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ONE
Hands on hips, Mac leaned backwards to relieve some of the stiffness in his sore back. He had just sunk the last screw into the last board of the dock that should have been built years ago. Of all the screws he’d ever set, either by hand or with the aid of a screw gun, this one might have been the most important. The lone pile, set by Wood back in the ‘80’s before he’d even bought the island, still stood proudly, but was no longer alone: It now anchored the corner of the dock.
Still working the tension from his body, he swore to himself that next time he would use a pad to protect his knees. When his muscles released, he stood back and with a critical eye checked his work, thinking it would pass even Wood’s inspection.
“It’s great, Mac,” Mel called from the beach. She stepped onto the walkway that extended over the waterline, connecting dock to land, and handed Mac a cold beer. “I’m not sure if Dad would be proud or mad,” she said with a smile.
Mac stepped back and took the beer, cooling his brow with the condensation on the ice-cold bottle. “Mad.”
With several miles of water between here and the closest road, the island had been Wood’s dream, and he had relished the privacy it brought. With only a narrow dredged channel leading to the old pile, to the undiscerning eye the island had appeared uninhabited. A closer examination might reveal the concrete tracks, poured into the small beach, used by Wood to pull his skiff through a well-camouflaged fence that concealed a clearing behind the mangrove-covered shoreline. The hundreds of islands littering the backcountry of the Florida Keys were filled with similar projects. Most were extremely primitive, dreams that were never finished, or storm ravished and abandoned.
Mac sipped the beer. “I’ll swim out and bring the boats in after I clean up.”
“This is good, Mac. Dad was into all this top-secret stuff, but now, with Google Earth or a drone, anyone who wants to find us could.”
And people had. After several recent adventures, the island was far from secret.
Mac glanced toward the shore. He knew Mel was right. The camouflage previously offered by the thick brush had been stripped bare by Hurricane Ruth a few months ago and the house was now clearly visible from the water. “Just takes some getting used to.” Her point made, Mel closed the gap between them and kissed him before turning and heading up the path to the house.
The dock was a necessary improvement, but was just one of a long list of changes since Mel had moved out to the island full-time. Adding the satellite internet connection had made her happy, but he wondered what would be next. While it seemed they were both past the age for kids, you never knew with Mel. Wood’s daughter had eschewed her upbringing here and, with the ink still fresh on her high school diploma, had run as fast as she could to a college in Virginia. It was like that with kids in the Keys; they either ran as far as they could, or rarely ventured to the next island.
Mel was one of the few who had come back, but it had taken time. After graduating law school, she worked for the ACLU, and rarely came home. Wood had been injured several years ago when a terrorist group found out that Mac had unearthed an old nuke. Along with Wood and Mac, she had been instrumental in stopping the terrorist’s plot to detonate the long-lost bomb. Stopping the explosion had cost Wood his life, but reunited her with Mac. Fed up with the ACLU, it hadn’t taken long after that for her to relocate back home. She was restless, though. Big Sugar had become her victim of late, and satellite internet made it palatable and possible for her to work from the island. Mac was happy when Mel had a cause, because without one he feared he would be next on her list.
He finished the beer and put the empty bottle in the recycle bin on the dock. The lack of trash service was about the only part of island life that Mac didn’t like. It was often an all-day project to bag, then load the trash and recycle aboard the boat, run into Marathon, off-load it into his old pickup, and take it to the transfer facility on Long Key. It wasn’t so much dealing with the trash as having to visit the mainland that bothered him.
Trufante’s girlfriend, Pamela, had called him an islomane. “There are people … who find islands somehow irresistible. The mere knowledge that they are on an island, a little world surrounded by the sea, fills them with an indescribable intoxication,” she had explained. There was another, more romantic, definition—that islomanies were the descendants of Atlantis. Mac didn’t buy that, but Pamela was right about his intoxication with island life. He had found that Pamela’s insights often bordered on the mystical, and after she had given his formerly anonymous boats names, he rarely disregarded her.
Marathon itself was an island, but its size and connecting bridges disqualified it as such, in Mac’s opinion. He preferred his own company—and Mel’s. With little overhead to worry about, he was free to fish and dive the rich waters here in the Keys. Seasonal catches, as well as his strings of lobster and stone crab traps, kept enough money in his pockets to satisfy him.
