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	Courage doesn't always roar.

	Sometimes courage is the quiet voice at the end of the day saying,

	“I will try again tomorrow.”

	 

	—Mary Anne Radmacher
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	Oualichi, known today as St. Martin

	November 11, 1493

	 

	Small, bright-colored birds, some with ornate plumage, chittered and peeped as they flitted from branch to branch in search of berries and tiny insects. Larger birds screeched and squawked in the higher branches, and off in the distance, waves could be heard washing up on a sandy beach. They were pleasant and familiar morning sounds to anyone who lived among them.

	The night was over. Macuya’s tormenting vision was gone.

	The morning sounds awakened him, and he’d lain in bed trying to figure out what the vision meant. Finally, he sat up, looking out through the doorway, as if expecting his vision to appear again.

	There were no predators on the island, so there was no need for a door. The house was round and sturdily built, with low, outside walls made of logs and poles anchored deep in the ground, and a high, conical thatched roof constructed of palm fronds woven together with sturdy, fibrous rope made by several women of the village. The roof was open in the center to let smoke escape from the cook fire.

	It was just becoming light outside—the soft, gray dawn of a new day. Besides the birds, Macuya could hear children already at play and men working. He stretched his arms over his head and yawned.

	Macuya was the village kasike, accepting the title from his father, who had died a year earlier after a terrible fall. His grandfather had been kasike before that. The duties of the village kasike were mostly symbolic, leading the people in ceremonies to appease the zemis in times of famine or other disasters. Aside from that, he led an uncomplicated life.

	His wife Yuiza lay beside him, still asleep, their baby suckling her as he also slept. The baby had been sick and had cried much of the night, with both parents fawning over the boy child, afraid for the worst.

	Rising quietly, Macuya went outside to relieve his bladder, then retrieved his guaiuko from inside and fitted it around his waist. He was planning to go to the cliffs to spear the fish that accumulated in the pools around the rocks, and he would need the protection the rough fabric provided, even if it was uncomfortable against his manhood.

	“Where are you going?” Yuiza asked, rising slightly and holding the child to her breast.

	“To get fish from the pools,” he replied. “The early light is best. No shadow is cast on the water. How is he?”

	Yuiza stroked the baby’s head with her free hand. “Better, I think. His breathing is becoming normal.”

	“That is good,” Macuya said, relief in his voice. “I will be back before Guey is high overhead. You rest.”

	“He kept you awake also,” Yuiza said, her dark, knowing eyes searching his.

	The infant was their second. A girl child had been born to them, but she had died before the night spirit, Karaya, had become full-faced a second time. The boy child had been a gift to them from the fertility goddess, Ata Bey, and Macuya and his wife were again happy when he was born.

	“Yes,” he said, smiling back at her. “But the child does not suckle from my breast. I will be fine.”

	“You had the vision again,” she said, gently laying the baby beside her and rising from their bed.

	Macuya turned and stared through the open doorway. “Yes, it was very vivid.”

	“Was it the same as before?”

	For several of Karaya’s nightly cycles, Macuya had been visited in his sleep by some dark figure, warning him of impending doom. Just what it was, the vision didn’t tell him. But this morning, just like many others, he’d awakened feeling something terrible was about to happen.

	He turned, gathered up his fishing spear, and made his way through the village, toward the mountains that still blocked Guey’s light. Other men of the village greeted him and more than one were also carrying fishing spears and traps. 

	The people of Oualichi lived mostly on fish and cassava root. They also grew maize, groundnuts, and yams, but fish and cassava were their main staple. The harvest had been plentiful, and the fishing was always good.

	When he and two other men arrived at the tidal pools beneath the cliffs, they split up randomly, as their fathers had taught them, and their fathers before them. Whatever the men caught would be cooked by the women of the village and eaten by everyone, or dried and stored for later. Each fisherman had his favorite place and method. Some set traps and retrieved them each morning, others went out in boats, luring larger fish to the surface and spearing them with long, weighted poles. Macuya and the men he was fishing with, like their fathers before them, preferred stalking along the rocks with shorter spears.

	Macuya held his ready, arm cocked, holding the spear close to his ear as he slowly waded toward the rocks, under which he knew fish would be hiding. Sure enough, as he moved closer, a large fish came out to see what the two stalk-like things were that were moving toward his lair.

	With lightning-fast reflexes, Macuya thrust his spear before the fish could move to either dart away or hide deeper under the rock. He pinned the great fish to the bottom as it thrashed in the shallow water. Once it was still, Macuya grabbed it by the gills and, keeping the spear embedded in the side of the fish’s head, lifted it out of the water and splashed back to shore.

	“What is that?” Guamá, one of the village elders asked.

	Macuya tossed his catch on the beach, then turned to look where his friend was pointing.

	His eyes went wide and his mouth fell open. On the horizon, silhouetted by Guey and the bright sky, were a large number of sailing canoas, but they were much larger than any Macuya had ever seen, with many billowing sails. The tops of the masts were decorated with long, colorful strips that fluttered in the light hurican. The front and rear of each were built much higher than in the middle.

