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      The sun hung low in the sky, a yolk cracking into the shimmering blue sea. Cameron Hauk watched it from the slippery black-leather back seat of a hired car. An expensive, blacked-out Cadillac Escalade, cool black leather seats, as clean as if it had just rolled off the lot, but scentless. No new car smell here. That would run the risk of upsetting a passenger, and in this type of service, the passenger was god.

      It was a ridiculous vehicle under almost any circumstance, but especially ridiculous in this one. Cam was alone in the cavernous backseat of the enormous SUV, with space for at least six more people to ride comfortably around him. He felt like he was in an empty prison transport, being taken from his cell to the courthouse for trial.

      Of course, if that were the case, he would have been wearing handcuffs. As it was, he was wearing cufflinks. It amounted to much the same thing. Round mother-of-pearl surrounded by black opals set in 9-carat gold, the cufflinks matched his overpriced tuxedo, his impractical shoes, and his meticulously overcomplicated bow tie. The entire outfit matched the ridiculous excess of the empty SUV.

      Just like in prison, at a black-tie event you're told what to wear, where to go, when and what to eat, and forced to mingle with strangers you would probably avoid, if given the chance. Events like that were a prison sentence of a shorter duration, that was all.

      But Cam couldn't let himself be distracted by the inconvenience. He had work to do. The tuxedo was just his uniform. His cover. Same with the SUV. It was ridiculous, without doubt, but it was expected. Rich people, especially the kind who would come to a political fundraiser—especially one put on by a wealthy surrogate, with no hope of meeting the actual candidate—were there to be seen, to be acknowledged, to be worshipped. To fit in with that kind of crowd, Cameron had to play the part.

      The tux. The Caddy. All just part of the costume.

      The driver wheeled the SUV expertly through the entrance to the marina. Like every airport, which had a separate, more exclusive section for private planes, marinas tended to separate the luxury yachts from the mere dinghies of the hoi-polloi. Anything under seventy-five feet was relegated to the common slips. Cam's driver led him into the rarified air with the easy confidence of someone who knew the way, someone who had driven this path many times before. The understated excess of the car and the beefy, black-suited, stubble-headed driver were so stereotypical that the guard at the tiny white security hut waved them through with barely a glance.

      Cameron pulled in a deep breath, then another. He slowed his mind, slowed his pulse, began the process of shedding himself. Like stripping off your clothes and sinking into an icy sea, only to emerge minutes later energized and alive, reborn, he let Cameron Hauk slough off, drop to a pile on the floor, and coated himself with a new skin, a new persona.

      The driver stopped at the dock behind a line of other vehicles. Some were SUVs like his, others were sleek black cars or limousines, but they all carried the same regal bearing, the same sense of entitled superiority, bestowed by association with the haute arrogance of the coiffed and bejeweled individuals who emerged from them. Women in long, glittering evening gowns and carefully sculpted hair. Men in tuxedos nearly identical to each other, the only individuality coming from the shape of their shoe, the color of their cufflinks, or the comportment of their bow tie. The women were on display in events like these, in all their glorious plumage, even if it was still the men who held the power.

      The driver, Jack, pulled forward, put the SUV in park, and walked around behind the vehicle. He pulled open the passenger door and stood beside it, back arched, eyes straight ahead and unfocused, like a Victorian footman. The habits of the rich may change in form over time, but never in substance.

      Cameron let one more deep breath exit his body, and with it the last vestiges of himself. When he pulled in a new breath, he was a new man.

      I am Paul Baker.

      I am Paul Baker.

      I am Paul Baker.

      He stepped out of the car and buttoned his evening jacket, eyeing the security guards standing by the entrance to the pier. Like bit players in an action movie, they were dressed in black suits and ties and wearing dark sunglasses, though the glare of the sunset was already fading. They even had squiggly tan cables leading to clearly visible earpieces. These were real security guards, but they were there for show. The guards to worry about were the ones who weren't so obvious.

      "I'll be here waiting when you return, Mr. Baker," said the driver.

      "Thank you, Jack," said Paul with a smile, clapping him on one broad shoulder. "Enjoy your evening."

      "Thank you, sir," Jack replied. "You, too."

      Paul knew he wouldn't enjoy the evening. But as he joined the line of wealthy patrons strutting down the pier, examining each of them with a practiced eye, he hoped it would be a good one, nonetheless.
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      Just as dinghies under seventy-five feet were relegated to the common slips, tin cans under two hundred feet were forced to tether themselves to the shore. The truly regal vessels had no terrestrial berth at all. Like the gods in the heavens, these behemoths didn't deign to touch the earth, but hovered at anchor offshore, sending hundred-foot ferries—mere gnats beside the mother ship—to shuttle their guests from shore to sea.