Already shirtless in the afternoon heat, he walked to the end of the pier, dove into the crystal clear water, and swam out to Ghost Runner. Climbing aboard the customized forty-two foot steel-hulled trawler, he went into the wheelhouse and started the engine. After idling up on the anchor, he hit the windlass switch. While he waited for the motor to pull the anchor from the muddy bottom, he realized how much easier the dock would make things. In the past, he would have to tie off to the solitary pile, set a stern anchor to prevent the boat from swinging when the tide changed, and wade to shore. Now, after docking, he simply tied the boat to the new cleats, and stepped up to the dock.
Mac repeated the process for Reef Runner, his twenty-two-foot center console, and smiled, feeling the deep satisfaction of having completed something on his own. But his happiness, was short-lived, as the sound of an outboard engine came across the water. With no buildings or big landmass to stop it, sound traveled a long way out here, and though the boat was not yet in sight, he could tell two things from the pitch of the engine: It was coming toward him, and it was Trufante.
Jumping back onto the deck of the trawler, he checked to see if there was cold beer in the propane-powered refrigerator. Taking two of the six beers and stashing them in a nearby cabinet, he brought two bottles onto the deck and waited—laying the groundwork that this was going to be just a two-beer trip. Having the beer close at hand would also keep Trufante away from the house—and Mel. Often at odds though not enemies, their relationship was more like that of warring cousins in a dysfunctional family. In short, they had issues—mainly because of Trufante’s nose for trouble. Trouble that inevitably found Mac too
As it usually did, trouble came in fast and hard, and the boat was soon in sight. Mac set the beers down and walked to the end of the new dock to help tie off the boat. He didn’t need to look up to see if he was right about its identity. Every boat had its own signature, a combination of the sound of the engine and shape of the hull, and he recognized this as the twenty-four footer that Pamela recently had bought Trufante. It was a used boat, purchased when the couple had reconciled after being estranged for several months. Pamela had moved to Key West to “find herself,” but what she’d mostly found was what she needed was the Cajun. And as much as a hurricane can tear things apart, it can also reveal what really matters. Consequently, she and Trufante were back together.
The boat purchase had surprised many. No one had figured out where Pamela’s money came from. It was no secret that on the first of the month, her credit card was hot enough to burn you, and by the last week, cold enough to inflict frostbite.
Part of their reconciliation deal was that Trufante would have to work. Not that he was averse to it. He was actually a good deckhand when Mac needed help, but Mac worked only when it suited him, which wasn’t often enough to employ someone else full-time. The newly acquired boat had enabled Trufante to join Commander’s fleet of bait fishermen. Since then, Mac worked mainly alone or with Mel’s help when the fish were biting. Without Trufante and the black cloud of trouble that often followed him, the last few months had been peaceful—almost boring.
“Yo, Mac, look at you, dude,” Trufante said, smiling, his toothy, Cadillac grill gleaming in the sun. “Old Wood’d be rolling in his grave if he saw this.”
“Probably right there, but Mel’s happy.”
“And that’d be a darned good thing, then. Nice work.”
Mac grabbed the line and tied off the boat as Trufante took a long stride onto the new dock. “She’s a bit high, don’t you think?”
“Worried about those king tides and storms.”
“True that. If you listen to those global warming cats, y’all be underwater in a few years.”
“Well, they’ve been wrong before,” Mac said, always loathe to believe what he called “political science.” But even he had noticed changes, and whether man-made or not, they were real. He walked back to where he had set down the beers, reached down, and handed one to Trufante.
“What brings you out?” Mac asked, worrying about the visit. It was late in the month and that meant Trufante probably needed money.
“Bait bites been off with these fronts coming through. Thinking you might want to hit the tuna.”
Mac had heard the blackfin tuna were close, and biting. Though Trufante had a boat now, he had a few too many skeletons in his closet to qualify for a commercial fishing license. Mac drank slowly, gauging Trufante in an attempt to guess how desperate he was. The lanky Cajun appeared calm and his eyes were clear. That at least was a good start, but Mac hesitated. Things had been running on an even keel for a while, and he had to admit he was enjoying it.
