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CHAPTER ONE

ULTAR EBERT KYLER

 


His real name was Ultar Ebert Kyler, an
American born product of an Irish mother and German father.
Ultar-Irish for 'Ruler of the armies,' Ebert-German for 'Strong as
a Boar,' sometimes referred to as 'that stinking pig' by his
employers, but not within his hearing, and Kyler-German for 'Little
Warrior.' Warrior most assuredly, but not at all little. At six
foot seven and two hundred sixty pounds, he looked down on most
men. The few that he couldn't look down on, he could soon have them
so broken that looking down on them was easy.

An Annapolis graduate and former SEAL team
leader, he could operate almost every weapons system in the US
arsenal, from the first generation Abrams Tank to an Apache Attack
helicopter to hand held stinger missiles and any firearm. Almost
all one and two man weapons systems from other armies of the world
were also in his repertoire.

He was hired by a cartel of rich men from the
year 2145 to keep an eye on Roland Hines, one of the inventors of
the time machine who had developed an agenda of his own. The Cartel
had funded the research that led to the invention of the time
machine and felt that they, the Cartel, not Hines, should determine
how the machine was to be used. Hines wanted to use the machine to
go back in time and save lives and prevent disasters, like the twin
towers on 9/11 and the sinking of the Titanic. The Cartel wanted to
use the machine to affect the market so that they could make even
more money. Kyler was to be the Cartel's insurance policy, to force
Hines to do their bidding.

Unfortunately for the Cartel, Tar Kyler liked
the old man and they soon became good friends. Hines managed to
convince Kyler that the Cartel shouldn't be in control of the power
of the time machine because they wanted to use it for the wrong
reasons. In the few months that they had together, he trained Tar
on how to operate the time machine, and between them they
manipulated Tar's age so that he was always thirty-two years old, a
time chosen by Tar because he was at his peak physical condition at
that age.

One of the things they discovered was that
there were three laws covering time travel. Law number one, if you
traveled to another time and then came back to the exact time that
you left, things were exactly like when you left. If traveling to
another time to make a change, you had to be gone at least two
seconds. Going to a market for supplies and returning to the exact
time you left means you came home with an empty sack. But setting
the clock so you would return two seconds after you left meant that
whatever you went after came home with you.

Law number two they discovered after they
figured out law number one. You only got one shot at making a
change. You better get it right the first time because there was no
second chance.

Law number three was that sometimes no matter
what you did, you couldn't change everything. Fate determined what
took place, and if fate decided that an event was going to happen,
it happened no matter what you did. You may change a few minor
details, but the main purpose of the trip never got changed.

They gathered pictures and newspaper accounts
of the sinking of the Titanic, including accounts from the captain
of the Carpathia. With these in hand, they went to Captain Edward Smith on the
Titanic and regaled him with tales of the sinking and the great
loss of life. Captain Smith listened intensely and then agreed to
change course a few degrees to the south to miss the icebergs.
Feeling smug with themselves, they returned home and read history.
The Titanic sank, just like before. For the longest time they
couldn't understand why.

They tried to avert many of
the major disasters in American history, and failed each time.
After failing at the Johnstown, Pennsylvania flood and the
Galveston Hurricane of 1900, it was more than they could
understand. They had the pictures and eyewitness accounts and even
had the officials convinced, or so they claimed, that disasters
were coming to their towns. But later, checking back, Hines found
that nothing had been done and that thousands of people had died,
needlessly. Law number one had bit them.

After figuring out law
number one, they attempted to go back and try
again. Again nothing worked. It took several attempts before they
discovered that there was a law number two.
Time travel repairs were a one shot deal.

They never really figured out
what to do with law number three. They just
did the best they could and if fate permitted, they made changes.
If not, well, on to the next project.

Other attempts to save lives
fell on deaf ears, or stubborn ones. Officials in Boston and New
York refused to believe that an airplane
could topple the World Trade Center, even with pictures to prove it
had happened. Doctored photos was the response, and they were
ushered out the door followed by threats of imprisonment if they
persisted.

