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Five of them arrived a little after midnight. They moved quietly, approaching the hull of our boat slowly in two rubber dinghies powered by electric motors. 

The gentle hum of the motors, the lapping of the water that the dinghy shoved against Irreparable Harm's steel hull was soft—whisper quiet. Barely audible.

In a noisier harbor, they might have gotten away with it, but the commercial harbor of St. Anne, tucked a bit out of the way in the lower half of the Caribbean, wasn't a bustling seaport. A few ships sat at anchor in the still night, and most people were either ashore or in bed. 

That evening I had my hands full... of a lovely lady named Gazele. 

When she wasn't snuggling with me in the shadows of the aft deck, Gazele owned and operated several businesses on St. Anne. She was an industrious lady. 

Tonight, however, the business we were engaged in was intensely personal. 

With business slow at her bar/restaurant, The Barracuda, she'd asked Sally Walker, her friend and waitress, to run things while she and I came out to my ship. I'd been happy to provide the proper morale-boosting activities, and we made the most of her unexpected evening off. 

Fortunately, at the moment the uninvited visitors arrived, we were lying together on a mattress in the dark. We'd been that way for a time, neither of saying anything, just enjoying being close, touching each other, and watching the lights from the city flickering on the surface of the water with the changing tide.

We were mellow and enjoying the quiet. Under those circumstances, the soft, muffled thunk of padded grappling hooks hitting the railings on either side of Irreparable Harm, catching right about midships, and very near to us, provided plenty of warning. 

Someone trying so hard to be quiet sent a sinister message. 

Gazele and I looked at each other. “You got company,” she mouthed.

I nodded. 

We got up quietly and slipped on some clothes. 

I grabbed my trusty Gerber tactical knife. Gazele flashed me a wicked smile and picked up the rum bottle we'd dedicated part of the evening to emptying. 

She pointed to herself and the port side and smiled. I acknowledged her with a nod and headed to the starboard side. When tasks suddenly pop up, it's easier to deal with them if you divide the labor.

I padded barefoot to the railing, stopping at the spot where the grappling hook was scuffing up my paint. 

The moonlight was teasingly bright, and when I looked down, it illuminated a dark figure hanging awkwardly on a knotted rope. 

Below him, a black rubber dinghy, powered by the electric motor and holding two more dark figures, slipped forward toward the bow. 

The intruder beneath me watched them go, waiting for them to get in position. 

The three men dressed in black clothing, including a black ski mask that had to be stiflingly hot in the tropical night. Each had an automatic weapon slung over his shoulder, suggesting that this crew hadn't come out to sell us magazine subscriptions. 

We were about to be boarded without so much as a by your leave.

This turn of events displeased me. After all, Irreparable Harm is my boat, all hundred and twenty feet of her—and according to maritime law, the captain, me, gets to decide who comes on board. 

Fortunately, resolution of the issue was simple enough. 

Here this villain was coming higher on the rope and stopping again to dangle from there. 

I decided to accept the offering of the shiny grappling hook. 

It took seconds to cut through the rope just below the knot. The rope let go, and the climber fell into the water. 

At the instant it let go, he sensed what I'd done. 

He turned his head upward, as if seeing me would help him. 

I couldn't see his face, but I could picture his startled expression as he suddenly plummeted toward the water. 

Moments later, a satisfying splash told me that the man had met the water. I watched as he began swimming forward to join his colleagues.

I crept over to the port side to check on Gazele, who was staring over the railing with one hand on her hip, the other clutching the rum bottle. She flashed me an amused expression as a dark head began to rise cautiously up above the railing. Raising the rum bottle, she brought it down hard, striking it against the dark blob that was his head. 

The man cried out and a dark, gloved hand grabbed at the railing, snatching it at the last instant. 

Dear Gazele calmly brought her bottle down again, this time smashing the hand. 

He cried out, his fingers let go of the railing, and then he disappeared into the dark water below.