“Be like old times,” Trufante said, finishing his beer. He tossed the bottle into the bin and shrugged.
Mac knew the signal and went to the trawler, where he retrieved the two beers from the refrigerator. “Last two.” He handed one to Trufante and twisted the cap off the other. Just as he brought he bottle to his lips, he heard footsteps coming down the path.
“Mac?” Mel called out.
Mac flinched, not out of worry for himself, but unsure how she would react to seeing Trufante.
“Hey, Tru,” she said, “How’s Pamela?”
Mac was surprised by her cordiality, and while Trufante started his update, he retrieved the other two beers in the refrigerator. Handing one to Mel, and the other to a grinning Trufante, he stepped back and listened to the island gossip. They drank and listened as Trufante recounted the coconut telegraph action of the past week.
“We’re about out of fish,” Mel said, when Trufante finished.
It was funny how a simple sentence, said without knowing the purpose of Trufante’s visit, decided Mac’s answer.
“We was talkin’ ‘bout hitting the blackfin. Heard the bites been hot,” Trufante said.
The Cajun’s mile-wide smile loomed large, knowing he had Mac hooked.
“We need the groceries, Mac,” Mel said, sealing his fate. The normally full chest freezer, installed alongside the ground-level shed so it would be close to the power generated by the island’s small solar array, had disappeared in Hurricane Ruth’s storm surge. The house had survived. Rebuilt by Mac after it had been firebombed by a rogue CIA agent, it was constructed on ten-foot concrete piles, just high enough to keep it dry, but everything below had been taken to sea.
“Weather’s looking good for a run to the hump tomorrow,” Trufante started. “Eight knots from the southeast. Good moon too.” The Marathon Hump was a hot spot for tuna. Twenty miles offshore, but inside the Gulf Stream current, it was out of reach in bad weather.
Aside from his knack for finding trouble, Trufante was not without skills. In addition to his ability to channel the weather gods, he had the eyesight of an eagle and the reflexes of a cat. On a fishing trip he was what Wood would have called “good help.”
“All right,” Mac conceded. “I’ll pick you up at the 33rd Street ramp at six. We can catch some bait and head offshore.”
“Right on,” Trufante said. He finished his beer, said goodbye to Mel, and headed back to his boat.
“Got some dinner about ready,” Mel said, stepping off the pier onto the thin strip of sand that made their beach.
“I’ll be up in a minute,” Mac said. He sat on the new dock and finished his beer, trying to figure out in advance how a simple fishing trip might go bad.





TWO
Mac’s feet stayed dry as he stepped aboard Ghost Runner from the new dock. Loading the rods and supplies aboard was also considerably easier. He started the 800 horsepower CAT C18 engine and allowed it to warm up while he secured the gear. Removing the covers from the twin electronics displays, Mac realized how far he had come, technologically speaking. Until a few years ago, even his cell phone—when the battery was even charged—was never turned on. There were all kinds of ways to rationalize his change, but the easiest was that he caught more fish with the devices than without.
Fishermen were often labeled Luddites, but that was an inaccurate stereotype. Mac still remembered the paper depth-finder and Loran units that Wood had, at the time similar to the same technology that NASA used. The problem with marine electronics was that they developed so quickly; fishermen were hesitant to spend the money to upgrade, knowing what they bought would be obsolete as soon as it was out of the box.
Mac had vacillated when he refitted the boat last year. The new engine was a no-brainer, but he had agonized over the electronics. After spending the last twenty-five years on these waters, he knew how to navigate the dangerous shoals and narrow channels. Even with low light, like this morning, when the sun wasn’t high enough to paint the water in a palette of colors that illustrated both how deep the water was and the makeup of the bottom, his memory served as an able aid. Because of that, he had initially selected cheaper, bottom-of-the-line units. That was, until Mel stepped in. After a near-miss on a foggy morning with a tourist who shouldn’t have been out on the water at all, the need for radar was evident. When satellite internet was installed on the island and he saw how the newer units could upload and download data via Wi-Fi, he was sold.