	Macuya instinctively moved toward the safety and concealment of the rocks, calling the other two men to do the same. As the great canoas drew closer, Macuya climbed the rocks for a better view.

	“I have never seen such large canoas,” he said to the two men below him.

	He could see men moving about, their bodies covered from head to toe in dazzling costumes. They gathered to one side of each of the great canoas, pointing toward the island. The massive vessels even dwarfed the large piragua the village had built from a single massive log when Macuya was a boy. It was owned collectively by all the villagers, and still used as the villager’s primary means of trading with other lands.

	“What are they?” Yuquibo asked.

	He was younger and had yet to travel away from the island with the trading piragua.

	Macuya counted the ships. When he’d counted all pólu fingers on both his hands, he started again, mumbling under his breath, “Pólu-hek, pólu-ká, pólu-kún, pólu-kóbix, pólu-kóbre, pólu-piruá, pólu-akarát.”

	“Are you sure?” Guamá asked.

	Being one of the village elders, Guamá was one of the few who was permitted to question what Macuya said. He respected the man and had learned much from him, as well as from his own father.

	“Yes,” he replied, as he continued to watch, the feeling of impending doom so strong in the pit of his stomach he could almost taste it.

	“That is more than all our canoas together.”

	Macuya didn’t need Guamá to tell him that. The village barely had pólu canoas they could put in the water at any one time. The Taino people of Oualichi were mostly planters and coastal fishermen, so rarely strayed far in their small boats. From the high mountains, a desolate island could be seen far in the distance. He’d visited it once, but it was too rocky and had no drinking water. Only those who went out with the trading piragua had ventured any farther.

	“Who do you think they are?” Yuquibo asked, when Macuya dropped to the sand beside them.

	“I do not know,” he said quietly, then looked toward Guamá.

	The older man looked up at him. “It is they,” he said. “Do you remember when Guey was at its lowest point in the sky during the last purification?”

	“Do you mean the trading canoa that came, and the men spoke of a terrible massacre?”

	“They called themselves spah-nish,” the elder said. “They killed men and boys and took many slaves and wives.”

	“They are stopping!” Yuquibo said, taking several steps into the water.

	Macuya looked out through the gap in the rocks. The giant piraguas were lowering their sails, except one. The lone vessel came closer as the three men watched, safely concealed by the surrounding cliffs.

	“We should warn the others,” Guamá said.

	“Yes,” Macuya agreed. “Go to the village and warn the people. Yuquibo, go down to where the canoas are kept on the shore and call the men in. I will watch these strangers from the shore and move toward the village.”

	Guamá nodded. “I will have all the men meet at the cove with the fishermen.”

	Macuya stopped him as he turned to go. “Tell the men to bring their bows and spears, Guamá.”

	Once the two men left, Macuya crossed the shallow pool, then climbed over the rocks that held the water and fish in after the tide receded. From there, he could see the great piraguas. One was moving closer to the coast, so he did his best to conceal himself from them.

	Fortunately, there were many large rocks along the coast, often forcing him into the water to go around them. So, he was able to watch the visitors from safety the whole time. Only the coves on the side of the island where Guey disappeared had long stretches of soft sand.

	Macuya moved slowly, keeping an eye on the thing with the colorful sails. The others were too far away to discern much detail, but he could easily see the men on the nearer one as it came closer. When it finally turned, it was close enough for Macuya to see the men’s faces, many covered with frightening-looking hair.

	He let the sailing piragua get ahead of him before he came out of his hiding place to race across the sand to the next rock. If he’d had his bow with him, the hairy-faced men would be within range. But he’d never killed anything more than fish and an occasional bird. He wasn’t sure if he could.

	Finally, as it neared the long point that protected their cove from storms, the closer piragua turned and began sailing toward the others. As it neared them, they too began raising their sails to catch the hurican.

	Macuya was able to move faster as they sailed away and quickly reached the trail that led across the rocky point and down to the cove where his village was. From the top of the jagged promontory, he paused and watched the large sails grow smaller and smaller, as the hairy strangers continued away from his island.

	He decided they were the danger that the spirits had been trying to tell him about. If each piragua had as many men on them as he’d seen on the one that came close, then they would outnumber his entire village many times over. 

	Macuya knew nothing of where the hairy strangers had come from, but just from their numbers and the size of their vessels, they came from a land with far more people than were in all of the islands.

	The men were gathered at the edge of the water, fishing canoas pulled up on the sand. Guamá and another elder came toward him.

	“We saw them leave,” Guamá said. “The danger is over.”

	“For now,” Macuya said, wading out into the water with his spear. “But I fear they will return. And I also fear that there are more of them than there are stars in the sky.”
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	Marigot, St. Martin

	November 6, 2022

	 

	The back office of Billy Pearce’s church was not a sacred place, but it looked like one. All the religious trappings were there—crosses, candles, leftover sacramental wine in an old water bottle, weeks-old eucharist in a zip lock, a framed picture of The Virgin and her baby Jesus on the wall.