Shortly after Tar came to work with him,
Roland got sick. Several trips to the doctor determined that
pancreatic cancer was the culprit. Roland put Tar through a rush
advanced course in time travel machine operation and between them
they made plans for the future; Tar's future. After the old man
died, the Cartel came to confiscate the time machine—finding it,
and Tar, missing. From then on, the Cartel had to deal with Tar
Kyler. He would take the time travel trips on their behalf and
carry out their wishes, most of the time.

Sometimes the wishes of the Cartel and those
of Tar Kyler were at odds. And in those cases, the wishes of the
Cartel came in second. If they had any other choice, they would
take it, but Kyler had the time machine hidden, and he was the best
they could hope to find.

He was now a time traveler and warrior for
hire, but he was mostly his own boss. They controlled the money,
but the time machine was his—and sometimes money wasn't enough. He
had no problem with the Cartel members getting richer and no
compulsion against killing, he was good at it, but he was not a
bloodthirsty savage. Women and children and a few other innocents
were off limits.

His employers hated him and wanted him dead.
The few that tried to have him killed met with an undesirable end,
so that idea was abandoned. Besides, sometimes he came in handy. As
for now, they would keep using him, and when he went against their
wishes, they just got over it. It was a lot better to bite the
bullet than have the bullet bite them.

Tar's employees were a mixture of peoples
from around the globe: England, South Africa, the Philippines, Cuba
and Puerto Rico.

Smokey, the Filipino, whose real name was
Dakila Reyes, the electrical and electronics wizard, and his wife,
Alecia, the computer expert, were the first of the valley's
inhabitants that Tar had brought in.

Dakila was a hard name for Tar to get his
tongue around so he just called him Smokey because he was the color
of smoke. So was Alecia, for that matter, but he couldn't just call
her Smokette. Furthermore, she was very pretty, and Alecia was so
easy to say.

Tar had met them on one of his first trips
back in time, a trip to settle an old score. When Tar was still a
SEAL, he was sent as second in command on an assignment to Mindanao
Province in the Philippines. A rebel leader, headquartered in
Madrid, was causing problems for the local government and they had
asked for help. With the National government all tied up in
corruption, there was no help forthcoming from Manila, so someone
among the local leaders who had a close friend in Washington
started lobbying the United States Congress.

Strings were pulled and a small SEAL team was
sent out to dispose of the rebel leader. Small was the operative
word with this team; all members were of Asian or Hispanic descent.
Tar never understood why he was picked to go since he was a good
foot taller than anyone else and several shades lighter.

The color he could deal with; with all the
cameo grease they wore, they were pretty much all the same color
anyway. His height was another story. He had no idea how to stand
short enough to blend in. Standing crouched made him look just like
what he was, a tall man crouched. Standing all stooped over not
only hurt his back, but also put him in an unready stance should he
need to move fast.

He went as he was told to do and the
operation was a disaster. Their assignment was to slip in under
cover of darkness, move to Madrid and find this rebel leader, using
secret information, and then proceed back to the pick-up point at
Caridad.

The rebel leader apparently also had a friend
somewhere, and almost as soon as they came ashore near Madrelino,
the rebels were all over them. Their operation was to take two days
to cover the fifteen miles to Madrid and then withdraw. It took
them every minute of the two days just to fight their way the one
mile from Madrelino to Caridad, and by then it was only Tar still
standing unwounded.

Tar and the lieutenant in charge managed to
get everyone down to the shore and into the small boat to row back
out to the sub, even the dead, but at the last second, an RPG
landed in the boat and killed everyone in it, including three of
the four sailors sent out to get them. By tying all the bodies
together, Tar and the remaining sailor managed to tow everyone far
enough offshore that the sub was able to pick them up. It took Tar
many years before he found out who burned that operation.

When Roland Hines died and Tar was left to
his own devices, one of the first things he cleaned up was that
Philippine fiasco. He slipped into Washington to a party being
given for his target and just before the congressman was to make a
speech, he had to go the restroom. He never came out. Security had
cleared the room just before the congressman went in and no one
else went in or came out, nor were there any other exits to that
restroom. All they found was a dead congressman with a knife hole
completely through his head. The FBI still had that one on the
books as a cold case.

