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THE CASH THE FEDS KEPT throwing my way turned out to be addictive. So was the fancy yacht I got my hands on when our Mexico operation went sideways. The yacht was off the books. Unregistered. So said all the right people.

To cover my ass and that of the marina owned by my girlfriend, Allie Sands, I made sure I didn’t tie off at her wharf first thing. After floating close enough to let the passengers ashore, I powered out past the breakwater, shut down, and waited. By prearrangement, Hank showed up in the marina’s go-fast and tossed me a line.

Salvage claimed.

It wasn’t a go-fast tow into port. Not wanting to tear the transom out of the expensive cigarette, Hank took his sweet time towing the heavy craft to the dock. Being the cautious type, Allie checked all the registries she could find. The twin-engine, expensive yacht wasn’t on any of them. It was unregistered and untraceable. She made us all check her work. If we were fool enough to register it, it could be ours.

The screw-up in the foreign port was my responsibility. I wasn’t the only one who’d be taking the heat, since I was the civilian part of it. It was the responsibility of everyone who was on board the yacht—especially those paid for by the various three-letter agencies.

Post screw-up, the yacht would need a bit of fiberglass. A little woodwork. A good scrubbing below-decks to get rid of the blood stains I wasn’t able to strip while we were at sea. It was all because of the gunfire we took.

And the people killed as a result.

Once the yacht was tied up at the marina, I did the best I could with the blood. To do that, I took her out solo and went to work scrubbing my ass off. Once the blood disappeared to my satisfaction, I allowed Allie’s experienced crew to go to work on the rest of it. By the time they completed the repairs and patched the bullet holes, she looked brand new.

Oh, sure, there were still a few scars they couldn’t do anything with, but that was all right by me. I had a few, too, truth be known. It was no big deal. I didn’t want to raise her out of the water. The expense would be too much, the time too long. I was happy the way she was.

The scars. Battle scars, I called them. And some battle it had been. Two dead, thanks to a traitor among our ranks. Kara and Saskia did a yeoman’s job of getting us out from under the double-cross and back home.

Now I was waiting.

If I was smart, I’d pull up stakes and head for parts unknown. I would, too, but for the envelopes of cash that appeared on my trailer’s table every time Dell showed up. Dell wouldn’t be showing up any more. It would be someone new wanting me to do one last job. It was always thus with these people. That was the promise they held out to keep luring me into it.

One last job.

So maybe I wasn’t so smart, after all.

This time, after the waiting paid off, I promised myself I’d make certain it would be the last, or I’d die trying. The die trying part wasn’t in my plans.

It was only an expression.
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EVERY TIME I LOOKED over my shoulder. Every time I looked in the rear-view, demons from my past ended up haunting me. I’d done more than a few bad things in my life. The demons wanted me to keep on, wanted to force me to never let go.

The requests from the feds came fast and never seemed to end. In fact, they were becoming more like demands. The first few times, I jumped on board, accepting the assignments, one after the other.

My new gatekeepers and the work I couldn’t refuse gave me access to a lot more untraceable cash. It didn’t make me a thief, by any stretch. I willingly contributed everything I could to Allie’s business, no strings attached.

That was a part of my problem. I felt like a freeloader in a failing boat charter and dive shop business on the Gulf. I had no experience at any of it and thus nothing of actual substance to contribute. Nothing, that is, until the opportunity to work for the feds and their unlimited amounts of cash came along.

Hell, I didn’t even know how to swim.

Now it was as though I was a detective on the job all over again, and I was losing everything that mattered. That was one of the many reasons I’d jumped ship as a big-city cop in the first place.

Aboard the new ship I found myself crewing, friends and lovers ended up dead because of the situations they dropped our team into. We were expected to get ourselves out with nothing but wits and experience. I was fast running out of both by the time I ended up burying the bodies of the people I cared for.

Now, in no position to refuse, I was tasked with one more job. Somehow, I knew it would never end.
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Kara’s best friend, Saskia, waved from the car. I waited, impatient, eager to get on the water. Sass helped Kara with her bag. They hugged. She looked in my direction and waved again. I only wanted to hear what she said to Kara. Finally, they nodded and Sass drove off.

Kara’s gaze turned to the end of the wharf and the yacht. The distance must have looked like a mile, especially with me waiting at the end of it. She hesitated before picking up her bag.