	There was even a picture of His Holiness Pope Francis, but Billy’s church was not Catholic as far as Shara Bradley was aware. She’d once asked him about that Pope picture, and he’d shrugged and said he was a good dude, so why not have his picture back here?

	Seemed a fair argument to make.

	Shara looked from the Pope’s picture—the one where he was against a slightly-clouded, pure-blue sky, giving a wide, open-mouthed smile, and waving at all the good Catholics of the world, and probably even a few heretical onlookers, while he rolled by in his clear-sided, bulletproof car—to Billy.

	Billy was a white man. He had eyes the color of bay water and his skin was tanned and crinkled in all the right places, and even if his hair was long and greasy and was slowly, but surely, washing back from the shore of his forehead, Billy still looked good. A lot of women thought so, Shara knew. She’d heard them talk outside of service.

	He might’ve sworn he was thirty, but Billy looked fifteen years older than any thirty-year-old white man she’d ever met. There weren’t a lot, but she’d been stuck in enough hotel rooms at the Mer du Mélasse resort over on the east side of St. Martin doing her homework while Mommy cleaned to know a thirty-year-old white man from a forty-five-year-old one.

	Anyway, it didn’t matter. Billy looked good, he had money and, most importantly, he needed Shara’s help.

	She did his books.

	She was currently doing his books; she sat in front of the desk she’d helped him take from an insurance office that closed five years prior. It wasn’t stealing, exactly–nobody missed the desk. It had been sitting in that empty ruin of an office for years before she gave Billy the idea that they could take it.

	When they finally worked up the nerve to break in and haul the desk home, Billy, always efficient, always looking out for a good bit of something to have, also noticed a matching filing cabinet and two identical office chairs, so they took those things too. 

	Shara wasn’t entirely sure taking that many things from the abandoned office was the right thing to do—she’d only mentioned the desk on a lark, but Billy firmly believed The Lord provided for those who sought to provide for themselves. And it all looked pretty good in the formerly unfinished office in Billy’s church, which, apart from that old desk and filing cabinet and chairs, had a brand-new safe about the size of a cooler, which Billy kept under his desk.

	“Can you hand over de American tens, Billy?” Shara motioned toward a small stack of US bills. She’d already sorted the donations—Euros into one section, US dollars into another, and guilders in yet another. Then the various currencies were sorted and stacked by denomination.

	He slid the money across the desk toward her, then lifted up his hand, and as soon as she laid her fingers on the stack of bills, dropped his over hers.

	Shara met his eyes in the dim light. His were like two pearls floating in the air, beautiful and mysterious, and almost irresistible to her. She couldn’t stop herself from getting closer, rising a couple inches out of her chair, leaning over the money and the ledger.

	His lips locked onto hers and she closed her eyes. Billy’s hand came to her shoulder, then began to slide downward, across her blouse, almost like a reflex. Aside from money, the man only ever had one thing on his mind—and it wasn’t a half-bad idea. What if Shara closed the ledger, then climbed on top of the desk, lay across the money and spread her legs for him under the eyes of The Virgin and the Holy Father? 

	Ah, but there was work to be done. And she didn’t like the way the Pope smiled at her when she had her shirt off. 

	Shara bobbed her shoulder, moving her clothed tit out from under Billy’s hand and opened her eyes… and Billy was already pouting. Old as he was, he had the temperament of a pigtailed third-grader who didn’t get a pony for Christmas.

	But she knew how to keep him in check. Shara hooked her fingers into the collar of his undershirt and pulled his face close to hers.

	“You know I got to get dis work done,” she said softly.

	“I know,” he admitted. “But, baby, what’s the world without a little lovin’?” He pecked her lips. “You just look so damned sexy sittin’ there, runnin’ numbers the way you do. How’s a man s’posed to stay away from a woman as temptin’ as you?”

	Shara giggled and gave him a peck in return. Then, she let him go and sat down in her chair.

	“I’m runnin’ numbers for you, Billy,” she reminded him in her sweetest voice. “And you know I got to do this job to get a good recommendation before I apply for schools.”

	“You know that rec’s comin’ from me,” he said with a grin. “I’ll trade favors.”

	“Aw yah, lawd!” She threw an eraser at him and laughed. She knew the kind of favors Billy wanted to trade with her, and she’d just turned one such proposal down. 

	“You make me wish I was a senior in high school again,” he said. “Just so I could follow you. Nineteen was a good age for ole’ Billy Boy—that was when I figured out that I had a callin’ to take care of, and plenty of girls to meet along the way. Maybe a few too many. Plenty who broke my heart, but I can’t be too sore about it. They led me to you, even if you’re goin’ away and leavin’ me on my lonesome.”

	“I won’t be gone forever,” Shara said. “I know my work ’ere is important as anyt’ing I could do.”

	“That’s right,” Billy said with a grin. “And I’ll be here waitin’ for you, sweet darlin’.”