Going back to Mindanao to clean up things
there was just as easy, until lightning struck, literally. Tar did
the research and went in and took out the rebel leader exactly as
he had planned, but just as he was about to pinch his ear,
lightning struck the house he was in and the jolt nearly knocked
him out. Even though the strike wasn't a direct hit, nor did Tar
get the full shock, the small chip in his earlobe suffered a
short.

Tar was trapped in 2066 in Mindanao Province
with no way to travel back home. He would be a hunted man in a land
where he stood out like a giant among pygmies.

Tar wasn't totally helpless. He was armed,
and he did know a lot of woodcraft, so he immediately made a plan.
Getting off Mindanao was the first step; other islands to the north
were a lot friendlier to Americans than this one.

Figuring that they would expect him to head
out either by Caridad, like they did before, or try to get out
through Surigao and the ferries to the north, instead he worked his
way across the island, through Butuan, Gingoog and to Debaloy and
the ferry to Bohol. There he was much safer, but he kept moving,
another ferry across to Cebu and he started working his way up the
island. Getting a few short rides there was easy because these
people were very friendly. He knew a few locals on Luzon, and if he
could get there, he was pretty sure he could get his ear piece
fixed.

In Carcar, he caught a ride with a man that
was going north through Talisay where the National Road went over
the mountains to Toledo where there was a ferry to Negros, the next
island over. Along the way the man talked about his wife and his
job and almost everything else. His name was Dakila Reyes. He and
his wife, Alecia, lived in the small town of Dumanjug on the west
side of the island. He was going to Cebu City to pick up some
electronic supplies he had ordered from the United States. He was
in the computer repair business, and he liked to build his own
computers and other electronic gadgets.

His wife could write programs for his
computers and they were attempting to get a visa to go to the US to
set up a business—him to build computers and her to write the
operating systems. Their idea was that in a land of opportunity,
like the US was reported to be, they should make good competition
for Microsoft.

Unfortunately, he didn't know that Microsoft
was fighting him tooth and nail. Since that big conglomerate was in
the US and supplying a lot of jobs, there was no way that the state
department was going to let someone like Reyes in.

Maybe this Reyes could repair his travel
chip. And when it was repaired, it would probably need to be
programmed to operate on a certain frequency in order to receive
the signals from the base unit in the mountains ten thousand miles
and thirty years away. Maybe the Reyes woman could write such a
program. Tar knew the frequency, not by heart, but had it tattooed
to the underside of his big toe. If Reyes could repair the chip,
and Mrs. Reyes could reprogram it, Tar would be on the way
home.

He was left with another set of questions. If
they could do the repair and reprogram work, then what? In order to
protect the secret of time travel, he had two choices: take them
with him or kill them. Killing them was out. No choice at all.
Reyes, he could kill, but no way was he going to kill the wife. So
Tar listened.

The more Tar heard, the more he liked, and as
he rode along, he started getting an idea. He depended a lot on
computers, but with all his training and skills, other than
operating the time machine, he was pretty much computer illiterate.
Mechanical things he could work on, but he was much more into
destroying than building. If something could be made to work by
pounding it with a hammer, he was right at home, but subtle stuff
like electronics was beyond him.

Maybe he could talk them into coming with
him. Reyes was already disappointed in the hold up of getting to
the US. Tar could fertilize that disappointment and see where that
took him. Having someone of their abilities would be a major plus.
Besides, Tar was tired of living alone. It wasn't that he needed
female companionship so much as he just needed companionship
period. Tar wasn't much of a talker himself, but he did like having
a talker around. And no matter what else Reyes was, he was a
talker.

So after reaching Talisay, Tar asked Reyes if
it would be okay if he rode back to Dumanjug with him and he could
go up the west coast to Toledo City where the ferry port was. Reyes
was very agreeable, and on the Cebu, they went where Reyes
retrieved his package and then back down the island and across to
Dumanjug.