Did she have any idea I wanted this to be over just as much as she did? The sooner, the better, as far as I was concerned. She tossed her bag over the rail. Her expression was fixed. Resolved.

“She’s ready to go,” I said. “Fueled and oiled. I stocked her with food and water and enough hardware to see us through if we don’t get searched when we cross the line and check in with the Federales.”

“Yeah, that or we’ll be sharing a jail cell in a Mexican hell.”

I had to say something. “I don’t think they put women in with the men, Kara.”

“Good to know after our last foray, wouldn’t you say?”

We were already in trouble relationship-wise. “Kara—”

“I know. I know. I’m only sorry you’re still taken.”

I had to let it go. It was hard enough just seeing her again. Dark circles under her eyes and the listless look I was getting emphasized the point. I went below and brought out the charts and briefed her on where we were headed. She knew most of it. We’d been there before, with Sass and Lindy on board, in the very same boat.

“You know the rest. You got the same briefing package I did, right?” Of course she did.

“Aye, Captain.” She saluted and grinned. “Awaiting orders, sir.”

Perhaps I wasn’t so eager to get back on the water after all. I looked up at the office building of the small charter business my girlfriend, Allie, owned and operated with her brother, Hank. A lifetime ago, she invited me to come down and help her with the business when Hank got caught up and addicted to drugs.

The business was pretty much stuffed up Hank’s nose and pissed down the drain by the time I arrived. I got Hank to commit to the straight and narrow, but it had been a struggle. When he finally saw the light, it was almost too late.

I wanted to contribute to the business, so I took some freelance work with the Feds, working for cash. That was what got me into my present predicament with Kara and Allie and the business and the free-for-the-taking yacht.

Okay, so maybe it wasn’t all someone else’s fault entirely. I’d been driven to the point where I’d see this damned boat scuttled before I ever brought her back to this port—free tender or not.

Allie waved. Kara waved back. That was good. No hard feelings lingered, although with women I could never tell. The friendly wave was all I had to go on.

I loved Allie. I really did. When I was away from her, I couldn’t keep it in my pants. And I had the solution to that, too, but the feds kept coming back at me to do more and more.

They had to know the cash they fed me was being funneled into the business any way I could hide it. When this job finished, the only way they’d get me onside for another one would be to threaten to turn the IRS on us.

I didn’t think Allie would be that stupid with the books. Neither would her brother. I figured we’d be safe once I got back and buried the latest treasure out among the palm trees surrounding Pirate Cay. At least, that’s what I told myself.

I didn’t believe it for a minute.

Who buried treasure these days?
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I HESITATED BEFORE asking. I didn’t know if I was trying to mend the fence with Kara, or if I only wanted to be smart about it. “Do you want to take her out?”

“I’d be honored.”

Kara took the helm while I pushed off. She advanced the throttles on the powerful twin-engine setup just a little too quick. At the stern, I lost my footing and stumbled. I made a grab for the transom to steady myself. I barely managed to keep out of the drink.

I caught her looking back. She didn’t appear too disappointed to see me still on board. I let it slide. The grin pretty much said Be nice or else.

“That was a close one, huh?” she said.

Still smiling, Kara busied herself checking the gauges while I pretended the whole thing was an accident. What the hell, I deserved a dunking. I wondered if she would have come around to haul me out, though.

Kara opened up the yacht’s engines as we pulled abreast of the concrete breakwater. We were on our way. I joined her at the helm. “Have you eaten?”

“No. I haven’t been able to since I was handed this assignment,” she admitted.

“How long?”

She ignored me. I gave her room by going below to check out the refurbished staterooms. They had been gutted. Everything replaced. The planking soaked in Lindy’s blood replaced. The forward crew quarters had been done, too. I made sure of it. Even the galley was new and well-provisioned for our trip.

I whipped up sandwiches light on condiments and heavy on thick rye bread, lettuce, tomato, and chicken and took them topside.

“I’ll take her,” I said.

“Aye, Captain. I’ll be up front if you need me.” She took the food and sat and wolfed down my creations without so much as a look back.

I enjoyed being at the wheel. I liked the feeling of being in the wind and the sun and the sea. Perhaps now I knew why Zelda liked to stick her head out a car window, or why bikers lived to ride.

Or maybe it was the feeling of control in my otherwise uncontrollable life.