Staring down, it was possible to make out the man thrashing as he swam awkwardly forward, heading toward the dinghy that had come along that side.

“All the fun will be at the bow now,” I said. 

Gazele seized the grappling hook, unhooked it from the railing and tossed it into the drink. 

“Then we best move the reception committee,” she said.

The muffled clunk of grappling hooks from forward told us they were at it again. 

I think it was Einstein who said that repeating the same actions and expecting a different result was a sign of insanity. Their Plan B seemed an awful lot like their plan A to me.

Gazele turned and looked at me. “You get interesting visitors out here.” 

“It's usually boring and quiet. Maybe they came to see you.”

“I not thinking so,” she said.

“We’d best go see if Bill and Tim have noticed we have company.”

She smiled and hefted the rum bottle. 

“If we move quick, maybe I can treat myself to a few more skulls. I see no need to let those boys have all the fun.”

“Enjoy yourself, but we need to let at least one get on board.”

“Why?”

“To chat. It would be nice to find out what in the world these kids think they are doing out here and why they are doing it.”

“You think they got the wrong boat?”

“I doubt it. There aren't any other boats this size around. But they have something wrong.”

“Then we best go see what there is to find out,” she said, taking my hand. 

With her swinging the rum bottle casually by her side, we went forward.
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As we strolled forward, I scanned the bridge wings. 

Earlier that evening, Ugly Bill, my friend, and partner, had ensconced himself in the wheelhouse with my little brother, Tim. I hoped they'd heard the arrival of unwanted guests. 

As much as I wanted to shout out a warning, I didn't want to let the miscreants climbing to the foredeck to be aware that anyone else was on board. They'd know they'd lost the element of surprise, but they could still count on having the strength of numbers. 

Bill and Tim would be awake. 

We had something of an evening planned out. All too soon, Bill was supposed to take Gazele ashore. 

She wanted to help Sally close the bar. 

Sally, for her part, was expecting Bill to spend the rest of the evening with her. It was a neat little package. 

Brother Tim had recently joined the crew. 

He'd arrived to let me know that he wanted to take his life on a new path. 

“I want to learn about deep-water sailing,” he said. 

Bill greeted the news enthusiastically. “I'll teach you all there is to know,” Bill said.

“Fantastic!”

“But we must start with poetics. It's the core of everything.”

For some reason, Bill had always gotten on well with Tim, and the two of them had jumped right into the program. They'd been hard at it since he arrived. 

In addition to poetics, for the record, Bill also threw in detailed lessons on such arcane skills as using a sextant and performing basic navigation — basic meaning anything that didn't require the electronics that Bill considered the bane of civilization. 

None of it was frivolous. Anyone who survived Bill's rigorous idea of “learning to be a sailor” could be expected to single-handedly pilot a canoe across the Pacific in the middle of a typhoon.

Tim had turned out to be a surprisingly eager audience for this rogue style of edification. So, despite the late hour, I knew that Bill would be awake, not off guard, and likely upset over having his lecture on the virtues of the French Villanelle (as a concise, yet expressive and undervalued, nineteen-line poetic form) interrupted.

Gazele and I passed along the railing, going under the bridge wings and up the sloping foredeck. 

Ahead of us, three of the dark figures, each carrying an automatic weapon, crept from the shadows into the glow from the anchor light on the masthead. 

They were heading for the ladder that went up to the wheelhouse. 

Above us, a shadow on the bridge wing glided toward our searchlight. I recognized Tim's slender form as he swung the light around, pointing it at the ladder and flipping it on, flooding the entire foredeck in the blinding, high-intensity beam.

Caught in the glare, unable to see, the men froze in place. 

The back two glanced at the third. It was an unprofessional move. Anyone watching now knew which of them was the team leader. 

The team leader raised a clenched hand, starting to make a signal. 

Ugly Bill chose that precise moment to step out of the shadows alongside the man. 

Startled, the team leader spun to face him. Bill moved like a cat, striking him with the butt of a shotgun, and he crumpled. 