	 She felt her cheeks flush. He might’ve been a preacher, but Billy still had wildness in him. She’d seen it right off, back when they’d met at a Wednesday night youth group he’d put on. He played guitar and charmed the girls and made all the boys look at him with envy. Billy could’ve taken nearly any Christian woman on St. Martin, but he’d chosen Shara.

	He sat back in his chair, and then opened a desk drawer and out came his dark velvet bag with his weed and bowl inside.

	She counted the tens and scratched the totals into the ledger while he pinched off a bud and packed it into his bowl. He lit it, then caught her watching him as he inhaled. Billy lifted his eyebrows as he finished his hit, offering it to her.

	“I tol’ you I got to finish de numbers. You don’t want to make another late payment to Mr. Desir, do you?”

	Billy smiled, and smoke wafted out from his perfectly straight teeth.

	“Little Miss Taskmistress,” he said. “I don’t know where I’d be without you, baby doll.”

	She eyeballed the weed.

	“What?” 

	“You keep smokin’ dat stuff when dere’s work to be done, and even wid me around, you ain’t gonna do your best work for de people. I seen de boys who smoke all day, and dey all workin’ down at the market, sellin’ Chinese T-shirts to tourists. You’re better den dat. You got an important message to spread, Billy, and a lot of folk around St. Martin need to hear it before it’s too late.”

	While she talked, he re-lit the bowl, inhaled, and held his breath until she was finished. Then he let the smoke go in a long exhalation.

	“And this helps me spread it,” he said. “You know about the bad thoughts in my head, baby—you didn’t forget about that, right?”

	“No, I didn’t forget,” she said.

	“The herb keeps my receptors open and clear so I can tune in to the Lord’s message—it keeps the devil out of my head.”

	“It slows you down, too, and you got a lot of bad folk out dere wishing you harm. Dey ain’t gonna stay deir hands while you in here, wastin’ time.”

	“You callin’ me lazy?” he asked in a jarringly serious tone.

	Shara’s attention was drawn from the ledger to the sharp, thin line of Billy’s mouth. He’d done this before—snapped into a seriously bad mood at a moment’s notice. He looked like a different person when his easy smile was hard to come by.

	“I didn’t mean not’in’ like dat, Billy,” she said, trying to recover. “It’s just dat I know you got all dis potential in ya. The power to be a great man, a great leader, is within ya and I love ya, and I want to see dose great t’ings come true for ya.”

	He stayed quiet and stared at her.

	Why did you open yo’ mouth, she silently berated herself. Why did she nag him? Couldn’t she keep sweet like a good woman, do her work, and support a great man?

	Then his lips cracked, showing his teeth. He was grinning again.

	“I’m kidding!” he said. “I know you care about me and all that, Sweet Pea. But the weed’s gotta stay for now. I really, really need it. Without it, things are all cloudy in my head, and I just can’t pick up The Word, ya know?” 

	He picked up the bowl and lit it.

	“Sure, Billy.” Shara breathed, while Billy sucked another wad of smoke into his lungs. She went back to the money, sliding the ten-dollar bills away, then pulling the fives nearer.

	“Truth is,” he said, exhaling smoke while he talked, “the weed is like my brand, okay? I can’t be like the other holy men out there. I have to stand out, I have to be somebody memorable, because all the people coming to me aren’t here because they want another Catholic, or Baptist, or Vodou service. They want to be here for new ideas and bold direction, so I pretty much have to do it all differently, and weed helps me do it.

	“I get what you’re saying,” he continued, “but if smoking grass makes me a little lazy, so be it. Slowing down and really listening to His message might be good for all of us.”

	He lit the bowl again and pulled heavy on the smoke.

	“You’re right,” Shara said.

	He was always right. If he wasn’t a little crazy, she wouldn’t have come to see him in the first place, and she definitely wouldn’t have slept with him. She went back to adding the fives into her running count. At least for a second or two, until she felt Billy’s knuckle gently lift her chin up.

	His face was in front of hers and before she could react, he kissed her. He opened his mouth, and she tasted the pungent smoke, felt its dryness slipping over her tongue and into her lungs, then felt Billy’s other hand slip into her shirt and up the front of her chest.

	Shara let Billy feel for a moment, then pulled back and blew the smoke into his face.

	He laughed so hard, he had to fall back into his chair. He rolled away, grinning, ash falling from his bowl onto the floor.

	“I love you, little girl,” he said, scooting forward. He pinched off another bit of weed and began pressing it into the bowl. “Now tell me how those numbers are looking.”

	“Right now, you’re already $833 ahead of this month’s expenses. You’re lookin’ plenty fine, Billy.”

	Billy reached over the ledger and scooped up the thin stack of seventeen five-dollar bills she’d counted, then put them in his pocket.

	“How much am I up again?” he asked.

	“Seven-hundred and forty-eight,” she answered.

	Billy winked at her. “Shara, I think I see a very nice dinner in our future. First of many, I believe.”

	Shara batted her eyelashes at him. “Is that all?”

