone, repressing the urge to look over his shoulder. He’d been doing this job long enough to know the best way to get caught was acting suspicious.

			“It’s a single page — where’s the rest?”

			Aaron hunkered down in his booth and gestured for the man to keep quiet. They had elected to meet at the Nostrovia. It was the only retro-Soviet restaurant in Havana and the designated share-point for Russians in his spy network.

			A server walked by. Neither of the agents spoke until she passed.

			“That’s all I could get.”

			The other agent didn’t reply.

			“I’ve been here too long already,” Aaron said quietly. “I have to go.”

			The other agent nodded reluctantly, but there was nothing more to say. Aaron looked out the window to admire Cuba’s pastel buildings, but found his eyes lingering onto others crumbling with their scaffolding exposed to the street. The slums sat next to such beautiful buildings, most split in two so families could live one atop the other. Poverty was no secret here.

			Aaron downed his drink in one go, left American dollar bills for payment, and got up to leave. He watched the other man tuck the delicate paper into a pocket before being satisfied enough to walk out the door.

			The afternoon was hot but Aaron felt a chill. He tucked his hands in his suit jacket pockets and decided on a brisk pace, one not so quick as to bring attention, but not so slow to make him linger.

			He had to get to the American embassy. This last piece of intel had finally fallen into place. He had solved the puzzle. What lay before him was something so destructive, he could hardly believe it existed. Once at the American embassy, he could count his mission as a success, and some of the burden would pass on. He would finally be able to rest easy. 

			He fell into step along the Malecón, the famous and beautiful walkway and seawall that stretched along Havana Cuba’s coast. It passed through the three neighborhoods of Havana and was known as its ‘living room.’ In the evening, the Cubanos would come out to watch the sunset or to drink and dance. Aaron had a feeling that he wouldn’t be enjoying the sunset from the Malecón that evening.

			After a few minutes of wary walking, he stripped his jacket and turned to face the coast, allowing himself to do a discreet one-eighty to make sure he wasn’t being followed. But Aaron’s only company along the Malecón were the fishermen standing on the seawall, and the seagulls screaming to one another. He threw his jacket over his shoulder and walked past two fishermen laughing and untangling themselves from seaweed that had blown over the wall with a crashing wave. He found himself staring at the fishermen. Had he ever been so carefree? He wondered if he’d ever have that luxury again. Another wave crashed over the seawall and the spray of salt grazed him, breaking him from his reverie and urging him onward.

			Although he was in a hurry he had decided not to take a cab from the restaurant. If he were being watched or tailed, surely Cuban counter-intelligence would send their own agent to pick him up in a car, and he would have no way of knowing and no way out. He was left to watch the old nineteen-fifties and sixties cars roll by instead. Cuba seemed to be a land lost in time. America’s embargo on new cars meant that bright and pastel colored Fords, Chevys, Buicks, Dodges, Plymouths, and Studebakers cruised down the modern six-lane highway. Cuba brought in Chinese and Russian cars now, but pride still rested on American oldies which were painstakingly maintained. Off to his left down a dark alley, Aaron could see one of the many ‘cannibalized cars’ left stripped on the curb, its parts taken to make more precious antique cars run. A whole industry had emerged. Cuban locals, who made twenty-five dollars a month could now charge fifty dollars an hour to take foreign tourists for a spin in their vintage car. 

			The Malecón was lined with monuments, each telling a part of the history and culture of Cuba. He walked past them as they sprung up along his route, like beacons leading him toward the embassy. He paused at the monument dedicated to the crew of the USS Maine. It was a long wedge-shaped structure with two tall pillars protruding from the center, all in blinding white marble. He gave himself a second one-eighty look around as he circled the statue.

			“Remember the Maine! To hell with Spain!” Aaron whispered with a chuckle. It was the old adage cried during the Spanish-American war. Americans had sent the USS Maine to Havana Harbor during the Cuban war of independence and she sank. 

			Back when Cubans liked America, he thought.

			To this day many Cubans thought the Americans sank their own ship as an excuse for war.

			Wouldn’t be the last time they did that, Aaron smiled ruefully, and continued on his way.