The sight of Bill's large, hulking figure combined with their team leader collapsing into a limp pile did its work, and when Bill leveled the shotgun at the remaining two, they held their frozen postures, unable or unwilling to move a muscle. 

I stepped to the railing next to the grappling hook. 

A man, probably the one Gazele had dunked earlier, was on his way up the rope — wanting to join the party. 

I cut the rope, and he fell into the dinghy, making a woofing sound that told me it had knocked the wind out of him. 

I walked across the foredeck, being careful not to come between Bill and his prey, and cut the rope tied to the grapple hook on the other side. 

There was a splash. 

“I've closed the doors. This should be all the party goers,” I said.

Bill waved the barrel of the shotgun meaningfully. 

“Moving very slowly and carefully, you lads should put down those weapons before someone gets hurt,” he said. 

As they hesitated, he chuckled. “Now would be a good time. Your buddies are having a little swim and it isn't likely you will get help.”

They glanced at each other, then crouched, lowering weapons to the deck, putting them down before standing. 

“Now put your hands on your heads and back up about two feet,” he said.

Being well-trained and thoroughly intimidated operatives, they did as they were told. 

As they moved back, I stepped forward and picked up one of the guns. 

It was a commercial assault rifle, not the military gun I expected. Still a nice weapon, though. 

I trained it on the men and Bill handed Gazele his shotgun. 

The wicked, delighted grin that spread across her face as she pointed it at the men impressed me. I didn't envy those boys. I would be terrified. 

Unencumbered, Bill walked over to the larger of the two men. He grabbed him by the shoulders, picked him off his feet, and walked to the railing, where he unceremoniously tossed him over the side. 

The resulting splash told us he'd missed the dinghy.

Bill came up behind the last man standing. 

Grabbing him by the waist in both large hands, he lifted him into the air. 

Bill rotated the man by crossing his arms, turning him upside down. 

The man flailed his arms and legs around as Bill carried him to the railing. He wasn't a big man, only about five-seven, and Bill is six-four, so holding his captive wasn't even a challenge for him. 

We all watched as Bill held the man out past the railing, dangling him upside down, then shifting his grip until he held him by one ankle.

Bill stared down at the dinghy. 

“You lads have about one minute to get out of here. Head back to shore and tell the fellows on the other side I expect them to do the same.”

I peeked down to watch them scramble, pulling the man out of the water, starting up the motor and heading off with a lingering look back toward their colleague.

“Now that we are alone, we can have a little chat,” Bill told the dangling man. “I have a little job for you. A couple of them. In a bit I'm going to let go. When I do, if Newton was right, you will hit the water. At that point, you can assume you have been invited to leave. I suggest, no, I insist, that you take that opportunity to get the hell out of here. Got that?” 

“Yessir.” 

The feebleness of his voice told me the man wasn't sure he'd live out the night.

“Your second job is to get back to wherever home is. You are to tell whoever sent you out here that you boys fucked up. Whatever he or she intended, whatever message you were to bring or demonstrate, the actual result was to piss me off. Got that?”

“Yes, sir,” he said.

“Also, you should mention that I've decided to keep your team leader as my overnight guest. If the boss wants him back, then I will expect a personal visit. Here is the protocol: Tell your fearless leader to show up here tomorrow, alone, and at a civilized hour for social visits, say ten. He or she is to come alone, armed only with an apology, an explanation, and an appropriately humble attitude. Be clear that ten doesn't mean noon or seven — it is a precise time. If this boss cares for his team leader over there, I expect a gift as well. I'm thinking about fresh donuts and three double espressos. Are we clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“If I have to wait, if I am stood up, or if there are no donuts and coffee, good coffee, I'll be taking your team leader in to the authorities. We will file charges against him for piracy, as that is what this was. Now, is all that clear as it can be with the blood rushing to your head?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Then repeat the main points.”

“He is to come alone, exactly at ten, with donuts and coffee.”