      As soon as Paul boarded one of these ferries, he was ushered deeper into the ship to allow more guests to board behind him, enticed along by a line of servers in white gloves and black tails, each holding a tray loaded with champagne or hors d'oeuvres, bits of cheese to lure the mice along the maze. Paul left the cheese alone and walked all the way to the far rail where he could enjoy his solitude for a few moments longer. On the horizon, behind the megayacht that would be his workplace for the next few hours, the yolk of the sun had mostly emptied, the sky quickly darkening to a husky blue.

      "Beautiful, isn't it?" said an equally husky voice beside Paul. He turned to see a woman who made the stunning sunset seem like a grainy black-and-white image. Her dress was a rich gold color—the color of egg yolk. It arched over one shoulder, split over the woman's voluminous breasts, came together in a sash over her shapely waist, then spilled down to the floor, leaving one long slit for her full thigh before piling on the deck of the ship beside tall gold heels with straps that wrapped up around her calf and crossed just under her knee like a Roman empress. Her other shoulder and both arms were bare, her neck adorned with a diamond choker that was worth enough to feed a third-world nation for a decade.

      The dress was stunning, but the woman's voluptuous figure was more so, and she knew it. She stood beside Paul at the rail, back straight and shoulders square, with the air of an empress, the confidence of a woman who possessed wealth, power, and beauty in equal measure. From the keen, kind way she appraised Paul as he drank in the sudden sight of her, Paul knew he could add intelligence to her list of attributes.

      "Stunning," said Paul. The woman's dark eyes reflected the blue dusk, but Paul could swear he still saw the flame of the faded sun in them, too.

      She held out her hand. "Melantha Woods."

      A flood of warmth and electricity coursed up Paul's arm and through his body as he took Melantha's hand, her skin soft, her hand filling his like it was meant to be there and he had somehow grown accustomed to living with the lack.

      "Paul Baker," he mumbled.

      His eyes drifted down to her full lips, to the sultry circle in the center between them as it opened into a smile. Her teeth were bright against her skin and the dark red of her lipstick, her smile wide and arresting.

      Paul felt his heart stutter as Melantha's smile reached her eyes, the sunken sun flaring in them. His chest tightened, his breath hitched, his motor function failed him until she released his hand, released his gaze, and turned to the rail to look out toward the sea.

      Paul closed his eyes for a quick moment, pulled in a slow breath, smelled the salt and rot of the sea. He could not fall for this woman. He would not fall for this woman. Not so quickly. Not again.

      The hum of the engines grew insistent, then strained as it worked to push the massive ship forward. The churn of the seawater chortled against the hull beneath them as the ship pulled away from the dock. Paul felt a gentle tug against his body and shifted his weight to counteract the subtle force of the movement. What had been a soft breeze became a stiff wind against his cheeks as the ship picked up speed.

      He squinted against the wind and let his breath out slowly through lips pursed like a flute player. Sanity at least partially restored, he turned to the rail, shoulder to shoulder with Melantha.

      "What brings you to the party?" he asked.

      Melantha pulled in a deep breath. Paul tried very hard not to notice the way her chest moved as she did so.

      "Let's not talk politics before we're even on board, Paul," she said with a soft smile. "There will be far too much of that later. For now," she put her hand on his on the rail, "tell me something about you. What do you do for fun?"

      "For fun?" Paul couldn't remember the last time he'd had fun for the sake of fun itself. "I like to draw." It was the first thing that came to mind. "Pencil sketches." He didn't think of it as fun, though it gave him great pleasure. It was more of a need. A compulsion, perhaps. A way to escape. But it would suffice as an answer.

      Melantha's eyebrows lifted. "I wouldn't have pegged you as an artist."

      "How would you have pegged me?"

      She left one eyebrow up for a moment, then smiled sweetly, slyly. Seductively.

      He would not fall for this woman. Not again.

      Melantha let her eyes drag slowly along Paul's body from his head to his feet and back to his head. This time, it was Paul who raised an eyebrow. Melantha's smile broadened.

      "I would have guessed you spent your free time trolling the internet for distressed companies ripe for takeover."