Mrs. Reyes was, in keeping with the local
population, a very pretty lady. Both of the Reyes' were around
thirty-years-old and had no children. Tar visited a while with
them, asking questions and getting the answers that he wanted.

They were unhappy with where they were;
unhappy with the results of their efforts to move, but happy with
each other and with what they were doing. So Tar asked the next
question: could they repair and reprogram a chip that he had?

They were amazed when Tar asked Alecia to cut
the chip out of his ear. That required a complete explanation about
what the chip was for and how it worked. It took Tar three hours to
satisfy all their answers, and to offer the invite for them to come
to Ecuador and work for him.

After that, it was a small matter for Alecia
to take out the small silicone chip and hand it to Smokey. After
examining it a while, he declared that he thought he could fix it.
He wasn't sure exactly what was wrong with it, but he had all the
parts to replace everything on the chip. Tar then pulled off his
shoe and let Alecia copy the frequency number so she could do the
reprogramming. That brought a laugh from both of them—that Tar
would have something tattooed to his toe.

In the wee hours of the morning, Alecia
replaced the chip in Tar's ear and taped over the hole. Tar
gingerly felt of his ear and then doing his best Douglas MacArthur
impersonation, he said, "I will return," and mashed his ear. The
chip worked perfectly.

Tar's return to the little house in Dumanjug
was a surprise to both its residents. They not only didn't expect
to see him again, but the speed in which he returned was amazing
too. Two seconds after he left, he was back and with his ear all
healed up to boot.

He offered to take one at a time to show them
around or both together, but if both went at the same time, one or
the other had to have a chip installed in their ear. His chip could
work one set of temporary receiver studs but not two. They talked
about it for a few minutes and then made the comment Tar
expected.

"We'll both put in the chip and go
together—for good."

Reyes refused to cut his wife's ear, so Tar
split the lobe and inserted the chip.

"See, Smoke Man, it's no problem. She is a
trooper."

"Smoke Man?"

"I know you told me your name, and I know
what it is, but us big clumsy white men can't seem to get our
tongue around it. So, if it's no offence to you, I'll just call you
Smokey."

"What about me?" asked Alecia, her short
stubby nose shining.

"Alecia, I can handle. But if you'd rather, I
can call you Mrs. Reyes."

"Alecia is fine," she said. "And as for
Dakila, as long as he is notified that dinner is ready, he doesn't
care what word you use. 'Hey you' would work just as good."

Alecia put the chip in Smokey's ear and they
gathered up the what-nots and doodads that families accumulate, and
off they went. Tar had explained what they were going to see when
they got there, and they said it was no problem for them. Most
technology hadn't progressed far enough to shock them yet. It took
two more trips back for Smokey and Tar to collect everything Alecia
wanted from her old home.

Hairy and his wife Carrie were next on the
short list of inhabitants of this small valley on the Equator, high
in the Ecuadorian mountains with the old volcano Cayambe towering
above them to the west. Hairy, whose real name was Isoke, was from
South Africa, and Carrie was from England, although only about
twenty years removed from 1840s South Africa.

Tar had collected Isoke when he went to 1960s
South Africa to do a small project for the Cartel. He was in the
Kruger National Park to meet with someone, and instead met up with
a large group of mercenaries who had been tipped off that an army
patrol from Mozambique was going to slip over the border and cause
problems. Race wars had been going on in southern Africa for
hundreds of years.

Tar had no issue with the race wars. They
didn't matter one way or the other to him. What did matter was that
the mercenaries had already killed a few Blacks just before he
joined them, and one of those Blacks was a man he was sent to bring
out and escort to England.

When the patrol came to the ambush site about
three miles inside the border, Tar noticed that they already had a
prisoner; a huge Black man in handcuffs. As soon as the ambush was
sprung, Tar, who had a couple of MAC-10s strapped to his belt,
joined right in, but on the other side. His position to one side
and to the rear of the mercenaries meant that along with the
surprise, death came quickly to the ambushers.