“And an apology.”

“And an apology.”

“And a humble attitude.”

“Humble, sir.”

“Tell him it should be espresso. Dark roast. The coffee, not the apology. You tell him not to bring any drip grind crap. Drip grind suggests insincere motives.”

“Yes, sir. Alone and no guns.”

“Good boy,” Bill said. “Now swim home.” He smiled as he released the man's ankle and let him drop.

“I do hope that boy can swim,” Gazele said as we watched him hit the dark water. “That's a fair way back to the dock.”

“His buddies will be lurking in the dark. They'll fish him out,” I said.

“Long as they didn't lurk below and he didn't land on one of his buddies when I let him go or some shit, he should be fine. Special-forces types better be able to swim like fish,” Bill said. “Hell, with all they cost us taxpayers, they damn well better be able to fly.”

“US Special Forces?” she asked.

“US something or other that think they are special,” he said. 

He jerked a thumb toward the foredeck where Tim was binding the team leader's hands behind his back with flex cuffs that Bill always insisted we keep on hand. 

“I doubt this creep will have any identification or special certificates on him to enlighten us as to who he is.”

Tim put a knife and a 9-mm Glock automatic on the deck. 

“Nothing on him but these,” he said. “Not even a cyanide capsule.”

“Disappointing,” I said. 

“And you get to keep those things, Tim,” Bill told him. “Law of the sea and all that. When you defeat pirates, they forfeit their gear.”

“Like the spoils of war?”

“Exactly.”

Tim grinned ear to ear. 

Gazele made a puzzled face. “But why would the US military do this? You boys are Americans, and Martin was a SEAL.” She looked at me. “Are they just being stupid?”

“The fact that these boys are US military doesn't mean the military sent them,” Bill said.

I nodded. “Their tactical training wasn't bad, but they didn't have good mission intelligence, or it was stale. I think they assumed I'd be on board alone.”

“We should find out what's going on soon enough,” Bill said. 

He walked to our prisoner and pulled off the man's boots and tossed them aside. Then he took off the man's pants before putting another set of the cuffs on his ankles. 

“He'll be less likely to think highly of his chances of escape without his boots and pants,” he said. “It's basic psychological warfare.”

I gathered up the three automatic weapons. “These things are dangerous to have around,” I said. 

“The safeties are on,” Tim said.

“I'm thinking the kind of dangerous that comes from them being weapons confiscated in some DEA raid. We really don't want the authorities demanding our paperwork on automatic weapons.” 

“Good thinking,” Bill said. “Get rid of them.”

I walked to the railing and tossed them over the side.

“What was that all about?” Gazele asked.

“We don't know what's going on,” I said. “Assume for a moment that they are really diabolical, then imagine how it would look if whoever arranged this had alerted the police that someone on a freighter was smuggling guns weapons.”

She put her hands on her hips. “This makes no sense at all.”

“It's pretty clever, actually,” I said.

“No, I mean why would they work so hard to get you in trouble when you are so damn good at doing that all by yourself?”

Bill laughed. “If somebody with power within the US government wants something from us and doesn't think we will play along, catching us with guns gives them leverage. If we are facing big charges, the idea could be we might be convinced to cooperate.” 

He gave me a significant stare. “Personally, I've never traveled in those circles and haven't had to consider such possibilities very often.”

I shrugged. “We are just speculating and ruining what's left of the night. I'm guessing your little tête-à-tête will let us find out for sure in the morning. Either some military type will show up and explain things, or we will be overrun by armed people looking for weapons.”

“Either way, it should be interesting,” Tim said. 

His grin told me that the evening's raid and the prospect of more didn't bother him much. He was enjoying himself. 

Of course, after spending serious time in a Venezuelan jail charged with murder, the idea of getting arrested or extradited to the US didn't seem too bad. By comparison, that would be an inconvenience at worst, and at best an adventure.