His only regret was that now he relied on the instruments so much instead of simply trusting his instincts. But he’d learned his lesson after he challenged himself to outperform the digital gauges that showed real-time fuel consumption. Thinking he could match the efficiency dictated by the displays and run the engine by feel, much like the steel-driving man John Henry, he had failed. On a day like today, when he would travel close to a hundred miles, that digital feedback turned into real money.
With the boat loaded, he set his insulated mug in the cup holder and released the lines. Spinning the wheel, he backed away from the dock, and turned toward the channel. Though there were many more navigation aids today than back in Wood’s day, the backcountry of the Keys was still poorly marked. Sticks, pipes, and even a toilet seat used as markers were reminders of where the channels lay, but unless you had local knowledge the primitive aids to navigation were as dangerous as helpful.
After exiting the channel, Mac skirted the now-submerged rock that stood sentinel over the entrance, turned to starboard, and started toward Marathon. From this distance, the thirteen-mile-long island was just a thin line on the horizon. To the west, rising higher than the land, he could barely make out the highest span of the Seven Mile Bridge. Moser Channel, which passed underneath, was one of only three or four locations in the Keys where a tall boat could transit from the Gulf to the Atlantic.
Mac steered a serpentine course, avoiding several shoals and small mangrove-covered keys as he made his way toward open water. Once past the hazards, he pushed down on the throttle and waited until the steel hull came up on plane before backing down just a bit. With the help of the fuel gauge, he adjusted the RPMs and pointed the bow toward a radio tower just visible on the horizon.
Though the boat could run thirty knots if pressed, the most fuel efficient and comfortable ride came at about sixteen knots, so it was a half hour later when he saw the masts of the sailboats at the Marathon Yacht Club come into view. He always thought it ironic that the snobby club was located next to the public boat ramp. Aiming for the center of the green and red markers, he entered the small turning basin and spun the wheel, allowing the boat to coast up to the concrete dock. As visible as the channel markers were from sea, Trufante’s smile from the dock was like a beacon. Mac wasn’t surprised to find him ready and waiting.
There was no need for small talk between the men. This early in the morning, without alcohol in his system, Trufante was generally quiet. “Where’s the bait?” Mac asked.
Trufante drank from his styrofoam cup, jerking upright when the hot coffee burned his tongue. “Shoot. Did well at the bridge piers the day before yesterday. Tide should be moving—they’ll be there.”
After Tru boarded, Mac ran west, parallel to shore. They were coming up on the bridge, but there was a shoal dead ahead. The Knight’s Key Bank was marked, but the mast from a sailboat sitting at a forty-five-degree angle to the water was a reminder of its danger. “What side?” he asked Trufante.
“Best spot is by the old bridge, if you want to spend the gas and time.”
He steered toward Fred the Tree, an Australian Pine growing from the roadbed of the old Seven Mile Bridge. A symbol of the Conch’s tenacity, the tree stood bare after just having its Christmas decorations removed. After passing the shoal off Pigeon Key, he cut back toward the bridge, and followed it for another few miles, until he could see the decrepit arched piers of the old railroad bridge ahead. As he steered toward them, he thought about what Trufante had said. For many species, using live bait was the difference between a fisherman getting skunked or bringing home a limit. Many a fisherman, not wanting to “waste” the gas or time catching bait, ran out to the reef or offshore unprepared, and came back disappointed. Trufante set his cup in the holder and stood up. With his hand to his brow to cut the glare from the rising sun, he scanned the surface of the water. “Ripples over there,” he said, pointing to a spot of disturbed water.
Mac squinted, not sure if he was looking at the right place. Instead of searching the water, he steered in the direction of Trufante’s extended finger. Once they were close enough that he could see, he dropped to an idle, while Trufante got the cast net ready. Using the limits of his six-foot-five wingspan, he loaded the net, and once Mac was within range, wound up and threw it. The ten-foot net opened in a perfect pancake and disappeared below the water. Mac counted to ten in his head and right on time Trufante pulled the brail lines back to the boat. While he hauled it aboard, Mac swung the bow into the wind, so they wouldn’t drift back into the bridge, and helped Trufante load the bait well.