Tar also got a surprise because the patrol's
handcuffed prisoner had found himself a weapon and was firing, too,
at the patrol. After all the firing had died down, Tar found
himself facing a big, bald, Black man with an M-14. The Black man
and Tar stood with their guns pointed at one another for a full
minute before Tar spoke.

"I don't mean you any harm. The man I came
for is dead. I am done." And he dropped his weapon to his side. He
had been holding the MAC-10 in his right hand and as he let it
drop, while the Black man's eyes followed the gun down, Tar brought
the Glock from the pocket of his brush coat and held it in his left
hand, at the ready. Tar was an expert with either hand, and he
watched the man's eyes. Had that Black man made any indication that
he was going to shoot, Tar would have blown his head off with the
dumdum bullets in the Glock.

But, he didn't. He sat the M-14 down on the
ground beside his foot.

"Why you shoot other white mans?"

"Because I didn't like them. Why did you
shoot the other Black men?"

"Dey killed my family. I is South African and
dey wanted me to join them. I might have, if dey didn't already
kilt my family. I won't be forced to do something like dat. I fight
who I want to fight, and I don't want to fight you."

"That is good," said Tar, bringing the Glock
out from behind his coat. "I didn't want to have to kill you
either."

The Black man looked at the Glock and started
laughing.

"I likes a man dat is prepared," he said. "My
name is Isoke Bakare and I am peaceable. Most white mans call me
Iso."

"Iso, what do you do, other than kill
armies?"

"I is a farmer and a cattleman, or was before
dey killed all my cows. I was in de army before, but I didn't like
de way dey treat peoples—not de army mans, but de civilians—so I
got out de army and became a farmer. Den dey came and kilt my woman
and handcuffed me. Dey said if I would fight with deem, I could be
free. So I fight, but not on dey side, on my side."

"You are pretty good with that thing," said
Tar, pointing at the M-14. "You looked as though you had plenty of
practice."

"I was an expert in de army when dey was
buying de shells. Since I am a farmer and have to buy my own, I got
better." His coal black face was split by a big toothy grin. "You
good wid dat gun, too, whatever kind it be. I neber seen one like
dat one before."

"It does a good job," said Tar. "Let's move
on over that stream and make us a camp on the next hill. There are
soon going to be lions and hyenas around here looking for a meal,
and I had rather they take the dead and not the living."

Camp on the hill was made, but no one bedded
down, for two reasons: there was too much roaring and bone
crunching out in the dark in the direction of the ambush site, and
there was so much to talk about.

Tar had come to Africa to take another man
back with him, so he already had the temporary ear studs and Iso
had no reason to go home. When daylight came, all it revealed of
the camp was some ashes of a small dead fire and two sets of tracks
that walked a short way off and then just stopped.

Iso took to his new job with abandon. He
loved learning all the new things that was at the caves. He had
seen helicopters before, but only the ageless Hueys; nothing like
the Apache or the Black Hawk. Tanks had been mentioned while he was
in the army, but he had never seen one; just a few old APCs. He
became an excellent door gunner and tank driver. Driving anything
else seemed to be out of his range, but boy, he could drive that
tank. He became an extension of Tar and an expert back watcher.

He had done this for nearly forty years,
until he met Carrie on a business trip to London with Tar. He had
fallen so hard for the dark woman that he had begged her to come
with him back to his mountain home, and had begged Tar to allow it.
So Tar had sat Carrie down and told her all the details of what
they were doing, where they lived and the job that Iso had. Carrie
had thought about it for a few minutes and then gave Iso his
answer. She would come with him and become his wife on one
condition, he stopped going on those trips. She wanted babies and
her babies needed a father, too, just as much as they needed a
mother.

Isoke was heartbroken. If he stopped going on
those trips, what was he going to do? Why would Mr. Tar need him
around? Tar thought about it and decided that someone was needed to
stay around the compound and take care of the hundred and one
things that always needed doing. Iso was to be the new caretaker of
the complex, and Carrie would take care of the homemaker and
cooking duties.