      The yacht drew closer. What had looked like an enormous ship from the shore took on the proportions of a modest skyscraper up close. It seemed like a physical impossibility for something so massive to be able to float at all, let alone maneuver in the water.

      Paul nodded. "That's how I spend my days. Investing," he hastened to add, "not hostile takeovers. But that's not how I spend my nights."

      "You spend your nights sketching?"

      He tilted his head and smiled. "Among other things."

      Her lips parted once more. Once more, Paul's heart stopped in his chest.

      "Well, I won't ask about the other things," Melantha said, turning away and pulling her gaze from him like she were running one soft fingertip down the center of his bare chest. "We can save that conversation for another time."

      Melantha strutted away, casting a look over her bare shoulder, moving toward where the ferry would dock to the yacht.

      "I look forward to it," Paul called, eliciting one more subtle, heart-stopping smile before she disappeared into the crowd that had begun to gather near the exit.

      The ferry slowed and turned to sidle up beside the yacht. A pontoon bridge had been erected off the tail of the yacht to allow the guests to step safely from one vessel to the other without danger of looking the least bit foolish or unsteady.

      Paul waited at the rail, letting the crush of transferring guests ease before he joined them. He wanted to be just another face in the crowd, but he didn't want too many people around to watch his movements. He needed to get his bearings, to find vantage points, hiding spots, places to make a quick exit, if need be. As soon as all the guests had boarded, the yacht would begin a slow cruise around the bay, never going as far as the open ocean—most of the guests would find that experience far too rough for their tastes, megayacht or no megayacht—but going far enough to make swimming back to shore an ordeal. And though he'd memorized the layout of all six decks on the yacht, there was nothing that could replace the real-life experience of a space to give you a sense of what was possible and what was not. A two-dimensional rendering was useful, but a three-dimensional experience sparked more ideas and a better understanding than two dimensions ever could.

      He joined the tail end of the boarding group, amid several slow-moving older couples, liver-spotted bald men with jowls that spilled over their collars and silver-haired women with necks like plucked turkeys and jewels enough to distract from their age, if only for a moment. Paul smiled amiably at them as they crossed together, even offered a hand to help one doddering lady across a small gap in her path.

      At his first opportunity, Paul slipped into a side passageway on the yacht. As the ferry engines fired up again and the ship moved away from the yacht and back toward shore, slowly dissolving in the deepening dusk, Paul slid deeper into the shadows himself. It was time for the real work to begin.
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      The yacht was impressive. There could be no disputing that. At nearly three hundred feet long, it had better be. It had reputedly cost the owner, Mr. Devin Minsk, over one hundred million dollars. He was one of those typical rich douchebags who wanted bragging rights to say that he owned the biggest, most expensive, most lavish yacht of all the yacht club douchebags. He wanted to be the Douchebag King. And with this little rowboat, Paul had to say he'd earned the title.

      Until the next rich douchebag came along and took it from him, anyway.

      Minsk had named the yacht Paloma, after his wife. Paloma was Spanish for "dove". Ironically, the hundred million dollars Minsk had used to pay for the Paloma had come from anything but peaceful enterprise.

      Officially, Minsk owned the second-largest shipping company in the world, making him a billionaire many times over and putting him 146th on the Forbes billionaire list. Unofficially, the shipping company was a shopfront diversion for his real business. A third-generation American of Russian descent, Minsk's true calling was shipping and selling arms around the world. Government or terrorist, fascist or freedom fighter, good guy or bad guy, Minsk would sell to anyone whose bank transfer would clear. It was said that five generations earlier, one of Minsk's ancestors had sold Russian cannons to Napoleon. Illegal arms dealing was in his blood.

      Supposedly, Minsk would easily be in the top ten, maybe even number one, on the Forbes list if his arms income were included, a fact that simultaneously puffed Minsk's chest and stuck in his craw every time the new list buried him in the mid one-hundreds, down with the mere luminaries, instead of among those whose wealth was so blisteringly radiant it had burned their souls to dark ash.

      Paloma, it was said, had been blissfully unaware of the source of funds for her lavish lifestyle. A simple girl from small-town Catalonia, a shopkeeper's daughter blessed with heart-stopping beauty, Minsk had plucked her from obscurity and made her the fourth Mrs. Minsk one sunny day nine years earlier, when Paloma was a lithe twenty-two and Minsk was already a wheezing, red-faced sixty. Rumor had it that Paloma's blissful ignorance had recently ended when she caught wind of her husband's dealings. It was a rude shock for a woman who had founded a charity to improve the welfare of children in war-torn regions of the world. Shakespeare had compared the fury of a woman scorned to that of hell itself, but apparently he had never married a Spaniard.