They were both smiling a few minutes later as they entered Moser Channel and crossed under the main span of the bridge. With over an hour to kill before they reached the Hump, and the only hazard clearly marked by the iconic red tower looming over Sombrero Reef, well to the east of their course, Mac set the trawler’s auto-pilot and sat down to drink his coffee. Across from him, Trufante was fast asleep.
“FISH ON!” Trufante jumped up from the chair and grabbed the rod from its holder.
Mac was always amazed by his deckhand’s reflexes as Trufante went from zero to sixty faster than a marlin chasing a skipjack. Holding the rod tip high, Trufante set his hand lightly on the reel and let the fish take line as Mac continued to troll the baits through the spread. Unlike many charter captains and recreational fishermen who tried to get as many lines in the water as possible, Mac ran three. Like many commercial fishermen, he preferred to have the additional maneuverability he gained without having to worry about lines crossing.
The sound a reel makes when a fish strikes signals a primal surge of adrenaline and when the starboard side rod went off, Mac dropped the engine to idle and grabbed the rod. Holding it high, he glanced ahead to get an estimate of where the birds that had led them to the school of fish were headed and adjusted the autopilot setting to intercept them.
Together the men started to work the fish to the boat. After their initial run, both fish sounded, swimming deep into the indigo water, telling Mac they were tuna. He and Trufante pumped the rods up and down, pulling the fish closer on the upstroke, and reeling the slack line on the downstroke. A few minutes later, Mac saw a flash of silver off the transom. Trufante’s fish was ready to come in. Setting his rod in the holder, he checked the drag, and grabbed the gaff from the holder built into the gunwale. They had done this dance many times, with much larger fish, and each man knew what to do. The swivel hit the tip of Trufante’s rod, and still holding the rod high, he started to step backwards, bringing the fish closer to Mac, who was leaning over the gunwale ready to grasp the leader.
Mac took a wrap around his hand, then and pulled the fish alongside the hull to within range of the gaff. He had to be careful, as fish often made a last and violent run when they saw the boat. If that were the case, he would have to release the line before he lost a finger, or, if the fish was big enough, pulled him overboard. The gaff was in the water and he was about to lift up and impale the fish on the sharp point when the third rod went off. It distracted him just enough to affect his aim, and the point of the gaff slid across the fish’s side, causing it to panic and run.
Mac cursed himself, but knew it was still hooked. Trufante went back to work on the fish while Mac grabbed the third rod. In the distance, he saw a splash and grinned, knowing it was a mahi-mahi, known locally as dolphin. It was far enough out that he wasn’t worried about it entangling their other lines, allowing him to set the rod in the holder and bring the tuna in first. Trufante had his fish, now exhausted from its last run, by the boat, and Mac easily gaffed and lifted it aboard. It always felt good to get that first fish in the box, but there was no time to celebrate, as there were two others still out there. With each man taking a rod, both fish were soon aboard.
“Damned good start,” Trufante said, revealing his Cadillac grin.
Mac knew he’d want a beer and nodded toward the cabin. Even though it was only nine o’clock, it was their tradition. Once a fish was in the box, Trufante could start drinking.
A minute later, he emerged with his morning beer. “We oughta make another pass,” he said, cracking the seal.
Mac went back to the helm and plotted a reciprocal course while Trufante readied the rods. The Marathon Hump was a known fish attractor. Sitting in a thousand feet of water at its base, the seamount rises to within four-hundred-eighty feet of the surface. With the Gulf Stream’s six-knot current pushing against it, baitfish are drawn up to the surface. The gamefish are not far behind.
Around noon, the bite died with the tide, but with both fish boxes full, it was a successful trip. Prices were up, and Mac could see Trufante calculating his take, as he turned back to the north and Marathon. Heading out in the morning might have been nap time, but the return trip, especially after a successful day, was beer-drinking time. Mac had a cold one in his cup holder. It was his first and he would only allow himself one more. Trufante, on the other hand, was probably into his second six-pack.
Even with many more beers in him, Trufante could see what was invisible to Mac, which bothered him. Mac knew glasses were in his future, but kept putting it off—although he did think of getting prescription sunglasses, because fishing was important.
Trufante set his beer down. “Yo, Mac. Check that out.”