			Cuba had been the victim of three wrestling superpowers. Each time the island was ‘liberated’ they seemed to find themselves under a new thumb. Spain, America, and the Soviet Union had all treated Cuba as a colony-prize, to be taken and controlled. He was certain that sentiment contributed to what he’d uncovered in the Dirección de Inteligencia. But that would have to wait.

			He was nearly there. As he grew closer to the Vedano neighborhood and the embassy he saw the Hotel Nacional de Cuba looking down on him from Taganana Hill. It was a building that held many secrets. Fidel Castro and Che Guevara had led the defense of Havana during the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis from a series of tunnels and bunkers sprawling under the complex. Aaron hoped they would never be used again.

			He crossed the Plaza de la Dignidad toward the José Martí Anti-Imperialist Platform. The American embassy came into view, obstructed by dozens of flagpoles flying black flags. A gust of wind picked up from the ocean and sent the flags into a frenzy. Aaron looked up at the ominous ripple of flapping fabrics.

			The sound of a silenced pistol shot interrupted his thoughts. 

			Aaron’s eyes grew wide with surprise and then with realization. He brought a hand to the bullet wound in his chest. He hadn’t seen who had shot him. Aaron only had a moment to lay eyes on the embassy before collapsing to his knees, then the ground. His final struggling breath disappeared on the turbulent ocean winds.

			“Filthy American,” the Cuban agent whispered, chewing on a toothpick and tossing it to the ground. The Cuban was dressed as an American tourist. He raised the camera hanging from his neck and snapped a picture of the agent’s body. He looked over his shoulder in the direction of the American embassy and gave the building a dark look before moving away from the scene. He had known Aaron Miles was a spy working in Cuba. But he didn’t know what information the spy was on his way to deliver at the American embassy. That didn’t matter to him. This was only the beginning. 

			He placed a call as he moved.

			“Sí?” came the reply.

			“It is done.”

			“Good. Now we need to talk to the other American.”

			The Cuban grinned. “Barry Bridges. Take care amigo.” He hung up and casually retraced Aaron’s steps along the Malecón.

			The Cuban had gotten one thing wrong. Aaron Miles was a spy, but he wasn’t American. There was no way to learn that now, and it made all the difference.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Barry Bridges lived in the trendy city of Menlo Park seated in Silicon Valley. His mansion was hidden behind a tall hedge and magnolia trees, tended to by a weekly gardener. The living room of his palatial mansion was lavish and pristinely maintained, but Barry didn’t notice. He had a maid but drew the line at having a butler. That would just be snobby. Regardless, he was glad for his privacy at this moment. 

			“This is bullshit!” Barry yelled at the television screen. A too-pretty news anchor was talking about him — spreading bad news about him. With mounting frustration he turned up the volume. 

			“The eyes of the American public are on Barry Bridges’ controversial app Anono and the scrutiny it will be receiving next week,” the anchor-woman continued. “Bridges was called to testify at an upcoming Senate hearing regarding the use of his app. Anono has been implicated in a number of highly publicised cases over recent months. The Federal government has concerns that further threats to the American public could be developing behind the veil of anonymity the app provides.”

			Barry raised a fist. “They said that this story wouldn’t be going public until after the weekend!” 

			“Bridges, who made his name with the popular financial platform E-Buck, has since raised the eyebrows of cybersecurity watchdogs and financiers, after releasing Anono two years ago. As digital security concerns grow, the app's promise of complete anonymity through its chat service has proven attractive for the average consumer. With government and business data-collection at an all-time high, Anono has taken the digital marketplace by storm attracting several high profile investors.” 

			“Uncle Sam can go fuck himself!” Barry cried at the TV. He turned it off and tossed the remote on the couch. “They’re making me sound like a comic book villain!”

			He hadn’t noticed his super-model of a personal assistant (and sometimes lover), Sandy, standing behind him.

			“I told you not to turn on the news. It won't do you any good.”

			“I need to know what they’re saying about me!”

			“They’re saying you’re a comic book villain,” Sandy replied, a wry smile on her lips.

			Barry couldn’t help but grin as he felt his anger ebb away. There was only one person who could talk to him that way and get away with it. And he had to admire the situation for what it was. 