	“Tonight’s the future,” he said. “After that, I just about picture you going to—which school was it you wanted to study at?”

	“Florida State,” she said.

	“I see you right there, Florida State, sitting at the fifty-yard line every Saturday, taking it in,” Billy said. “But when it’s time to work, you, little girl, get your work done and you do it so well, all your professors notice, and all the other students get jealous.”

	She put her elbows on the desk. “Tell me more.”

	“Every boy on that campus is gonna come after you,” he said. “But I’ll make sure they don’t even get to sniff your perfume, because not a single one of them is worthy of your beauty, which is to say nothin’ of your intellect and your dedication.”

	He spun around in the chair as he continued. “I’ll call you every night and we’ll talk until we both fall asleep at three in the morning, and your girlfriends will always ask, ‘Shara, who’s that on the phone you’re always gabbin’ with?’ You’ll just smile and shrug, and they’ll never know nothin’ you don’t want them to.”

	Shara closed the ledger. She stood up from her chair and slowly walked around the front of his desk to the back, holding eye contact with Billy all the while.

	“Little girl,” he said with a grin, “women have been burned at the stake for glances half as salacious as the one you’re giving me now.”

	She picked up his packed weed bowl and his lighter, and she put her lips to it and lit it.

	Billy’s eyes lit up while she inhaled. 

	She held it in until her lungs cried for mercy, then blew the smoke into his face once again. Breathing in through his nose, he vacuumed every bit he could.

	When he let the smoke go, he grabbed Shara by the hips and rose up out of his chair. He pressed against her, making her back into his desk. 

	“Wait, wait, Billy,” she said.

	“Oh, I can’t wait anymore! You’re gonna give me a heart attack!”

	She turned around, picked up the ledger, then turned back and smiled at him. “Just one second.” She set it inside the open safe beneath his desk.

	Then, when she meant to turn back toward Billy, she saw inside his open desk drawer, and froze on the thing that should not have been there.

	It was a small clay jar, about the size of Shara’s fists if she pressed them together, painted black and marked with the veve of Ogun with white chalk. To see it put a chill right down her neck. 

	When she looked up at him, ready to cuss him out and call him crazy for keeping that cursed thing all the time, she lost all train of thought as he smiled his sly smile. She felt his hips pushing into hers and the tingling started to take her over.

	Billy shut the drawer.

	She threw her arms over Billy’s tight shoulders and let him push her backward onto the desk. Money went falling off and all her neatly organized piles of it were destroyed.

	He wasted no time, kissing her, pushing his hands up beneath her shirt and whispering things that should not even be thought within fifty feet of a portrait of the Virgin Mary.

	 Then, the lights went out.

	“Christ Almighty!” Billy swore as he came off Shara. She heard him shuffle in the darkness, then a desk drawer slid open and a few seconds later a candle came on.

	“I thought they fixed the goddamned grid!” he said.

	Behind Shara, out in the chapel, the front door crashed open.

	“Billy?” She bolted upright.

	He still had his pants on, but his shirt was half off, with one arm out of the sleeve. He quickly jammed his arm through it, went to the old filing cabinet, and pulled a gun out.

	He didn’t answer her. He was checking to see if the thing was loaded.

	“Billy!”

	“Hush up!” he whispered.

	Billy went to the door and cracked it open, looking across the chapel.

	“Who is it?”

	“Just shut the fuck up and get your head down,” he whispered harshly.

	Shara obeyed. She slid off the desk, fixing her bra and shirt and stooping low, while she moved to the front corner of the office.

	“Who is it?” she asked quietly.

	“Don’t see anyone,” Billy answered. As he looked out through the crack in the doorway, a scratch of light went down from his forehead, across his nose and to his lips, which he licked. It must’ve been the streetlamp across the way, coming through the front window. Reflections moved with his eyes like tiny beads of light as he studied the chapel on the other side of his office door.

	Billy slowly turned his face toward her. “No matter what you hear, stay back,” he said.

	Shara nodded.

	Slowly, Billy opened the door. He only needed a few inches until he had enough space to get his thin frame out into the chapel.

	Shara didn’t stay put. She hurried over to where Billy had been standing. Her pupils were wide open, and they found just enough light for her to see Billy’s figure—a dark shadow against an even darker background. She watched as he crept through the pews, holding his gun about the level of his belly, ready to shoot.

	“I heard you come in,” he said to the darkness. “You people think you can scare me off by fuckin’ with the power?”

	No answer.

	Something clattered to the ground to the right. Billy quickly spun and fired. 

	For a split second, she saw Billy’s body light up from the gun, but her eyes were soon overwhelmed by her ears. The sound was louder than anything Shara had ever heard. She squeezed her eyes tight and pressed her palms to the sides of her head as ringing zipped through her skull, then echoed away a few seconds later.

	She blinked until she thought she saw Billy, now up near the altar. She heard a book hit the ground to her left, Billy yelled and fired again, and the sound of the gunshot hit Shara hard enough to make her flinch.