Mac squinted through the windshield, blaming the salt-spotted glass for his inability to see what Trufante did.
“Dude, suck it up and get some glasses.” Trufante pointed to what would be two o’clock.
Mac finally saw it. “Just a bunch of trash.”
“Shoot. There’s a turtle in the mix.”
“Since when are you into saving the planet?” Fishermen were stereotyped as fish slayers, not caring about the environment. For some that was true, but the vast majority knew if they didn’t foster the oceans, there would be no fish left to catch. Mac headed toward the object.
“Get the gaff. It’s stuck with all that crap around it,” Mac said, dropping to an idle and letting the current take the boat toward the turtle.
“Big sucker,” Trufante said, as he leaned over the gunwale and gaffed what looked like a package. “Square goddamned grouper.”





THREE
“Free the turtle and put that crap back.” Mac pulled the boat alongside the floating debris. Being caught with drugs or contraband was the fastest way to lose your boat, even if the circumstances were innocent. Trufante knew that, too, but it wouldn’t stop him; he had half a digit missing on his right hand from his last dance with a square grouper. Mac knew the risks, but couldn’t leave the turtle.
Mac could see the reluctance in Trufante’s face as he reached out with the gaff and pulled the mass of packages and seaweed closer. “You gotta see this. Ain’t no accident.”
Mac dropped the engine into neutral, glanced at the radar to make sure they were alone, and crossed the deck to where Trufante stood. He looked down at the turtle, feeling empathy for its plight. Lashed to its shell were a half-dozen rectangular packages along with two antennas mounted on styrofoam buoys. Along the way, the irregular surface had allowed seaweed to latch onto it, making it almost impossible for the turtle to swim.
“What’re we gonna do?” Trufante asked, still holding the gaff.
The turtle looked up at them, and Mac could tell from its glassy eyes that it was probably near exhaustion. Mac, like many other fishermen, believed that turtles had souls and spotting one brought luck. “Tie it off and start cutting those damned packages loose.”
“What if they got cash?” Trufante asked.
“Really? You’re wanting to go there?” Mac asked and turned away to find a line to tie the flotsam to the boat while they cut the turtle free. He knew Trufante wouldn’t give up easily, but he was determined to help the turtle and get rid of the packages. “Here.” He handed Trufante one of their dock lines and reached over the gunwale with a bait knife.
Just as he made the first cut, he heard the sound of a small plane coming toward them. He looked up at the sky, trying to locate it, and saw a dot on the horizon. It could be nothing, he thought, but still ten miles past the reef, he doubted it. Looking at the antennas, he saw each had a small waterproof unit, about the size of a handheld VHF radio, attached. Both had a blinking light.
Fortunately, the plane seemed oblivious to them and continued on its northward track.
The plane and transmitters added to the urgency of the situation. Any second, someone could come looking for the packages, and they would surely be armed. With only a shotgun and bang stick aboard, Mac knew he would not be able to defend himself. Glancing back at the sky, he saw nothing. The plane was gone, but it served as a warning about how quickly this could turn ugly.
Trufante tied the line to one of the packages, but the plane had Mac spooked. “See what’s on the radar.”
“We gonna have a look?” Trufante grinned, crossed the deck, and entered the wheelhouse. “Ain’t nothing between us and the reef.”
The easiest course would have been for Mac to leave the site and make an anonymous call to report it, but just as he was about to release the line, the turtle blew threw its nose. Mac looked down at the exhausted animal. Its tired eyes locked onto his, and knew he couldn’t leave it. He rose, and went to the wheelhouse. “Cut the packages loose. I’m going to figure out what to do about the turtle.” He handed Trufante the bait knife and looked at the electronics.
“Pamela’s been volunteering at that Turtle Hospital,” Trufante said.
Mac was both surprised and happy that she was doing something besides occupying a bar stool. The Turtle Hospital in Marathon was the logical call. If the turtle needed attention, they would handle it. Switching the VHF radio on, he checked that it was on channel 16, and switched to high power. Just before he hailed them, he thought about how many people, including the Coast Guard, Fish and Wildlife, and the sheriff would hear the radio call. And with the drugs involved there might be others listening. Mac wanted to do the right thing, but not spend the rest of the day filling out paperwork. With his cell phone useless this far out, he glanced back at Trufante, and walked into the cabin. Grabbing a small case from a locker above the chart table, he went back to the helm and unlatched the clasp. The satellite phone was new, and unused; a “gift” from Mel.