			“Free marketing,” he said to Sandy, her smile widening as she nodded her approval. “I think we should order in tonight.”

			“We ordered in last night,” Sandy said, idly smoothing a crease in her white dress.

			“I know. Take-out is the best. I just want to stay in.”

			“You have to go to Washington to talk to the lawyers.”

			Barry sighed and threw himself onto the couch, slumping into the full-grain leather cushions. “I called it off. I said we’d get together next week.”

			“But the hearing is next week!”

			“Exactly. They’ll have more fire under their asses and it’ll be fresher in my mind.”

			Sandy picked up a tablet sitting on the kitchen table and scrolled through the news feed. The media was having a feeding frenzy, and nothing had even happened yet. She tried to think of something to say to Barry to knock some sense into him. But sense wasn’t something Barry was known for.

			“I know what I need. Another think-retreat.”

			Sandy cringed. “You don’t need another think-retreat. You already had a think-retreat.”

			“No, that was just a retreat.”

			She gave him a sour look.

			“It doesn’t count.” He hopped up off the couch and gasped. “I’m going surfing.” 

			Sandy blinked and put down the tablet. “You’re not going surfing.”

			Barry rushed toward her and kissed her on the nose. “I’m going surfing. For a think-retreat.”

			“Out of all the times to be going surfing-”

			“Think-retreat.”

			“…okay, of all the times to be going on a think-retreat, this is not it.”

			“Why not?” Barry asked, moving to the staircase and bounding up two steps at a time. “Besides the lawyers!” he called. 

			“Nicaragua?”

			“Best surfing in the world!” came a muffled reply.

			Sandy rolled her eyes and grabbed the tablet again, idly pulling up articles while she made her way up the stairs. “There’s a travel advisory!”

			“It’s Latin America, everywhere is a travel advisory!”

			“Barry…” she found him in the master bedroom, tossing random articles of clothing into a small suitcase. “The country’s unstable. There’s unrest and kidnapping — government sponsored death squads for God’s sake!”

			“Hey, I’ve been there before.”

			“That doesn’t make it any better.”

			“Which bathing suit?” Barry asked, holding two identically bright orange bathing suits up to his chest. 

			But Sandy wasn’t done reading article headlines from her tablet and rattling off her concerns. “The students are blocking the roads from the airport. You’ll never make the beach! Once they find out who you are, you’ll be ripe for kidnapping by both sides.”

			“Both,” Barry said, tossing both bathing suits in the suitcase. “Good call.” He pulled out his cellphone and placed a call to his valet while scouring the closet. “Bring the car around. Airport. Oh and get me a ticket. Liberia, Costa Rica.” He hung up, then turned to see Sandy pouting in the doorway. “Aw, come on. I’m flying into Costa Rica so that solves the airport issue. Cross the border at Peñas Blancas.” He ran past her with the suitcase before she could protest. His surfboard was in the garage.

			Sandy was waiting at the front door when he emerged again. He had that boyish grin and moviestar hair she noticed when they first met years ago on a private island, at a party that was a bit too wild and when she was a bit too young. The memory brought her conflicted feelings that she quickly shook away.

			The valet had already pulled the car up out front. Sandy blocked the door. “What’s the password?” she asked.

			Barry leaned his surfboard against the stair so he could grab her by the hips and give her a passionate goodbye kiss. They parted slowly and he tucked the surfboard back under his arm.

			“The weekend,” he said, opening the door.

			“Alright. The weekend.”

			Barry ran out the front door like an excited schoolboy catching the bus. Sandy waved and closed the door. She leaned against the wall and sighed, then moved to the kitchen and found herself a bottle of wine. She poured two tall glasses, pulled out her phone, and texted her lover to come over as soon as he could.

			A couple of disappointing hours and half a bottle of wine later, there was a knock at the door. Sandy reapplied lipstick in front of the mirror to cover the wine stains (why did she decide on red wine?) and fixed her hair before opening the door.

			She was surprised to find it wasn’t her date.

			“Hello?” she said.

			“Hi — sorry to bother you,” said the man at the door. He had a Spanish accent and a face she didn’t recognize. “Is Barry home?”

			“No,” she said, far more aggressively than she meant. “No, he left a little while ago.”