	While she blinked away the flash from the pistol, she heard Billy cry out in a long, shrill sound. Her mind went back to years ago, to the bulls having their throats cut, bucking and bleeding and screaming like children while the drums beat, and the others called out to Ogun for his blessing and guidance.

	She saw a shadow flash in front of Billy, then sensed it turning to her.

	Shara slammed the office door closed. She slapped the deadbolt and Billy screamed again; she ran under the desk while Billy’s screaming turned to gurgles and gasps, and then the church’s front door opened and closed again and there was no more sound from Billy. She knew—she knew. 

	Billy was dead.
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	St. Thomas

	Monday, November 14, 2022

	 

	Hearing odd-sounding footsteps on the dock, I looked up to see a man with a barely discernible limp walking toward my boat. I recognized him instantly, set my scuba regulator aside and got up from the table where I’d been working on it.

	“So, the wayward son has returned,” I said, as DJ Martin started along the finger pier beside my boat.

	“Hey, Dep! How’s it going?”

	“Is that all I get?” I said, moving toward the steps in the starboard sugar scoop. “You disappear completely for half a year, and come back to me with a simple, ‘Hey, Dep’ now?”

	He stopped beside the bottom of the steps and looked up at me. He’d changed. DJ had been a mess when he’d disappeared off Armstrong’s radar back in April: he was overweight, wheezing, crippled for life from an IED, usually drunk, and for all I knew, dabbling in one kind of drug or another. 

	The DJ Martin standing before me had lost a lot of weight. Or more precisely, he’d reallocated that weight, turning fat into muscle.

	“Hey, man, a conversation’s gotta start somewhere, right?” he said, removing his sunglasses and squinting up at me in the bright morning sun.

	“No phone call or text?” I asked, starting to get a little hot, and it had nothing to do with the tropical sun on my neck. “Not even a note on the door saying, ‘Gone fishing’ or ‘Picking up chicks.’”

	“I’m not here to make excuses or get a talkin’ to, man. And I’m definitely not gonna stand down here cranin’ my neck.”

	I hadn’t heard from DJ since he’d simply sailed away from a debriefing in April at Armstrong Research’s shipyard on North Bimini. We’d closed a big pharma case in Puerto Rico a year earlier, then drew a couple of less glamorous ones, which we nonetheless solved, though the results didn’t dazzle the intended beneficiaries. Or Colonel Travis Stockwell, head of security for Armstrong Research, and our handler.

	Nobody at Armstrong knew where he’d gone either. We both worked for their Mobile Expeditionary Division, but we weren’t exactly employees. We were ARMED field investigators, under contract for one dollar a year.

	He was the second of ARMED’s investigators to disappear in as many months. At first, I was worried, but after talking to a few others, I’d learned that “burnout,” whatever abstract concept that was, was fairly common, and field operatives had a habit of disappearing for a couple of weeks or months. Management expected it and some of the more seasoned handlers in support and logistics didn’t even bat an eye; they just scrolled to the next operative’s name on the list.

	Still, it was troublesome not knowing if or when DJ was going to return. Not even the tech people aboard Ambrosia, Armstrong’s floating data center, had any idea where he might have taken his unannounced, unplanned sabbatical.

	I was tempted to march down the steps, get on his level and tell him to continue his long walk on that short pier. I’d had a string of steady successes all through the summer with my wife, Alicia, who was becoming a real investigative asset, thanks to a tenacious attitude and a kinder, more client-friendly demeanor than I.

	“Come aboard,” I told him instead. “But you can leave your bag. You won’t be staying long. Alicia and I are going diving.”

	“No, we’re not,” Alicia said, coming out of Wayward’s saloon as DJ came up the steps. “Hello, DJ. You’re looking well—it’s so good to see you!” 

	I couldn’t tell if she felt as cold about DJ’s return as I, and was better at hiding it, or if she was genuinely happy to see his scraggly-goateed face. 

	“We’re not diving?” I asked her. “Then what’re we doing, exactly? Because we are certainly not going to drop everything at a moment’s notice to entertain DJ.”

	“Don’t listen to him, DJ—truth be told, Jerry’s been a little worried about you.”

	“I have not,” I stated flatly, which was a bald-faced lie that Alicia knew better than to believe.

	“He’s got a damned funny way of showing it,” DJ said.

	“He does,” Alicia agreed, then turned to me. “Jerry, we’re not diving, because you’re going to take DJ diving. You two can hash it out on the bottom of the ocean.”

	DJ grinned at her. I just threw my hands up in exasperation.
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	An hour later, as we approached the waypoint on the chart plotter, I throttled back on the engine and brought our rented boat down off plane. Alicia and I had picked up this particular eighteen-foot center console for the week, with the idea of checking out some dive sites on the lee side of St. Thomas, the island we lived on. The engine and wind noise had prevented any more talking between DJ and me during the ride around the island, other than one- or two-word shouts or a gesture.

	“A mooring ball?” DJ asked, looking around.