Tar continued to call Isoke Iso before Carrie
came, but she changed his name to Hairy. She said that in their
native tongue, Isoke meant hairy. Hairy was a living lie; Hairy was
as bald as a bowling ball. According to Carrie, the only hair he
had at all was his eyebrows.

Earlier he had been Tar's backup and went
along on his trips as a gunner, loader, mechanic or just someone to
watch Tar's back while he tended to business, but since Hairy's
retirement from active duty, Smokey went along on the trips to help
out and to watch Tar's back. Alecia wasn't at all pleased with this
arrangement.


CHAPTER TWO

COWLEY SHIPPING

 


"What do you know of Sea-Rail?" asked Cameron
Abbott, tossing a colored brochure on the desk between them.

"Only what I see running up and down the
road," said Tar, flipping through the pages. "I see here that they
are into railroads and they have some shipping too. Most of their
equipment I've seen is pretty shoddy. Aren't they the guys that
dumped that barge load of diesel fuel in the Mississippi River? Are
we about to do a job for them?"

"Not really," replied Abbott. "More like we
are about to do a job on them."

"So what's this story going to be?" Tar still
didn't like working for the Cartel, but they did pay well.

"What do you know of Cowley?"

"Never heard of them."

Abbott turned in his chair and flipped a
couple of switches on a small box built into the wall behind him.
This conference room was designed by Abbott himself and only used
by him for several reasons: to be briefed by the Cartel on what
they wanted done, for him to brief Kyler on what the Cartel wanted;
the other to brief himself on what was to happen and what had
happened.

The events that Tar Kyler undertook at the
behest of the Cartel not only changed history, they changed the way
history was remembered. Abbot made video and audio recordings of
all meetings and he had to go back to review them just to see what
he had sent Kyler to do, because history had changed and he didn't
remember. Sometimes he also had to bring Cartel members in and
remind them what they asked for and show them what they got.

"One of our older members is a
great-great-grandson of Louis Cowley, one of a pair of brothers
that started a small shipping business from New Orleans in the
early 1900s. They hauled cattle to Cuba, sugar to Texas and
Louisiana, and anything else they could find to carry. They had two
small ships and they ran a good company. In 1922, they had an
opportunity to acquire Benteen Shipping.

"Benteen Shipping was another small company
that owned four ships, and more importantly, they owned a ten year
contract to haul grain from the Midwest down the Mississippi to
several ports in Central and South America. Grover Benteen was a
close friend to someone in the government, maybe a big contributor
or something, anyway he was in his first six months of that
contract when he died. His son, Roger, was more interested in being
a playboy than running a shipping company, so he put the whole
thing up for sale: the four old ships, the two new ones being built
and the new multi-billion dollar contract."

"A nice company to own."

Abbott continued, "The Cowley boys were front
runners to buy the company and had already worked out the financing
and were on their way to sign the deal when something happened. One
of their ships mysteriously caught fire in Texas City, and while
they were dealing with that and its aftermath, a guy named Hugh
Barrant managed to slip in and buy Benteen Shipping out from under
them."

"What caused the fire?"

"No one knows. It was an older iron-hulled
sailing ship with a load of sugar. No steam engine, so no fire was
needed aboard. Your guess is as good as mine.

"Anyway, they went to court to get the
business deal overturned, but business dealings in Louisiana have
always been something best done in the dark, so they lost. Barrant
took over Benteen Shipping and became rich.

"He hated the Cowleys and did everything he
could to run them out of business. With the money he now had, he
bribed someone in the Cowley company to slip him information on
what Cowley was bidding on and underbid them every time. In spite
of everything, the Cowleys kept on working and growing and now they
are considered one of the best run, small companies in the
world.

"On the other hand, Benteen Shipping became
Barrant Shipping and was a slug in the shipping industry. They
rarely made schedules and overcharged everyone for everything they
did. Their equipment was, as you say, shoddy and even the new ships
went downhill fast, and they were always getting fined for skimping
on regulations. The only way they managed to stay in business was
through bribes and payoffs to government officials. But not only
did they stay in business, they grew, taking over one small company
after another, using underhanded practices, until they were a huge,
unwieldy conglomerate with no guidance.