      Like its namesake, the Paloma megayacht was a vision of elegance and beauty. Blonde teak wood was everywhere, blending beautifully with the yacht's gleaming, white-painted aluminum superstructure. This excursion would be the first real use of the vessel, beyond a few joyrides by the owner, and everything still looked like it had come straight from the box. Surfaces glittered in the soft lamplight, chairs and tables were pristine. As Paul stepped through a narrow hatch and down a metal ladder to the crew deck, he could see that even the tender lockers were spotless. There was rumored to be a twelve-person submersible tethered to the bottom of the yacht somewhere. Paul wondered idly if there was still plastic wrap on the control sticks.

      He moved quickly and surely through the increasingly narrow spaces, even though he wasn't at all sure where he was going. He'd memorized the deck plans well enough, but a deck plan was not a blueprint. They didn't tell you where the fuses were or the electrical mains. They didn't tell you the best way to make a quick getaway when you were five miles from shore. Paul had to figure those details out all on his own.

      And so he ran some reconnaissance, for lack of a better term. Eventually, he would need to make his way to the owner's deck, Deck Six. That's where Minsk would keep his valuables, in the shade of his helipad, his own getaway plan.

      But Paul knew that getting to Deck Six was just the beginning of the job. His task was not just to get what he came for, but to get out with it. In order to achieve that goal, Paul would need to do his research. And so he was, starting at the bottom of the ship and working his way up.

      Despite all of the security upstairs, both the black-suited Hollywood guards for show and the real ones intermingled with the guests, security on the yacht itself seemed non-existent. Paul had expected to need to steal a keycard from one of the crew, something to open doors throughout the boat. It seemed the crew decks, at least, were not deemed important enough for that kind of security. All the better for Paul. One less thing to worry about when the plan fell apart.

      And it would fall apart. That, above all else, is what good plans did. They failed. Paul had worked on his plan for months, played it out again and again in his mind. The plan was sound. The only question in Paul's mind was how it would fail. And how he would adjust when it did. Hence the reconnaissance. The more information he had, the more creative he could be when the shit inevitably hit the propeller blades.

      He worked his way down another ladder, doing his best to soften the clang of his tuxedo shoes against the textured metal. This ladder was even narrower than the first. Below the waterline, the outline of the yacht tapered very quickly to a long keel, leaving little shoulder room for minor details like ladders and fire exits. Unlike whatever glamour Paul was sure he would find on the decks above, such luxuries were apparently deemed unnecessary for the crew.

      At the bottom of the ladder he finally found himself on the lowest deck, at the stern of the yacht. From here, Paul could work his way forward to the bow, up one level, back to the stern, and so on, back and forth for as long as he could, taking in as much information as possible before someone found him and he was forced to pretend to enjoy mingling with a hundred asshole billionaires while trapped on a piece of metal floating in the middle of the Santa Monica bay.

      This deep in the boat, the rooms were as utilitarian as the appointments. No blonde wood was wasted down here. Down here, the deck and the bulkheads were unadorned steel. Everything still gleamed, with the same fresh white paint as Paul had seen on the main deck above. But while there it gave the feeling of luxury and elegance, here it was all business, all efficiency. There were a hundred guests on board, but it took a crew of twenty-one to serve them, and that was just to work the ship itself. It didn't include catering staff or entertainers. Paul imagined that those twenty-one crew members were more comfortable down here amid the clean efficiency than up top, surrounded by the reek of money and bullshit.

      But hopefully his theory would not be tested. So far, he hadn't see a single one of those crew members, and he wanted to keep it that way as long as possible. He patted his left breast, felt the lump inside the inner pocket. His secret weapon. But he didn't need it quite yet. If he were discovered, he still had a plausible excuse. He was an over-curious guest who took a wrong turn and got lost in the bowels of the megayacht. Gauche. If Paul had been an actual guest, he would be mortified to admit such a faux pas. But he wasn't an actual guest, and the excuse was all the more believable for the embarrassment it would have caused.

      Paul strode down a long central passageway. Through porthole windows in the bulkhead doors on either side, he could see neatly labeled lockers containing life jackets, emergency rafts, and other rescue gear, shut tight into the exterior side of the ship. In the next few rooms he saw more storage lockers and one room with several tanks that were probably filled with drinking water.