For my part, despite shrugging it off, I did worry — a bit. As Bill insinuated, I had traveled in those circles. Although I was out of all official loops, I kept an ear to the ground, and I had a hunch. 

Actually, I had a pretty good idea of who might have sent this team. 

In fact, I could only think of one serious possibility.

What I couldn't imagine was why; until now, he'd made it crystal clear (his words) that he wanted nothing to do with me — ever. 

Something had changed.
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With the minions of the dark force scattered, or at least on their way back to shore, not counting the one squirming on the foredeck like a fish who’d been landed, thrashing about in a futile attempt to free himself, things calmed down. 

While I didn't think we'd be bothered again until daylight, only a fool would count on that. 

There were many scenarios that could play out, depending on what they wanted. If they'd come for something, some object, the team could have orders not to return without it. They could have some misguided rule about never leaving a man behind and decide to regroup and try a rescue mission. We had disarmed the bulk of them, but they all had sidearms and the advantage of numbers. They might even have a truckload of weapons on shore. 

Now that they knew the terrain and our numbers, they would be able to make a better plan. 

The plan they'd attempted hadn't been a bad one. If we weren't night owls, and if Gazele and I hadn't been lazing on the aft deck when they'd arrived, we might not have heard them. 

If they'd arrived a little earlier, we certainly wouldn't have heard them at all. 

And they hadn't counted on the searchlight. If they'd known it was there, they could have shot it out before boarding.

“It's a sobering thought that if they'd come on board when we were all be in our bunks, we'd have been toast,” Bill told Tim. “This, little amigo, is just one example of the value studying poetry has for a sailor. No military type is going to expect to be thwarted by even the most complex of poetry forms.”

That was true. Tim looked out over the water. 

“Some of them still have their weapons.” 

“So we will be ever vigilant,” Bill said.

“I'm rather hoping they run off like whipped dogs and deliver Bill's message,” I said. “But you never know about people like that. Hell, we don't know for certain who they are.”

“Looked pretty military,” Tim said.

“They could be mercenaries — ex-military.” Though I doubted that. 

Mercenaries get well paid, and we didn't owe anyone money and weren't doing anything that would cut into someone's business operation. 

But again, you don't know until you do know. “We're just guessing.”

“You mentioned pirates. Could that be it? Could they be after Harm?” Tim asked. 

He was torn between shock at the idea that pirates could be a real thing and thinking... “We repelled pirates, how cool is that?”

Bill snorted. “If these are some military or ex-military types trying their hand at piracy, they screwed it up. It would be something like them doing a little boat shopping for friends who need a ship for a single run.”

“I read about some Korean freighter that was stolen like that,” Tim said.

“That was a larger ship hijacked off the coast of Indonesia,” I said. “They took it at sea when it slowed to go through the Strait of Malacca. They were trained enough to maintain radio contact for a few days, and no one missed it until it was late arriving in port. That gave the pirates time to take the ship to a port where they gave it a fake identity and a new flag.”

“A freighter chop shop?”

“Something like that.”

“Harm would be missed soon,” Bill said. “And the nearest place they could do a refit would be Venezuela. Granted, that's not far, but between here and there, there is plenty of water patrolled by the US Coast Guard. Walter, the port captain, would know we wouldn't just take off without checking out.”

“I hope they were pirates,” I said.

“Why?” Tim asked.

“If these were just guys who thought their need for a freighter was greater than ours, they won't come back. They'll use the time Bill gave them to get as far away from St. Anne as they can and leave their buddy to his fate. If they aren't pirates, then things are complicated.”

Bill pointed his shotgun at our captive. “Should we see if we can get this prick to tell us what he knows?” 

He seemed eager to apply his skills to the task.

“Not now,” I said. “If he is military, they'll want him back with all his optional parts, and you did give them that option.”

Bill nodded. “Yeah. If we can't apply enough pressure to make him talk, where's the fun in that?”