The sun beamed down. Blue ocean and matching sky stretched across the horizon. I remembered Kara liked to sunbathe. In fact, they all did. She stopped eating long enough to look in my direction.

“You can cut that Captain crap, okay?” I said.

I knew by the grin she’d been pulling my leg, but not before. I figured on it being one more way to make certain she kept her distance. I must have hurt her something fierce.

That was the way I did business. While I was still a big city detective, the women in my life ended up getting butchered, killed, or turned into addicts faster than I could replace them.

Even Allie ended up hurt when she got charged as an accessory to a murder I was supposed to have committed. The woman in my life at the time turned up dead in my bed. I didn’t do it, of course, and the actual killer was eventually found. By that time, Allie had blown town and disappeared from my life, never to return.

Until my phone rang and I picked up. It was Allie asking for my help.

I owed her. I dropped everything, and here I was, eighteen months later and begging to be freed from a honey-trap. It was a set-up. The feds wanted to keep me working free-lance for them on a full-time basis.

I never learned. I probably never would.
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I set the helm on autopilot. That was one of the things I liked about this yacht. She was a real beauty with a full electronics bay and two diesels. It would be a shame to scuttle her when this job was over.

I went forward to check on Kara. “Are you feeling better?”

She couldn’t bring herself to look at me. “Yes. Very much. Thank you. Jim—”

“Yes?”

“I—” She hesitated.

I needed to let her know. “Me too.” Still, she refused to look at me.

“You better be getting back to the helm.” Kara stripped down to her bathing suit and settled into the forward deck lounge. The wind and the sun and her wind-blown long, dark hair—everything about her—returned to haunt me. Suddenly, I remembered. She definitely wouldn’t be happy.

“We’re going to have to burn some daylight before we head farther south,” I told her.

“How long?”

“About a day.” That wouldn’t be so bad.

“A whole day?”

Or maybe it would. “At least. Maybe two. We can’t arrive before day after tomorrow.”

Her shoulders sagged. A look of disappointment appeared on her face. She didn’t want to spend time alone with me. After what happened between us the last time, I couldn’t blame her.

“We have the two crew quarters. I’ll close the divider. You won’t have to see me. I’ll prepare the meals. You can come and go and eat when you feel like it.” I couldn’t make it any simpler than that.

“That won’t be necessary.” Then, a softer voice I barely made out. “I want to see you. Can’t you even figure that out?”

I pretended I didn’t hear her. It would have to be that way for now. At least until she started to come around. Whenever that might be.

“I’ve got our spot picked. It’s still miles away. Upriver. If we use the tide to our advantage, we can get out of sight and moor on a sand spit. It should keep us until we’re needed.”
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THE GPS SAID WE WERE on course for our destination. It would be the mouth of a river north of the huge Mexican yacht club that was our final destination. Still, we would be early, thanks to the yacht’s powerful twin-engine configuration. I kept our speed up, and we made the tide. In the shallows, I throttled back. At the mouth of the river, I slowed even more and eased the big yacht against the current, thanks to the high water.

Up front, Kara waved hand signals while I positioned us. White sand on the gentle, curving banks surrounded the yacht on all sides. I shut down and Kara dropped anchor. Palm fronds rustled in the breeze. If we were lovers—

I put the thought out of my mind. This woman didn’t need a man like me in her life. Hell, she wanted nothing to do with me. I couldn’t say I blamed her.

Kara jumped ashore and tied us off on a palm tree. At the bow, I tossed over blankets and lounge chairs and a small picnic table and lowered a cooler of beer I knew she liked. I left the particular brand of tequila we both appreciated on board.

She opened the cooler. A quizzical expression crossed her face. “You remembered.”

“Of course. What do you think I am, a complete loser? Don’t answer that if you don’t want to be stranded here.”

“Would you like a beer?”

Without waiting for an answer, Kara popped a top and handed it over. Just a breath of humidity slipped down the outside of the glass. We guzzled them in a heartbeat.

“I’d say we deserved that,” I said.

“Is it all right with you if I undress?”

She liked to sunbathe nude. All of them were like that. “I’ll go aboard to give you privacy.”

“You don’t have to. It’s all right. Really.”

I never could understand women. It was forever and always one of my many shortcomings. She checked to see if I was looking. She turned her back and dropped her top, and then turned to face me. A forearm covered her breasts. A hand cupped the one closest.