"Enters Sea-Rail, another large shipping
concern heavily into rail transportation. Sea-Rail and Barrant
Shipping merged and immediately there was a fight over control, and
for the first time in his life, Hugh Barrant lost a fight. Not only
that, three days after the merger was finalized, Hugh Barrant went
fishing and never came back, or so witnesses said; lost at sea.
Investigations turned up no evidence of foul play. Sea-Rail has
continued to grow, although some say it is through the same
underhanded measures that Barrant used with a little strong-arm
thrown in."

"This might be fun," said Tar.

Abbott frowned, "Now we come to the job at
hand. Our Mr. Cowley wants you to go back and interrupt Hugh
Barrant so he doesn't get to New Orleans before the Cowley boys do;
so that the Cowleys can buy Benteen Shipping. Given your heavy
handed ways, I informed Mr. Cowley that Hugh Barrant probably
wouldn't survive the interruption, and he said that that would be
just fine with him.

"The time to do your interruption would be
sometime during the month of June, 1922 because on July first,
Barrant bought Benteen. What you do or how you do it, I don't care.
Just get it done."

"Of course I will—my way," said Tar, "as
always."

"By the way, I already checked and there are
no Barrant offspring on our board."

"What a shame."

Finding information on Barrant was not a
major problem. Alicia, who was head of his research department,
found him mentioned in many different websites and sent those sites
to Tar's computer faster than he could read them. After compiling
everything about Barrant he could find, Tar had enough
circumstantial evidence to hang the man, but not one bit of hard
evidence.

Barrant's name first showed up in the records
of the New Orleans Police Department in 1918. He was a gambler in
some of the seedier dives along the river, and there were several
charges of cheating leveled at him, though none were proven. Next,
his name popped up on the register of a small freighter making
regular runs from Baton Rouge to Havana as a deck hand. In Havana,
they tossed him off the boat for gambling and being disruptive. In
1919, he was listed as the owner of small tug boat pulling a barge
to Mobile. Gambling must pay well.

Over the next two years, his name showed up
as the owner of several other small freighters, some sail and some
motor driven, but never more than one boat at a time. There were
reports that he would make a run with his ship then gamble the
earnings away along with the ship itself. Later he would win
another ship and the process started all over again. From 1919 to
1921, he was listed as the owner of eleven different boats.

In early 1922, he acquired an old iron motor
sailing ship called Helmsport that made runs from Havana to
Texas City on a regular basis. He made four runs that spring and
reportedly made good money; no reports of gambling. Suddenly, he
broke from his regularly scheduled route and headed from Texas City
to New Orleans—empty. The next thing on the reports was that he had
bought Benteen Shipping.

There was no mention as to where he got the
money to buy such a successful shipping company. Since Roger
Benteen was a playboy and a gambler, he would have been an easy
mark for someone with the tastes and talents of Hugh Barrant. With
his penchant for cheating, that is the likely way he accomplished
it.

Tar could have taken the Revenge into
the Caribbean and sank the Helmsport, but he was curious.
How did Barrant get his hands on Benteen Shipping and did he have
anything to do with the fire on the Cowley boat?

The Helmsport had a few staterooms and
carried passengers as well as cargo, so Tar decided to go to Cuba
and ride the Helmsport to Texas City, or at least as far as
he needed to get his answers. Getting off a ship in mid-ocean was
no problem for Tar, as long as he didn't get into a fight in some
waterfront bar and lose his right ear.

The Helmsport was a long, slim motor
schooner about one hundred twenty feet long and twenty-four feet
wide with two masts and had seen better days. It had probably
started life as a coastal freighter running between the two
Americas.

To ease his way aboard, Tar had taken some of
the gold bars he had liberated from a Spanish galleon before
sending it to the bottom, and sold them to a gold speculator in
Havana. He then used the money to buy half a load of sugar to be
shipped to Texas City on the Helmsport. With these papers in
hand, he had no problem securing a stateroom.