“If his CO shows up in the morning as you requested, oh so politely, then we will learn whatever bullshit story there is to learn. On the other hand, if this guy is a pirate, then no one will show up to claim him. Then we will have all the time in the world to play question and answer."

Tim scanned the horizon. “Do you think his friends will try to rescue him?”

“It's possible.”

“So — do we post lookouts, or what?” 

He tried to look stoic, but his excitement showed in his face. 

While he liked being on the boat and seemed to have an unexpected knack for working on a freighter, it was this kind of thing, the unexpected event that got the adrenaline going. 

I smiled. Adventure was the real reason he had come to the islands. Not being boarded by armed thugs, but the uncertainty, the strange, sometimes scary things that went on. 

This was a new, more confident Tim. The brutal experience of being thrown into jail in Venezuela had changed him. 

It took him some time to discover that and then work out who he had become. 

After the Venezuelan police reluctantly dropped the murder charge against him, he'd returned to the States, thinking he wanted nothing more than to go back to school and get a degree. 

All too soon, it he was bored. The schooling wasn't relevant to the world he’d tasted or the life he realized he wanted to live. 

He dropped out and told me he wanted to come back down and join us. 

I'd tried to convince him that running a freighter was a dull, boring life, and the business tended to be unprofitable. 

My arguments had no effect, and finally I told him that he needed training.

“What kind?”

“There is a course called the Standards of Training, Certification and Watchkeeping for Seafarers — STCW. It's a five-day class and a basic requirement for commercial work. You pass the course and I'll take you on as a deckhand.”

I thought he'd never bother even checking out the class, but three weeks later, he showed up with a certificate in hand and a proud smile on his face. 

“He called your stupid bluff,” was the way Bill put it.

After tonight, I knew that Tim would be positive that my “boring, dull, and unprofitable” comment showed I'd been lying on at least two counts. 

He was right. 

The evening had not been dull or boring, and I couldn't even claim that such things were even that rare. It made me think that, in my eagerness to push him toward a more mainstream life, I had lied. If I were in his position, I'd think so. 

And clearly a little piracy now and then wasn't going to make him think less of his chosen profession.

Gazele tugged at my arm. 

“I need to get back and close up,” she said. “And Sally is expecting Bill.”

Bill nodded. “I did make a promise along those lines. I'll be back around dawn, however. Sally wakes me early anyway, and now I wouldn't want to miss the show, assuming there is one.” 

He turned to Gazele and offered an arm. “May I escort you to your chariot?”

She grinned at me. “Now that's how a gentleman treats a lady,” she said.

“He doesn't always act like a gentleman,” I said. “And you don't always appreciate a man acting like one.”

“Well, that's a fact, too. Leaves you with the problem of figuring out when to be one, assuming you know how.” 

She headed for the accommodation ladder. “Gotta keep the boy guessing,” she told Bill loudly enough for me to hear.

“An essential part of your mystique,” Bill agreed.

“Should I make coffee?” Tim asked.

I nodded. “With those two leaving us to our fate, we probably should take turns standing watch.”

“Cool,” he said, raising the shotgun. “Take no prisoners, right?”

“That's definitely your brother,” Bill said as he helped Gazele into the dinghy. “It ain't everyone gets a kick out of staying up all night watching for bandits.”

I sighed. “It's far worse than that, mate. Tim is hoping they show up.”
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The night proved uneventful, but I was glad we stood watches. It kept me from waking every time the ship creaked in the night. 

Old freighters creak a lot. Even when Tim stood watch, I sat on the deck, alert.

In the drowsy hour before dawn, Bill returned, looking pleased and happy. 

“I see the evildoers didn't spirit you away in the night,” he said all too cheerfully.

“Go wake up Tim,” I said. “Since you got to run off and paint town a glowing red, you get to make breakfast. Pancakes and bacon and eggs.”

“My Captain, My Captain,” he said, faking a sloppy salute that wouldn't have pleased a scoutmaster.

We ate and chatted, with the conversation repeating much of our speculation from the night before and circling in the same groove.