      He came to a doorway in the center of the aisle. He could go no further without going through the door. Paul peeked through the window and saw the engine room. Two levels deep, textured metal flooring ran across the top level, forming a kind of balcony that ran down the center of the room and around the sides. Two openings were cut into the middle with ladders leading down to the bottom.

      Two hulking engines, one on either side, dominated the room. From the top, Paul could see large silver ducts elbowing up from the top of each engine and into metal boxes that were nearly big enough for Paul to stand inside. It looked like a massive HVAC unit, but Paul figured it had to be something to do with the engine exhaust.

      From Paul's angle, the engines themselves seemed to occupy the majority of the lower level. They ran the length of the room from bow to stern and from the floor all the way up through the holes in the balcony above. Two crew members, a man and a woman, stood below, each wearing a white uniform that was as crisp and clean as the machinery around them. Each wore headphones and carried a tablet, inspecting the engine and checking off items on their tablets one by one.

      Across the way, Paul could see some kind of engineering room behind glass. It squatted in the middle of the upper deck, with access doors on either side. More importantly, through the glass Paul could see another door leading out of the engine room. That was where he needed to go.

      The crew members were down below and distracted. Paul's best bet would be to skirt the outsides of the balcony to the other side while they were still occupied with their work.

      Through the heavy doorway, Paul heard a muffled bell ring out, like the bell in an old-fashioned high school, telling students to switch classes. The woman below walked into the front of the sunken engine room to consult a panel that stood there. She turned and said something to the other crew member, who nodded and came to stand beside her. With both of their backs turned toward him, Paul figured it was as good a time as any to sneak inside.

      He cracked the door of the engine room as quickly and quietly as he could and slipped through, being sure to shut the door securely behind him. The crew members were wearing headphones, which should have helped to mask any sounds Paul made, but he wanted to be careful to avoid detection as long as possible.

      As he slunk along the metal walkway in a half-crouch, the crew members pushed a set of green buttons on the panel in front of them.

      In the next moment, Paul understood exactly why they were wearing headphones. And it wasn't so they could listen to music while they worked.

      With a whir and a clank, the two engines roared to life. Even if Paul were outside in the open air standing ten feet away, the sound of just one engine would have been deafening. Inside the small metal room, with both engines starting at once, right beside his ear, the sound pounded inside Paul's head like a thousand sledgehammers. His eyes felt like they would pop from his skull with the pressure, bulging from their sockets with the rhythm of the engines. Paul tasted metal in his mouth, then realized he'd bit his own tongue hard enough to make it bleed. He doubled over instinctively, his hands over his ears. They offered little respite from the noise.

      Through the gaps in the machinery and the flooring, Paul could see that the two crew members were unperturbed. They studied their panel, comparing various readouts to the tablets in their hands and nodding to one another. Business as usual for them. Those headphones must have worked really well.

      Pain or no pain, Paul needed to get on with his own business. Despite the chaos hemorrhaging his brain, he forced himself to stand. At least he didn't need to worry about being quiet anymore. He just needed to avoid being seen.

      His hands still over his ears, he scuttled around the left side of the balcony, past the ductwork and behind the metal exhaust box, hidden from the view of the crew members. The side door to the engineering room was directly ahead of him, but there was nothing but open floor between him and the door. Nothing to hide behind. He needed a bit of luck now to avoid detection.

      He got it. The crew members turned together to the far side of the room, where he'd entered, to examine yet another panel. With their backs facing Paul, he darted across the open space and slipped through the door.

      Thankfully, the engine room was soundproofed. The sudden deadening of the engine noise brought instant relief to Paul's entire body. Tension drained from his body. He hadn't realized how much his muscles had tightened under the strain of the racket from the engines. His ears were still ringing, a high-pitched background sound like a hot needle in his ear, but at least his body was no longer trying to fold in on itself. Paul ignored the pain in his ears and focused on where he was and what he was doing.

      The room was some kind of control center. Banks of glowing green and red switches covered the walls, beside innumerable panels and screens. Across from them, on a wide control board below the windows, Paul saw another tablet on a stand, more dials and switches, and a bank of large red buttons covered in hard plastic flip boxes. On one side was a microphone, most likely for speaking to whoever was out in the engine room, and a two-handled control stick. Could the engine room control the speed of the engines themselves? Perhaps it was a failsafe, in case the controls in the wheelhouse failed. Or maybe, like in the old movies, the wheelhouse still had to call commands down to the engine room in order to change the speed of the vessel.