			“Oh, where did he go?”

			“He…” Sandy trailed off. Something wasn’t right here. Maybe it was the wine, or maybe it was the paranoia of sneaking behind Barry’s back, but Sandy didn’t like this man standing on her doorstep asking where her idiot of a boss was. “That’s none of your business.”

			The man gave her a dark look and Sandy felt fear rise in her chest. Maybe he was a private investigator or hungry journalist. She began to close the door quickly but the man slammed a strong hand on the wood and pushed his way inside.

			“No!” she yelled. “Get out!”

			The man closed the door behind him with a kick of his foot. Sandy swung a punch but the man caught her by the wrist. As she struggled against his grip, the man reached to his belt and drew a pistol with his free hand. The move was smooth and practiced.

			“I asked you a question,” he said, pressing the barrel of the gun against her forehead. “Where did Barry Bridges go?” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			There was a small house in El Gigante that all the villagers knew about. It was a typical Nicaraguan house, if not a little bigger and nicer than what most of the poor locals could afford. It was made of concrete block and sported a tin roof firmly joined to the walls. This sort of common roofing allowed air to circulate in the house but would also prevent high winds or hurricanes from blowing it right off. These natural threats were not uncommon in Nicaragua, along with vicious bugs and unrelenting heat, even if El Gigante was beside the coast. The luxury of a fan had been installed in the ceiling of the sitting area — the largest of three rooms in the house, the others being a cramped kitchen and a utilitarian bedroom — and the temperature remained cool. Mosquito netting hung from the ceiling shielded the bed from the night's attackers, and a backup generator ensured electricity through Nicaragua's constant power outages.

			All the locals knew about this house, because their most interesting neighbor lived there. It was no secret. The resident was as much a part of El Gigante as the bugs were.

			It was where the American gringo lived.

			The American's name was John Carpenter.

			He'd be quick to remind you that he was only half American, born on the Canadian east-coast before getting dual-citizenship, but these half-hearted attempts often fell on deaf ears.

			“East-coast, west-coast, what does the difference matter? They are both coasts. Both have water,” said Kervin. 

			John grunted. Of course there was a difference. He opened his mouth to object, but then the fisherman dug in his heels.

			“Just like America and Canada. Same country. Both America. You are both because they are the same.”

			John tried to respond again, but their small, wooden fishing boat hit a swell and buffeted, causing John and the other fishermen aboard the small vessel to stagger. Kervin was a cousin of the captain (really just the man who owned the boat), and had immediately taken a certain shine to him. John helped with the nets and fishing a few times a week, and in return Kervin made sure to tease the gringo.

			John steadied himself, then turned back to the petulant fisherman. Kervin was grinning back at him, clearly pleased with himself at having found a chink in John's armor. Most of the villagers and fishermen knew John by his stoic personality and invulnerability to insult.

			So John grinned back. “And there is no difference between Nicaraguans and the Ticos. I am glad we agree.”

			It was the other man's turn to scowl, his face screwed up in a comically angry expression. 'Ticos' was slang for Costa Ricans, and Nicaraguans never liked how their neighbors looked down on them. Every country had their rivalries.

			“Now you wait-” Kervin started.

			“Habla suficiente!” the captain called. “Enough talk!” They dipped and crested a particularly large wave. Seawater splashed across the deck and John turned away as it slammed into his back. When he turned back around, he saw Kervin had taken it full in the face and stumbled, slipping to the floor.

			John stepped over to the fallen man and offered his hand. The man took it sheepishly and he got back to his feet. He slapped John hard on the back.

			“As long as we aren't vómito Tomito, eh?” the man said with another wry smile, jerking a thumb over his shoulder.

			On the other end of the boat, one of the other fishermen was throwing up and holding his forehead, groaning in between heaves.

			John gave the man's sleeve a tug. “Come on, let's get working on these nets. We'll need more fish to make up for what our friend can't keep down.”

			The other man laughed at that and followed John, getting down to work.

			By the time the boat came back with its haul, the rest of El Gigante and its neighboring villages were waking up to join the early risers. There was no harbor or place to lock up the boat — just a spot on the beach where the boat rested until it went out the next day.