Right at ten, the sound of a powerful outboard motor drew me out of the wheelhouse. 

“Show time,” Bill said, coming out behind me. 

He handed Tim the remote control for the foredeck crane and winked. 

“Watch from the bridge wing. You'll have a great view. And remember my instructions.

I bit my tongue to keep from asking what the instructions were. I wasn't sure I wanted to know. 

Bill and I went down the ladder and strolled across the deck to stand at the accommodation ladder, ready for whatever the small powerboat approaching from shore was bringing. 

Bill peered through a pair of binoculars and burst out laughing. 

He pointed at a tall man standing in the bow of the boat with his hands clasped behind him. Dressed in the tropical whites of a US naval officer, he stood stiffly erect. 

“Fucking military! You tell them you want to talk to the boss, and they send you a bellhop.”

“In Class A dress whites, no less,” I said.

Bill squinted. “That isn't who I think it is, is it? Is that—”

“It sure looks like it to me,” I said. 

He nudged me. “This shit keeps getting better.”

“I hoped he wasn't involved, but I don't know that many people willing and able to send an assault team to deliver a message.”

The gig slowed as it approached the accommodation ladder. 

The coxswain cut the engine and jumped out to grab the bowline. Bill went to the railing and stared down. 

“Well, if it isn't fucking Admiral Hank Jeffries.”

The admiral stepped out of the boat and onto the platform at the base of the steps. 

He paused, then looked up. 

“Permission to come aboard?” he asked.

Bill gave a disgusted shake of his head. 

“You idiot child. Are you trying to make a point? Do you think you are such a big deal that you don't have to follow instructions even when they are carefully spelled out? Or are you just so damn stupid you don't know what the words mean?”

The admiral looked puzzled. “I'm here right on time.” 

The coxswain handed him a box from the boat. “I brought the coffee and donuts.”

“You were told to come alone.”

It took a moment before he seemed to understand Bill was talking about his coxswain. 

“This man piloted me out here, that's all.” I spread his arms out. “I came unarmed.”

Bill wasn't impressed. “Alone is a word that my good friends Merriam and Webster assure me means unaccompanied. There is no meaning in their lexicon that allows you to expand that to include whoever you decide to fucking bring with you.”

“I didn't realize that you meant no driver.”

“How could you not realize that's exactly what it meant? Besides, why do you need a coxswain? Has the US Navy deteriorated to the point where a man can become a fucking admiral without knowing how to pilot a boat from the dock to here? If so, the world is in deeper trouble than even I had thought.”

“That was an oversight on my part.”

Bill nodded. “I see. Then, as we learn by repetition, and I want the correct motor skills trained, how about you return to shore and try making this trip again, this time following directions?”

The admiral held up the box. 

“I can do that, but the coffee will get cold,” he said.

“He has a point,” I said. 

Bill snorted. “All right but be advised that you now have one strike against you in these negotiations,” Bill said. 

The ladder squeaked as Rear Admiral Hank Jeffries climbed up. 

“Hello, Hank,” I said as he came on board. 

He handed the box to Bill, who inspected it and handed me a coffee.

“No thanks,” I said. “We don't know where that's been.”

Bill nodded and put the box down.

The admiral turned to me. “It seems that you and I got off on the wrong foot.”

“You mean now, or in this life in general?”

“I can explain why I asked the men to come here. “

I laughed. “They didn't 'come here,' Hank. You sent an assault team.”

“It was wrong and I'm doing what you asked.”

“Back up a step or six. If you wanted to show your intense disrespect for me, for us, then message received. If you were simply sending pirates to seize my ship, then you lost.”

“What's all this talk about piracy?”

Bill snorted. “Piracy is an act of robbery or criminal violence by ship or boat-borne attackers upon another ship or a coastal area, typically with the goal of stealing cargo and other valuable goods. Those who conduct acts of piracy are called pirates.” He grinned. “I looked it up. I wanted to be certain in case you wanted to dispute the terminology. But I didn't realize you don't even understand the meaning of 'alone' at that time.”