After a few minutes, Mac figured out how to operate it. Wondering if 411 was still active, he was about to enter the number when he thought of Pamela. “What’s Pamela’s number?”
Trufante looked up, surprised, and recited her digits. As he entered her Palm Beach area code, it only confirmed Mel’s theory that she lived off a closely regulated trust fund. Mac punched the rest of the numbers into the keypad as he recited them and hit send.
Surprised that 411 worked, he waited while it rang, wondering how he was going to ask her. Pamela was an enigma and frankly she scared him a little. When she answered, instead of asking her himself, he handed the phone to Trufante. “Get the hospital’s number for me.”
The questions took several minutes, as she tried to diagnose the turtle’s injuries over the phone. Mac knew her preferred means of healing was through divination, and with his patience dwindling, he took the phone from Trufante and asked for the number before she could continue. After thanking her, he entered the number for the Turtle Hospital and allowed the satellite service to connect the call. While he waited, he tried to remember the name of the tech there who had helped him before. It came to him just as the call was answered.
“Hey, is Jen around?” Mac was relieved when he was asked to hold while the woman who answered the call could locate her. A minute later, a familiar voice came over the line.
“Hi, this is Jen.”
“Hey, this is Mac Travis,” he paused.
“Oh, right. I remember you,” she said.
Mac tried to read her voice, not sure if being remembered was a good or bad thing. He let it go. “I’ve got a turtle that’s not looking so good. We’re about five miles off the reef.”
“Give me a minute,” she said.
While Mac waited, he looked back at Trufante. The Cajun was leaning over the gunwale, working to free the packages. Mac wondered what was taking him so long, but before he could ask, Jen came back on the line.
“I’ve got a boat ready to go. What’s your vessel’s name and location?”
Mac gave her the name, and read the coordinates from the GPS screen to her. She confirmed and asked him to anchor and watch the turtle until they arrived. He explained that they sat in over five-hundred feet of water, and anchoring was out of the question. They would have to drift with the turtle. He disconnected the call and walked back to the transom.
“Got the Turtle Hospital coming out,” Mac said.
“Hand me that bucket by the bait well.”
Mac didn’t think anything of it, assuming Trufante was going to use it for the cut pieces of rope. He grabbed the handle, handed it to Trufante, and leaned over to check on the turtle. It looked at him again, and Mac turned away, not wanting to see the pain in its eyes. Glancing toward the reef, he hoped the Turtle Hospital boat would arrive soon.
Trufante stood. “Cut’em loose. Turtle’s just floating with us.”
Mac looked out over the transom. With a line loosely wrapped around the turtle’s webbed foot tied to a cleat, the turtle idly drifted with the boat. Looking behind, Mac saw the packages floating away and couldn’t help but notice the antennas and buoys were gone. A wake spread out behind the packages, something that wouldn’t be there if they were floating normally, but before Mac could figure out why, he heard someone hail Ghost Runner on the VHF.
Mac left the turtle and went back to the helm. The rescue boat was asking for an updated location. Mac read the coordinates from the screen and grabbed a pair of binoculars from the small compartment below the wheel. Scanning the reef line, he saw a boat coming toward them. He had expected one of the Hospital boats and started to grow concerned when he saw it was the Fish and Wildlife Commission.
There was nothing to do now, except suffer through it, and he hailed the FWC boat, confirming that they were headed to the correct boat. It was no surprise that Trufante, after seeing the light bar above the T-top, had gone below. Mac sat on the transom watching the turtle, waiting as the FWC boat approached and slowed. Mac rose and signaled the captain to come along the starboard side, away from the turtle. Along with the FWC officer were Jen and Pamela.
“You do have a heart, Mac Travis,” Pamela said.
Mac ignored her and helped the FWC man with the lines. With the boats rafted together, the officer looked at Mac for permission to board. Mac nodded his assent. They quickly gathered around the transom, looking at the injured turtle.