			“Juan,” the captain called to John. John was knee-deep in the water, helping to safely beach the boat.

			The captain leaped off the edge and made a small splash as he joined the other fishermen in the water. He was holding a large red fish with a strong grip on the tail. It was the length of his forearm and width of his hand.

			“Juan, for you,” the captain said, holding it out to John.

			He never called John by his English name, no matter how many times he was corrected.

			John frowned and pointed at the boat. “Not the mahi-mahi? And I worked so hard.”

			The captain was taken aback for the split second before he realized John was joking. He wagged his finger at John as he accepted the red snapper. It was even heavier than it looked.

			“Mi mujer gets the mahi-mahi,” the captain said. They both laughed as John left for the village. He was sure the captain's wife would be a happy woman today.

			When John first started fishing with the locals, they were concerned they would have to pay him. They didn't have money, at least not enough to be paying a gringo properly for their labor. But John didn't expect payment. He made more money than he knew what to do with. He didn't live a lavish lifestyle and didn't want to. He wanted to help the locals. He wanted to be one of them, as much as that was possible for a gringo. A fat fish once in a while didn't hurt either.

			As he hit the dirt road on the way into town, a long train of cattle made their way toward him. He shuffled off to the side to let them pass. Unattended, single file, they slowly loped toward their pasture. He patted the last one on the rump and received a swish of a tail in return. He'd see the cows returning in the early evening, as he did everyday. The neighborhood dogs would be out then, barking and snapping playfully at the cows who turned in the wrong direction until they got their bearings and proceeded to head home.

			John slung the fish across his back and made his way past the other villagers going about their day, surveying the shopkeepers and the friendly calls and conversation of the people slowly milling about. A pair of old women were yelling at someone down the street who was evidently a poorly behaved son. An ox-cart with a beautiful chica John always hoped to see rode on by, carrying produce to the local hotels. He gave her a wave, and she waved back. He held up his fish for her to see and she plugged her nose in turn before the ox pulled past.

			With the road clear enough for John to cross, he walked up to his favourite small restaurant, El Pimiento.

			“John, buenos días,” the owner said brightly as she stepped outside to dump a bushel of peppers onto a market stand. She wiped her hands on an apron and eyed the snapper in his hands with just a hint of greed.

			John smiled back. “Buenos días, Eileen.” He handed her the fish and she licked her lips.

			“¿Esta noche?” she asked.

			“Tonight,” John repeated in English.

			Eileen gave John a sweetroll before they parted. He ate it on his way back home, performed a rigorous workout, then washed the smell of fish off his hands and shaved. Once finished he retrieved one of the most expensive things he owned before leaving the house.

			He carried the surfboard gingerly under his arm, hitting the dusty road at a jog in his bare feet. He kept his eyes on the ground, dodging the small piles of feces dotting the path from howler monkeys.

			Playa Amarillo was a long wide beach with one end taken up by surfers while the other remained empty. The sand was fine and the wind was harsh. It was no good for sunbathing but it was one of the best places for surfing in the entire world. Tourists and surfing enthusiasts often went out of their way just to come to this particular beach and ride the waves. Nicaragua was a windy country in general, but the wind in southern Nicaragua was very unique. It blew offshore all day and everyday, grooming the waves, making the swells very consistent. John would never admit how much this beach had contributed to him choosing El Gigante for his main place of residence. Surfing was the only time he could truly clear his mind. It was one of the reasons he surfed nearly everyday, those moments of peace on the waves were the secret to his much sought-after stoicism.

			While coming in and out of the waves, John would sometimes talk to other surfers and tourists. He didn't make a habit of it — he didn't particularly like being social — but it was necessary to appear amicable and normal enough, and sometimes it even proved a pleasant experience. Today he met a couple from France who were awful at surfing and gave up quickly, and then he had a brief interaction with a thirty-something American who had clearly surfed more than a few times.

			After spending a little too much time on the beach, John looked up at the rocky cliffs that separated the beach from Playa Colorado. The one mile private beach behind blocked off a gated community where only the rich could afford anything. 

			The winds picked up as they always did in the afternoon and John turned away to shield his eyes from the sand’s assault. He began to work his way up the beach to return home. He was glad he didn’t live in Playa Colorado. 