She straightened, dropped her arm, and left me with a view of a woman I had made love to so enthusiastically that when it happened, it left us both scarred and marked for days before the signs finally disappeared.

It left us just as scarred on the inside, too.

“It’s not only the brain you’re missing out on, you know.”

“Kara. Don’t.”

She turned and spread the towel on the chair and made sure I had a view of the other side. While she pretended to concentrate on the chair, I slapped her ass as hard as I could.

“Damn you. That hurt.”

She must have rubbed for a good minute before settling down. I gave her the time.

“Then don’t flaunt it. Do you even think for a minute that I don’t want you in that cabin, beside me, in that bed we made love in?” I was that close to going off the deep end before I reigned in my temper. We had to work together. I didn’t want our past to go against us. “And damn you right back, woman, but I want you right here, right now, with sand in your hair, stuck to your back and rolling around covered in it like there’s never going to be a tomorrow.”

She looked at me, stunned, as though it hadn’t occurred that I might feel the same way.

“Yeah. Imagine that. Go figure.” I left her and climbed aboard. For what it was worth, I slammed the compartment door.

The trades were moist this time of year. The warm, humid air trapped in the boat got to me. Drenched in perspiration, I tossed and turned and wished I’d stayed on deck rather than banishing myself inside. Sleep came eventually, fitful and plagued with bad dreams.

The boat shifted on the sand spit and I knew Kara had climbed aboard. She paced back and forth, mumbling the whole time. Probably something about wanting to kill me but for the mission. I yelled up at her. “Are you drunk?”

“I don’t know about that, but I finished the beer. I’m looking for tequila.”

I called to her. “It’s in here,” I thought she’d take it and go ashore. I thought she’d tell me to go to hell. I thought she’d tell me to leave her alone. I thought she’d be dressed. As far as I was concerned, in the dark, she was.

Until she turned on the light. Every square inch of her body, including her hair, was covered in white sand.

“Are you wearing that just for me?”

She flipped off the light. The door closed and I was alone again, until the bed creaked. A sandy body scraped against my back.

She said, “All this sand is driving me nuts.”

“You’re drunk. Do you remember what happened in that bar?” I asked. I didn’t wait for the answer. “You better take a shower before we get started or we’ll kill each other trying to get a grip.”

A scratchy hand searched for me. “Then you better come and help.”
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We had the red-orange sun hovering over the horizon to ourselves. We were naked as jaybirds. Uncaring. A light breeze continued with its gentle rustling of the palms.

She looked. I looked.

I said, “You’re missing the sunrise.”

She didn’t care. “I’m looking at something rising,” she said.

So she was.

“If you’d put some clothes on—.” I tried.

“Why?”
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THE SUN WAS SETTING on our first full day ashore. It mirrored the sunset of the night before. So far, neither of us had tried to kill the other.

“Have you had enough?” she asked.

“No. Have you?”

“Not yet.”

“It’s normal before a mission. The tension. The unknown. Familiar partners on the job. The sex.” But was it? I didn’t know. “Have you been like this with any of your other partners?”

“No.”

A simple one-word answer. Then another one.

“Never.”

Kara sighed and I didn’t know if I could believe her. If I should.

“Until you came along and ruined me for life,” she added. “It’s unprofessional.” She slapped my bare ass just as hard as I slapped hers when we arrived on the sand spit. “Catch me if you can.” She ran off and jumped into the river.

I think she let me catch her on purpose.

“This is the first time I’ve seen you without your knife. You have a permanent mark where you carry it.” I touched the spot on her back.

“I hid it on board. I don’t need it when we’re together. I started carrying an ankle piece. Yeah. They’re kind of hard to hide in shorts, aren’t they?”

“Yes, that little thing strapped to a thigh only works in the movies,” I said.

“That’s no little thing against your thigh.” She giggled.

“Girl, keep sweet-talking me like that and soon it’ll be between yours. I know for a fact there’s ample room.”

“You bastard. That’s it for you. And that’s a lie. I’m a perfect fit for you, and we both know it to be true.” She grinned like a drunken sailor.

“I know, Kara. I know.”

We talked. We laughed. We ate. We drank. We made love on deck. We made love below deck. We made love on the beach. When we tired of love-making, we swam and talked some more and were quiet together and held hands and didn’t talk.

For two days, we couldn’t get enough of one another.
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Then came the mission. We sat on opposite sides of the bed, not touching. Reluctant to move more than that. Knowing we had to. It was time.