	“Mooring balls prevent reef damage,” I replied.

	“That’s cool, man. I just thought we’d go see something a little more off the beaten path, ya know? Away from all these other people.”

	It being a Monday, there was only one other boat, and it was on a ball at the far end of the dive site.

	“We don’t all have a compulsive need to slip away from other people whenever we like,” I said. Which was a tad wide of DJ’s objection, but on the journey to our diving spot, I’d had plenty of time to think to myself, and my thoughts liked to curveball my words at inopportune times.

	DJ leaned on the gunwale, arms crossed, weight distributed evenly on his good leg and the prosthetic. Dark, wraparound sunglasses hid his eyes. “I get the hint, Dep. Say what’s on your mind.”

	“It didn’t bother you that people were worried about you? Why couldn’t you call, DJ? Or send an email or a carrier pigeon—just something so Alicia wasn’t up all night worrying?” 

	I turned away and snagged the mooring ball’s line with a boat hook, then connected the bow line to it with a carabiner. 

	“Oh, so it was Alicia doing all the worrying?”

	“You know, Charity Styles vanished not long after you did,” I said, changing the subject. “And nobody’s heard from her either.”

	“Charity’s fine,” he said flippantly. 

	“And you know that exactly how?”

	“Look man, between me and you, when I was off doin’ my thing, I ran into her up in North Florida and the two of us hung out for a while.”

	He hung out with Charity. I began to suspect DJ’s AWOL stint wasn’t as off the cuff as he claimed.

	“Small world,” I said.

	“I know what it sounds like, Dep, but there wasn’t any planning to it. We just happened to be in the same place at the same time.”

	“Uh-huh,” I grunted, as I pulled my buoyancy compensator out of my dive bag and slid it onto one of the tanks. “So, two Armstrong operatives disappear from different parts of the world, and you just bump into each other in North Florida?”

	“Shit, man, I was more surprised than anybody else,” he replied. “First time I saw her up there, Charity pulled her piece on me, and you know her rep—she was ready to blow my brains out.”

	He was right. Charity Styles wasn’t known to talk her way out of misunderstandings. Now, more than being upset at him, I was curious to hear how DJ had survived.

	“And so, you decided to stick around with her? Why?”

	“Oh, it wasn’t nothing personal. She said she liked me— she just thought ARMED had sent me after her.”

	I stopped tightening the first stage on the tank and looked over at him. “Why in the world did she believe Armstrong would do that?”

	“Remember after we busted that big party in PR?” DJ said, as he fitted my spare BC over another tank.

	“The bust that kept us from being terminated.”

	“Terminated?” he said, scoffing. “You make everything sound complicated, Dep. They can’t fire us. We’re not employees.”

	He was right about that. Armstrong’s field investigators and covert operatives were paid for their time, but it was a pittance compared to what a private investigator could make in the private sector. ARMED recruited people who were financially secure and wanted to make a difference without money being an issue.

	“You know what I mean,” I retorted. “Why would Styles think ARMED was chasing after her?”

	“Eisenstein didn’t hang himself whacking off,” DJ replied.

	One of the subjects of our investigation into big pharma had committed accidental suicide in his bathroom by putting a noose around his neck in the shower. I learned later it was a delightful little hobby called auto-erotic asphyxiation.

	“What do you mean?” I asked, opening the valve on my tank. “We were both there. There wasn’t anyone else in his room and nothing was disturbed, and I believe that particular act, by definition, is done alone.”

	“Charity had been there before we got back from the party,” he said. “She caught Eisenstein with that underage bartender.”

	I raised an eyebrow at DJ. “You’re saying...?” 

	“Yup.”

	“And she staged it to look like…”

	“A solo adventure into the wider world of onanism,” DJ finished.

	“What a way to go.” 

	“That shitbag deserved worse,” DJ said. 

	“You’re not wrong.”

	“Remember the liquid soap smeared on the outside of the bathtub?”

	“What about it?” I replied, thinking back to the discovery of the body.

	He’d been an overweight man, flabby and pale-skinned. He’d been found hanging by his neck, a towel wrapped around it and the shower head and his toes just inches from the bottom of the tub. His hands hadn't been tied and he’d still had an erection. I knew from attending post mortems as a cop, that it was normal, so thought nothing of it at the time.

	“She made him stand on the edges of the tub and covered his legs with the liquid soap, then she turned the water on and he slipped. She told me how he’d started to strangle himself, clawing at the knotted towel around his neck while she watched him die.”

	I shuddered. Killing was one thing—DJ, Charity, and I were all military vets and we’d all seen combat, as had most of Armstrong’s investigators and virtually all of the operatives. Killing a man in the manner DJ described and waiting around for the victim to slowly die was bordering on insanity.

	“DJ, I’m not above admitting how much Charity Styles frightens me,” I said. “Did she tell you all of this about Eisenstein?”

	“Yeah,” he replied. “And I’m telling you in confidence.”

	I looked over at him as he pulled his shirt off. He’d lost several inches around the middle and was a lot bulkier through the chest and shoulders. 