			He watched his feet on the path as always. Now that early evening crept closer, a howler monkey screeched and was soon joined by a second. John risked a glance up into the trees. One of the monkeys tackled the other, shaking the tree violently before they both scurried up and out of sight into the canopy. He looked back down just in time to dodge and divert his footing from a small pile of feces. Another screech overhead prompted him to move faster.

			After he washed and dressed, John went back to the El Pimiento, and sat at a small table on the street while Eileen brought him a snapper supper of fish tacos and Toña cerveza. He finished eating and sipped at the beer, watching locals head home for the day, and the younger ones begin to get ready for the nightlife. For a moment John thought of how different his own youth had been. Never going out to bars or clubs with girls and friends. The thought of a beautiful woman named Marcela flickered through his mind.

			“¿Qué tal tu día?” Eileen asked, pulling him back to reality and taking his plate. How was your day?

			John didn't know what to say. He was watching the two young men who were taking a table across from him. They each had an AK-47 slung across their back and the one was holding a red and black flag. He rolled it up as the other put his feet up on the table and leaned back in his chair.

			“Hello? Gringo?” Eileen poked John playfully.

			“¡Señorita!” one of the men called.

			Eileen turned around and flinched when she saw the men and their weapons. They were Sandinistas; supporters of the presidential regime. These men probably belonged to a paramilitary group. 

			“¡Sírvanos!” Serve us!

			Eileen looked back at John and he gave a small nod. She put his empty plate back down in front of him. “Lo siento,” she whispered. Sorry.

			John didn’t reply. She rushed over to serve the two men. John watched wordlessly and folded his hands. His right hand had instinctively gone to draw his gun.

			Once he arrived home in the evening he leaned on the door for a moment. Then he retrieved his laptop from his metal safe, sat on the scratchy couch in the living room, and opened the computer. Once loaded, he began a routine sweep and clean on the device, activated a medium level encryption software, and opened a document with a series of repeating templates. John worked for an organization known only to him as ‘the Firm.’ He was sure it was CIA, but this had never been confirmed for him. All he knew was that he worked for American interests. The Firm required John to fill in all the interactions he had in a day. What he talked about, with who, and at what times these things had occurred, no matter how trivial. 

			He stared at the forms in front of him, the screen casting a soft glow in the fading evening light. Sighing, he took the laptop off his legs and placed it on the small coffee table in front of him, next to a stale mug of coffee from earlier that morning. He picked up the mug, dumped the contents in the kitchen sink, and looked out the window.

			The sun was setting on another idyllic evening in Nicaragua. He watched the beautiful ball of fire fall into the horizon, eyes lingering a while after, hands resting on either side of the counter. Grudgingly, he moved back to the couch and opened up the laptop again.

			He stared at the forms, clicking through the different profiles. They were extensive. Absurdly detailed. Asking physical things like height and eye color, but also including lines and boxes for recording conversation.

			He hesitated. None of his neighbors were spies. None of the locals here were insurgents. He didn't need to fill out paperwork and have the spooks in Washington run the names and occupations and facial recognition data to determine these things. But he also knew this wasn't about the locals. Not really. It was about him. It was a way to keep tabs on him. Keep him in place. Make sure he knew he was always on the clock. Even while he relaxed, he was always working.

			He thought of all the people he had interacted with — Kervin and the other fishermen, Eileen, a few surfers, and the Sandinistas. He mentally walked through his entire day from the beginning, making sure to remember the smallest interactions, even waving to the chica on the ox cart.

			Then he got to work, starting with Kervin from that morning. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The neighbor's roosters started to crow at four-thirty in the morning. Their calls pierced the air like whining, petulant children. The cows started their mooing an hour later.

			Despite the early hour, John liked the wake up call. He was an early riser by nature and it kept him from lazing about. It was part of his routine, which he craved.

			John met up with the fishermen down at the beach before the sun was properly risen. He greeted them and got to work on fixing some netting when he was told they weren't going out today. The boat usually went out a few times a week, but not always. There was still plenty of other work to do to keep him occupied. He knew this from some of his earliest jobs as a teenager in Newfoundland. 'A lot of fishing isn't fishing,' his old boss used to say. He was a big-time lobster-hauler and had taken John under his wing for a summer job. It was one of the reasons John was so eager to help the fishermen here in Nicaragua. It was natural, and what was natural was like home.