The original layout of the cabins had been an
owner's cabin, a smaller captain's cabin and a tiny cabin for the
first and second mates. A previous owner, with an eye on returns,
had moved the two lesser officers to bunk with the crew and had
moved the captain into their room, taking the captains' quarters
for himself. The owner's cabin had been converted to two staterooms
for paying passengers. Calling something as tiny as these rooms a
stateroom was a joke. Had Tar brought a steamer trunk, as was the
norm for travelers of the day, either the trunk or Tar would have
had to make the trip on deck.

Since Tar was a customer and had paid for a
stateroom, he was allowed to roam the ship, which he did. The bowel
of the ship was empty, awaiting the dock workers to start loading
the sugar. In the bow of the ship, Tar found a perfect place to put
his explosives. There was a bulkhead that separated the forward
anchor spaces from the hold and just aft of the bulkhead was a
steel rib and between the two was a small, dark, recessed space
about an inch wide and six inches deep.

Tar quickly returned to his room, opened his
suitcase and got out a roll of three-quarter Pentex detcord. Since
it was warm, Tar took off his shirt and draped it over the roll in
his hand. Sticking a couple of remote time detonators in his
pocket, he made his way back to the bow. Using the handle of his
knife, he poked the detcord, black side out, into the rusty
crevasse and attached the detonator up near the top. When this
detcord exploded, it would cut the bow off and the ship would
sink.

Standing back, he played his light around
over his work and was very pleased. He knew what was there and he
couldn't see it, so there was no reason to think anyone in this
slovenly crew would find it. When the cargo was loaded in, it would
be hidden anyway.

Working his way toward the stern, he was
amazed that anything this rusty and neglected could still float.
The mast's connection to the base plate was rusted and looked like
it would break at the first sign of pressure. To make things worse,
the crew was as decrepit as the ship.

At the rear of the hold was a bulkhead next
to a rib just like at the front, so Tar rigged his explosives there
as well. With these two blasts, Tar could blow both ends of the
ship off and it would disappear.

A sound on the other side of the bulkhead led
Tar to open the hatch and go through. What he saw on the other side
was in direct contrast to the rest of the ship. Here was the engine
room and it was spotless, as was the ancient diesel engine sitting
in the middle of it. There was no oil or grease on the engine nor
on the deck below it. In the corner was an open toolbox and when
Tar looked in it, he found spotless tools placed in there with
pride. At least one member of this crew was a good man.

The hatch opened again and a Black man
entered and immediately his eyes locked onto Tar.

"I was just admiring your engine room," said
Tar in Spanish. "It is the cleanest part of the ship."

"It is where I live and work so why would I
not keep it clean?" the man replied, in English.

"Excuse me, I assumed you were Cuban?" asked
Tar, in English this time.

"I am Cuban," the man answered, in Spanish.
"But I spent twenty years in New York City, the Bronx, just like
you. I recognize that accent."

"Why did you come back?"

"I thought things would be better after the
war. I was wrong, it is worse."

"Then why stay? Can't you go back?"

"Here I have a job. They pay well. I am
saving to go back."

"No jobs in New York?" Tar liked the man. He
was obviously a hard worker, and Tar could tell by his manner and
eyes that he had good character.

"Not for a Cuban, not one that pays like this
one. I need the money. There is a woman."

"There is always a woman," Tar said
softly.

They talked for nearly an hour, and Tar
learned that the man's name was Jesus and that his mother had taken
him to New York when he was five-years-old, twenty-seven years ago.
He had come back to Cuba when he was thirty; looking to make some
money and buy a place so he could send for his woman. However,
while he found a job making good money, finding a place was harder.
All the good places were being snapped up by Americans, and for
Cubans, land prices were out of reach.

His woman was a Puerto Rican girl named
Angelita, herself twenty-eight-years-old and only six years removed
from her home island. Her mother had been heavily into voodoo and
had run afoul of a powerful chief. The mother died and Angelita had
escaped to New York with her two young sisters. The two sisters
didn't fair too well in New York either, both dying as prostitutes
before they were eighteen.

Now Jesus was dejected because, even though
he made fairly good money, he still couldn't afford to
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