	“It’s not a story I plan to inflict upon anyone else,” I said. “Did she ask you to keep it a secret?”

	“Not exactly,” he replied, struggling to get the fin over his prosthetic foot. “She told me about it when she was under emotional duress.”

	“Oh, so you slept with her.”

	“Ha, ha.” He got the fin on, then sat back and secured the BC’s straps around his waist. Finally, he looked up at me with a sly grin. “And, Dep, a gentleman doesn’t tell.”

	Then he pushed himself up onto the gunwale with his arms and one good leg, and rolled backward off the boat, making a large splash. I hurried and pulled my own straps tight, then got up on the opposite gunwale, checked behind me, and fell backward.

	When I righted myself underwater, I looked around and saw DJ on the other side of the boat. He hung motionless in the water column, fins dangling, and hands clasped nonchalantly in front as he looked back at me. The prosthetic looked strange in the water, covered in colorful stickers from places he’d been, but apparently it was of no consequence in the water. The foot part of the contraption had the full range of motion of a human foot and his amputation was below the knee, so he was even less awkward underwater than on land.

	I swam forward on my side of the boat, and he followed on his, and when we met at the line going down to the mooring anchor, we gave each other the okay signal and began our descent. 

	Communicating underwater was limited to a few hand gestures or what could be written on an erasable slate. Long time buddies develop even more signals. But DJ and I had only dived together a handful of times, and with the idea of DJ Martin and Charity Styles together taking up quite a bit of headspace, I couldn’t figure out hand signals on the fly. In any case, I resolved to put their budding relationship completely out of my mind and just enjoy the dive.

	Thatch Cay was an island just off the northeast tip of St. Martin, about a thirty-minute boat ride from my and Alicia’s house. At least in the powerful center console. Aboard my catamaran, Wayward, it’d be a good day’s sail. We’d heard stories of the tunnels and arches there—the remnants of lava tubes formed back when the island was born—and I’d wanted to dive them for some time. 

	We swam toward the first arch, and it was obvious DJ was more comfortable in the water than I’d remembered. We'd been partners for over a year, but if we weren’t on an assignment, we didn’t hang around together very much, and none of our assignments so far had involved scuba diving.

	There was an abundance of sea life all around the towering arch, with dozens of colorful fish darting in and out of little crevices among the corals and sea fans. DJ pointed out a blue angelfish as big as a platter. We followed it through the arch and came to the first tunnel.

	Red-hot, molten lava had once flowed out of the tube, cooling into basalt rock, and breaking apart as it came into contact with the water, which it vaporized instantly in a dance of steamy bubbles and fracturing black rock. Erosion had broken the fragile rock into sand over time, leaving only the tubes to show that this had once been a volcanic island.

	It actually still was, but La Soufrière Volcano hadn’t even belched any smoke in 120 years.

	Suddenly, a large bull shark flashed past us, its pectoral fins pointing straight down, a sure sign that it was agitated. In open water, the shark turned abruptly, as if confused, and went straight toward DJ. 

	I had no time to react or do anything as the shark rolled and took DJ’s foot in his mouth. I watched in horror as my partner grabbed his leg behind the knee and began beating on the shark’s snout. 

	As quickly as it happened, it was over, and the shark was gone.

	DJ started toward the surface, a wild panic in his eyes. One fin was mangled and of little use. It was then that I realized the shark had grabbed his prosthetic, which slowed my heartbeat a little.

	But DJ was still going up too fast.

	My training kicked in and I was on him like a shot, grabbing him in a bear hug and wrapping my legs around his, while dumping the air from both our BCs. With only one fin, his wild dash for the surface quickly became a slow sinking.

	I grabbed his head and forced him to look at me. I blinked my eyes three times, hard and slow, then a pause followed by slow, fast, slow blinks. I knew DJ knew Morse code. I was telling him OK with my eyes, as my hands were busy trying to keep him under control. He’d become freakishly strong since he’d left.

	He tried to turn his head, but I wrenched it back as we hit the sandy bottom and toppled over. I blinked the code again, then I saw reasoning in his eyes. He scanned the water behind me with his eyes, then looked directly at me and returned the OK code.

	I released him and pointed a thumb toward the surface, while motioning downward with my other palm facing down—slow ascent.

	He nodded and turned his head and body in a full circle before punching his auto-inflator button a couple of times to get neutrally buoyant. 

	I did the same and together, we slowly started to kick toward the surface, releasing a little air from our BCs as it expanded. We hadn’t been down long, no more than ten or twelve minutes, and we’d only been at a depth of fifty-two feet when we hit the bottom in a tangled heap. I checked my dive computer as we neared twenty feet and there wasn’t even a safety stop indicated, but I got DJ’s attention and tapped my console containing an air pressure gauge, compass, and my dive computer. I held my right hand palm down over two fingers, similar to a timeout signal, letting DJ know we were going to do a two-minute safety stop.

	He nodded his understanding of what I was telling him, and we both moved
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