			After the nets were finished and Kervin had depleted his reserve of inappropriate jokes, John made his way back home to work out and get a bite to eat. There was no gym in El Gigante and he had no weights or training equipment, but John had learned years ago how to exercise anywhere. He lifted heavy jugs of water, planked on the floor, and ran along the cliffs before the air grew too sticky.

			Although he ate out much more than any of the locals could afford, he still managed to do some cooking here and there. He broke out the eggs, cheese, and sweet plantains and cooked himself a small feast. All the ingredients were fresh thanks to the kindness of his neighbors. They always kept John well-supplied and he tried to do what he could to give back.

			A knock at the door surprised him. He wiped his hands in a towel and moved toward the door. There was a small concealed peephole in the wood. When he saw who it was, he opened it.

			“Señor Carpenter,” the man said.

			It was the village priest, Padre Castillo. He greeted John warmly and extended his hand. John took it and the priest shook it with both of his own.

			“Padre Castillo,” John replied. “Que agradable sorpresa.” What a pleasant surprise.

			The priest smiled. He began a long conversation about the church that John attended every Sunday. Months ago one of the church’s walls had collapsed from disrepair. John had helped with the repairs and had discreetly donated a tidy sum of money. They had been worshiping outside on the cliffs for safety in the meantime. The change in location offered a unique and pleasant experience, but it wasn’t without its challenges. The priest wanted to be the first to inform John that all the repairs had been completed.

			“Ahora es tiempo de regresar a nuestra casa,” Padre Castillo said. Now it is time to return to our home.

			The priest produced a plate of roast pork he had hidden beside the doorway, neatly carved and piled high. John's eyes grew wide and he managed a genuine smile.

			He accepted the plate in one hand, the towel still in the other.

			“It is heavy,” Castillo said, “use both hands.”

			“I have it,” John said. “Gracias.”

			The priest beamed at John and the food for a moment and then was on his way.

			John struggled to balance the heavy plate but managed to get it onto the counter without too much trouble. He sampled a piece before closing the door.

			Then he unwrapped the towel which had been concealing the knife in his other hand. He hung the towel back up in the kitchen. He looked at the knife for a moment, then returned his attention to the pork, slicing another piece to eat.

			John sat on his front porch with a coffee before the morning was over, sipping the strong roast and mulling over his thoughts. Hogs roamed freely before him in his front yard, snorting at one another and rooting through the grass and dirt with their stumpy noses. Chickens and goats soon followed, making John think idly about how his mother would hate this dirty menagerie, and probably try to chase the animals away with a broom. John doubted any of them would budge if she tried. This was part of their routine, just as it was part of John's.

			Every morning while watching the animals make a mess of his yard, John would think about his friend Brian, killed in action almost two months ago. He would think about the last time he spoke to him in Washington — the last time John had been in America — and the things Brian had been trying to tell him. Brian had caught wind of something very wrong happening in the brass of their employers. None of the operatives knew precisely who employed them. 

			It was hard to follow leads back to a source that wasn’t supposed to exist. John knew something dirty was happening, but there was little he could do about it.

			So he stewed in his thoughts. John rarely showed real emotion — some of the navy shrinks back in the day had expressed this as one of John's greatest areas of weakness and most necessary area needed for growth — but he could sit with his thoughts and pick them apart well enough. That was good enough for him. He might be sad that Brian was gone, and he might be angry that Brian was thrown away as a pawn in a needless game of geo-political chess, but those feelings didn't accomplish anything.

			Manipulation was part of the game. He wondered how many other operatives like him had been through something similar. An op gone wrong, bad intel leading to someone's death, a cover-up and indifference from faceless handlers.

			John wasn’t without his own assets.

			The first was a recording of Antiguan cartel leader Pablo Puentes confessing and revealing that he tried to shut down the operation of a sex trafficking ring only to have a mysterious American figure threaten him. John had been privy to the information because he was the one interrogating Puentes. But when he went to deliver the recording to his handler, he was told not to send it but play it for him. He was also warned not to send it to anyone else even if they had authorization. Clearly his handler didn’t want anyone else knowing the dirt and didn’t want a paper trail. So John played the recording, passing on the information — but he hadn't deleted the recording as ordered.