We can skip out.

I don’t remember who said it. I don’t think either of us took a breath. Perhaps we were considering. We stood and struggled to find clothes discarded in a hurry the night before, when our mood was better and a lot more enthusiastic.

Committed, we dressed for duty, all business and no play.

The only knife I ever saw Kara use was the one she kept strapped against the small of her back. She threaded her belt, inserted the knife buckle, and pulled on the long pants. She laced her boots, then bent to insert two more knives, one in each.

Throwing knives. I pretended not to notice.

The yacht floated free in the rising high tide, forcing its way upriver against the current. I hid the blankets and the deck chairs in a low scrub of palm trees before unfastening the line and climbing aboard.

“Aren’t you bringing them?” she asked.

“They’ll be here when we get back.”

“Come back? What? We won’t be back here. Ever,” she said.

I ignored her. I also didn’t tell her I loved her. That I’d been in love with her since our last operation together. They were words I needed to save for another time. If there would ever be a time.

I hauled anchor while she took the helm and fired up the engines. Reversing, she pointed the bow downriver, using the idling engines against the rising tide flowing upriver and overflowing the banks.

“We timed it perfectly,” she said.

“We did, didn’t we?”

She didn’t know I wasn’t talking about the same thing. I got one of those looks that said she noticed, but wasn’t sure what.

“You’re behaving rather strange. Are you all right?” she asked.

I wanted to tell her I wasn’t all right. I wanted to tell her I loved her. I wanted to tell her to point the yacht north over open water until we reached home. I couldn’t.

“I just realized something, is all. It’s all good.” I wouldn’t admit how much I loved this woman. No big deal. It would all turn out to be a piece of cake.

Or something else entirely, with my luck.

“Let me take the helm.” I handed over the file of briefing notes. “You better read this. I want you on the same page.”

“Why is it you’re the contract employee with the file, and I’m the full-timer working for you? There’s something not right about that.”

“I suspect it has something to do with cash money. I’m costing them a fortune. They probably want to feel like they’re getting their money’s worth.”

“Yeah, right. What are you going to do with all the cash?” she wanted to know.

“Give it to Allie and Hank and Erica and Lily before I disappear.”

“Desaparecido. Just where are you planning on disappearing to, exactly?”

“I’m not sure, but I have a plan.”

That I admitted to having a plan was a first in a long time. I smiled and looked over the horizon in an attempt to forget I said it. In fact, I had no plan at all. I never did.

We’d been at cruise for a half hour when a boat appeared. It would be nice to have more warning. I flipped on the radar.

I said, “It’s probably Federales. It’s time.”

She stripped to her bikini.

I took off my shirt. I hoped I looked like a sugar daddy enjoying life away from the wife and kids with a young hottie.

“We should have figured on something like this before throwing on all the clothes.”

The Federales pulled alongside. The crew took a good look at Kara, appraising and nodding. They ignored me, like I wasn’t even there, and then they turned away and headed for the horizon.

“It worked. We’re good.”

She dressed and came back to sit with me. “You look disappointed.”

It was true. I wanted to be back on the beach with this woman. “No. Just wistful.”

“I can strip down again if you like.”
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ACCORDING TO THE GPS, we were close. The file described a dilapidated building and wharf built on an outlet. Our instructions were to dock and wait if we arrived early. We were early.

“There it is, Jim. Am I going to have to cook?”

I knew from experience Kara wasn’t the best cook. “If you want. Why? Should I be worried?” I thought about it and decided I wouldn’t be taking any chances. Kara could poison me with love if she chose. Food was another matter. “Maybe I could do the cooking again.”

Kara nodded. “Fine by me.”

I killed the engines. The rotten, uneven wooden dock was falling into the water in places. Only part of a roof remained over the building. The water was deep enough to allow our yacht to proceed past the building. The small harbor would have been maintained and dredged in the past.

I let Kara take the helm. She expertly reversed to bring us against the broken-down wharf. I eased off the yacht and onto the shaky dock to tie off. We were far enough upriver to be out of sight. Unless someone was looking, no one would know we were here.

“It feels right. What do you think, Jim?”

“I noticed that, too. Are we sure it should?”

She didn’t say.

“We better get some rest. At first light, we’ll be walking to the marina.”

Our fevered love-making didn’t cure the jitters. Neither of us could wait
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