“These are my men — US military. And you are American citizens.”

“That's irrelevant, and you damn well know it. We are Americans who live and work on a Panamanian-flagged boat currently checked into the sovereign waters of Sister Islands. I know you have agreements with the various island governments, but I'm quite sure those don't include the right to send a merry band of armed thugs to attempt to board us at night.” 

He started to speak, but I raised a finger and he stopped. 

“I'm sure of this, because I chatted with the coast guard about it this morning and they were upset.” 

“Look, it was necessary to be expedient—”

“Military bullshit talk,” Bill said.

“Speaking of which, where is Chief Chandler?”

“Who?”

“The team leader.”

“The leader of what wasn't an assault team?” Bill asked.

I pointed up to our foredeck crane where he hung suspended over the deck. 

He was awake now, but Bill had stripped him to his boxer shorts, bound and gagged him, tied him to the cargo hook, and hoisted him high. 

The admiral looked. “What the fuck?”

“Legally, that man committed piracy. I'm holding him until the authorities arrive and take him into custody. I'm afraid that being charged as a pirate will look very bad on his resume.”

“You've made your point,” he said. “Cut the man down. I gave the order. Your argument is with me, not him.”

“If that is the case, then you can wait around until the police inspector arrives. After you confess to being behind an act of piracy, I'll let the flunky go.”

“Be reasonable, Martin.”

“Like you? Look, I have no particular argument with you, but you decided to throw your weight around and I didn't like it.”

“Can I have him back?”

“I'm not sure why you want him,” I said.

“I'm responsible for him.”

“We don't want him,” Bill said. “He would be useless to us and going to court to testify is boring.”

The admiral was starting to sweat. 

He looked strangely out of place standing on the deck of a rusty old freighter in his starched whites and chest full of medals on a morning that was growing hot fast. 

The American brass could be as strange about such things, as full of pomp and other bullshit as the Brits. 

“Now that you are here, how about explaining what the fuck is going on? What the hell was the idea of sending armed men to my boat?”

“I wanted them to bring you to me — to have a talk.”

“You couldn't call? Even a note card would do; one of those fancy ones saying that the admiral requested my presence. How many taxpayer dollars did your embarrassing fiasco cost?”

“I know damn well you would ignore a request from me.”

Bill waved up at Tim. “The bellhop wants the man back, Timmy boy.”

Tim nodded and held up the crane controls.

“Go ahead,” I said.

With a clank and whine, the crane moved. 

Tim swung the bound prisoner out over the water, just past the admiral's dinghy.

“What the fuck?” Hank said as Tim released the hook, dropping the man into the water. 

“That'll cool him off,” Tim said.

“I suggest you pull him out,” Bill shouted down to the coxswain. “The man might have a bit of trouble swimming all trussed up like that.”

I tapped Hank on the chest to get him to look at me. 

“To your point, while I can't think of anything I'd want to talk to you about, if you'd come here, I would have listened to what you had to say.”

“Would you?”

I wondered. “Even if I would have ignored you, that doesn't give you the right to send armed men to drag me into your holy presence. It's fortunate that your boys aren't very good.” 

I heard the whine of the crane as Tim set about his task.

“It's about Polly,” he said.

My stomach tightened. 

Hearing her name froze me in place — just as he'd intended. The contemptuous smile on his face made my stomach churn. 

He'd calculated that carefully. He savored the opportunity to weaponize her name that way. 

Having said it, he waited, biding his time, wanting me to respond.

“Get the fuck off my boat right now, Hank. Leave or I'll throw you in the drink myself. Bill will give you a towel to dry your toy soldier off with. We don't want his paint to run, but you get the fuck off my boat.”

He put up a hand. “Martin, we have to talk alone. Polly is in danger.”

I drew myself up; my hands tightened into fists that wanted nothing more than to strike the man. 

I'd regret it later
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