			In the grand scheme of things, the recording wasn't a smoking gun. It was more like a drop of blood or fingerprint at a crime scene that couldn't be identified. It only confirmed what Brian had said — something dirty was happening in the background.

			John was keeping something much more contentious in his back pocket.

			In order to dig up dirt on the Puentes family and spur their tension into a self-destructive distraction, John and his partner Marcela had copied all the data off a laptop containing damning details of cartel activity. While they had only used this to set a single small bolt loose in the family's machine — a will skipping over the family's son and diverting power and funds to the de facto patriarch instead — there was an entire trove of data that had been swiped. Anything that had gone through that laptop, whether that be an email, a web search, financials, or files, anything at all was snatched up through a handy piece of Blackthorne tech called a 'wig. The 'wig was supposed to have been disposed of.

			John kept it in a waterproof pouch strapped around his waist. Its familiar weight was there at all times.

			Every night since he had left Marcela and Pablito in Antigua, and arrived back at his residence in Nicaragua, John would work late into the night, combing through the massive pile of data. It was tedious work, made more difficult from not knowing where to look or even what exactly he was looking for, but John had nothing but time.

			His watch beeped. He pushed the stop button to end his alarm and downed his coffee, hoping the caffeine would be enough to get him through the afternoon. Late nights and early mornings had begun taking their toll. His porch contemplations were increasingly fatiguing for his mental state. His watch alarm was sometimes the only thing reminding him to carry on with the day.

			John allowed himself one more minute which turned into five, then retrieved his surfboard.

			His mind cleared as he raced the swells. He may have been a skilled surfer, but one huge wave had taken him before he had hopped the board, and he tumbled headfirst into the water. The water dragged him a ways off course before he surfaced, leaving him looking for where his board had gone off to.

			A young man back on the sand waved to John. He wasn't Nicaraguan, probably not even Latin American. John shaded his eyes and saw that it was the American tourist he had run into on the beach the other day. He had picked up John's board and was calling to him, pointing at it.

			“I got it amigo!”

			John grunted. The man's accent was atrocious. He half-swam/half-trudged through the water until he could wade through the shallows and meet the man on the beach.

			The man grinned with artificially white and straightened teeth. He probably had some expensive braces as a kid. John couldn't help but feel uncomfortable with the man holding his surfboard, but didn't show it. He seemed nice enough.

			“Thanks,” John said, reaching for it.

			“¡ Gracias!” the man said, passing it over. “You have to say gracias!”

			“Pardon?” John asked. He tucked the board under his arm and wiped water from his face. His nose was uncomfortably clogged but he wasn't about to snort in front of this stranger.

			“You mean to say, gracias!” the man said cheerfully, talking loudly over the whipping winds. “We're in Nicaragua! You've got to speak the language, man!”

			John assessed the man for a moment. He was physically fit but not strong, a little too handsome looking, and couldn’t have exemplified American boisterous ignorance better if he'd been playing a part in a satire. John could tell the man's bright orange swimming trunks were from an abhorrently expensive brand, and his sandals may have cost more than his flight from wherever he had come from in the United States.

			John held back a scowl, and mentally willed himself to keep back the half-dozen choice Spanish phrases that had risen at the back of his mind.

			“I'll keep that in mind,” he said instead. A second later he added, “Gracias.”

			The idiot man beamed. “Name’s Barry Bridges. You might’ve heard of me.”

			John didn’t reply.

			“Alright. See ya amigo!”

			Barry picked up his own board that was standing upright in the stand next to him and dashed into the water.

			John watched the man as he splashed around. It was a little earlier than he normally finished surfing, but he decided it was time to go.

			John would usually want to sit and eat a quick but proper lunch but he spotted some students playing baseball farther down the beach. He decided on some street food and picked up a repocheta de queso, which was similar to a quesadilla. He ate as he walked down the beach and joined the students on the sideline. He greeted them warmly and they waved back, although a few were too busy and focused on the game to give him a proper hello. John took no
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