      Paul turned to examine the switches on the wall behind him. A dizzying array of lights and panels and knobs and readouts made his already dizzy mind swim. He scanned the labels quickly, looking for one very specific word. He found it.

      Generator.

      Actually, it looked like there might be three or four generators on this ship. Made sense, given how large it was. The generators controlled AC power on the yacht, which powered everything from flushing the heads to cooling the refrigerators to cranking the stereo systems. And more importantly for Paul's purposes, the generators controlled all of the lights.

      He glanced out the windows. They afforded a clear view of the entire engine compartment. Paul could see the crew members as they continue to examine the far panel. Their backs were still turned toward him, but they wouldn't stay that way for long. And while being caught in a passageway below decks was easily excused, being caught in the engine room with the engines running would be a lot harder to explain.

      He'd found what he was looking for, anyway.

      Paul slipped through the door in the wall behind him. The whining in his ears was even more noticeable out here. The world sounded like it was wrapped in cotton balls, and Paul's head throbbed insistently. He squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed at his temples, trying to will the noise to stop.

      "Painful, isn't it?"

      The voice was muffled, but Paul could still hear it, deep and gruff, with a faint Russian accent.

      He opened his eyes to see a pair of shined black leather boots under black pants. He lifted his head slowly to a broad chest wearing a jacket as black as the night sky, with two columns of silver buttons that shined like stars.

      Paul's addled mind struggled to comprehend what was happening. He tilted his head back, dragged his eyes up, up, up. The black jacket became a stark white collar and black tie, the collar became a broad, thick neck, the neck a bearded chin. The beard was as white and as thick as Santa Claus'. But when his eyes finally found the face above it, deeply lined and weathered, with cheeks red from what looked like too many years alone at sea with nothing but a bottle for companionship, Paul could see right away that the man standing in front of him was no jolly Saint Nick.

      And from the gold-striped epaulets on his wide shoulders, Paul figured he'd found the captain.
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      The captain cleared his throat and raised his voice, practically yelling in Paul's ear. "I said, painful, isn't it?"

      Paul winced at the volume. The captain gave the slightest smirk, enough for Paul to know that he'd raised his voice on purpose. He knew Paul had heard him the first time. And he was enjoying watching Paul squirm.

      "That's why our crew members are trained to wear ear protection at all times." He emphasized the phrase crew members. "I guess you must have missed that briefing," he looked sideways at Paul, "and the one about the correct uniform. Tuxedos are for guests. Unless..." The captain put one hand on his bearded chin, pretending to think. "Well, you couldn't be a guest, because a guest would never be in the engine room unaccompanied, would they?" He looked pointedly at Paul. "Would they?"

      Paul figured he could play this two ways. He could slink off like a whipped schoolboy and join the mindless throng above. Or he could own his situation and milk it for all it was worth. Might be worth something, might be worth nothing. But there was no way he was joining the other guests until it was absolutely necessary.

      He stood tall, rubbing his temple with one hand. "I guess I did miss the briefing. And," he grimaced, "it is really fucking painful, Captain..." Paul peered at the gold name tag pinned to the man's chest. "Captain William Constance." He held out held out his hand. "Paul Baker," he said. "Can I call you Bill?"

      The captain looked at Paul's hand like he'd just as soon run it through a spinning propeller as shake it. Paul could see the war behind the man's eyes, indignance battling with propriety, before he finally took the offered hand in his. The captain's grip was slow, his hand massive. It swallowed Paul's hand like a whale swallowing a minnow.

      "Mr. Baker," he said, his voice like sandpaper, his eyes like ice, "I believe you have lost your way."

      Paul shrugged, the whine in his ears finally dying enough for him to feel mostly human again. "Every wrong turn is a new opportunity."

      "Not in my line of work."

      "No?"

      "In my line of work, a wrong turn is four thousand gallons of diesel fuel that are docked from my paycheck."

      "Your boss makes you pay for fuel?"

      "The owner of this ship makes me pay for a lot of things."

      The man might have been made of marble for all the expression in his face. His voice was just as expressionless. Slow, flat, and precise.

      "Still an opportunity," Paul said.

      The captain raised one eyebrow. "For what?"

      "To find a new line of work."

      Paul grinned. The captain did not.

      "Would you like me to show you to the main deck, Mr. Baker?"

      "Now you're a tour guide? You can find a better line of work than that, can't you?"

      The captain stared down his bulbous, red-tipped nose at Paul for a
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