“You did the right thing.” Jen stepped through the transom door and onto the dive platform. Leaning over, she appeared to be evaluating the turtle. “He should be okay, but I think we’d better transport him back to the facility. I’m reluctant to try and remove the line in the water. There’s no telling what damage is beneath it, and the turtle’s pretty stressed.”
“You found it. You should name it, Mac,” Pamela said. “We already have Rebel, Montel, Bender, Coastie, and a few others. If you want, I can name it for you. We’ll make it your spirit animal.”
“Yeah, Travis.” Mac heard the FWC officer snicker.
Marathon was a small community and the fishermen were generally acquainted with the officers and Mac knew this one all too well. “Why don’t you take care of that, Pamela.” Mac had to admit she had a knack for it, though alcohol might help her process. The night before Hurricane Ruth hit she had named his boats Ghost Runner and Reef Runner. As she started mumbling prospective names under her breath Mac knew it was time to break this party up.
“Let’s get him aboard your boat,” Mac said to the officer.
“It’d be a lot easier and better for the turtle to just pull him onto your dive platform. Less chance of getting dehydrated and we won’t have to handle him,” Jen said
Mac nodded and stepped onto the dive platform with Jen. He eyed the FWC officer who had his hands on his hips, watching, and turned back to the turtle. Following Jen’s instructions, they pulled the turtle onto the platform.
“I’ll ride back here with him. Can you keep the speed to less than ten knots?” Jen asked.
“Not a chance girl. Carbon Monoxide’ll get you both back there. In fact, he was worried about turtle too. “Tru, get the lobster sled,” he called out and stepped back onto the deck where he unzipped a canvas bag strapped to the roof of the wheelhouse, and removed two life jackets.
Trufante emerged from the cabin with a piece of plywood attached to a nylon rope. He uncoiled the line and secured the PFDs to the sled to make it more buoyant. After inspecting his work, he tossed it and the piece of wood shaped like a small sled behind the boat. Mac used the sled for scouting new lobster spots. Being pulled a hundred feet behind the boat, with his snorkeling gear, he could see the bottom clearly and identify hot spots. Now, sliding in the water with Jen, he hoped it would be as useful to transport the turtle. Together they secured the turtle to the sled and climbed back aboard.
You coming with us, Pamela?” Mac asked, already knowing the answer, but wanting to get the FWC officer off his deck.
“I’ll need a statement, Travis,” the officer said, as he climbed over the gunwales and untied the lines holding the boats together.
“Yeah, always do,” Mac said. “Can I email it to you?”
“Tomorrow at the latest. If I don’t see your ugly mug in my office, I’ll take a ride out to that island of yours and see what y’all got going on out there.”
Mac had nothing to hide, but nodded, vowing to do it tonight. The boats separated, and he waited until the FWC boat was underway before turning the wheel and gradually accelerating. When he hit ten knots, he looked back and saw a thumbs up from Jen. Holding the speed, he started the trip back to the Turtle Hospital.





FOUR
Sloan scanned the water as he paced the deck of his motorsailer. To him, the boat was a trade-off between what was expected of a Princeton man—a sailboat—and what he could tolerate—a motor yacht. Since he had bought the fifty-footer the sails had rarely felt the breeze they were designed to catch, despite the fact they were totally automated. The masts were purely for show, allowing him to move in “yacht” club circles without the skeptical comments about being trawler trash. The pretense was for his father, Juan Cristobal, as well. JC, as he was nicknamed, was hardly a sailor and rarely set foot on boats. Sloan knew the mid six-figure purchase would irritate him to no end. The old man, a prosperous fishmonger in Key West, had made his fortune with a reputation for turning a blind eye to under-sized fish, known as shorts, and out-of-season catches. But despite the lucrative business, his taste for expensive wives, and his obsession in pushing his son up the social ladder in an effort to give him some legitimacy, he remained a fishmonger.
Sloan had been sheltered from the family business, but that hadn’t taken the pressure off to perform on his own. Though a substantial stipend was deposited in his account every month, his genes made him more similar to his father than he would have liked. His taste for expensive women and a predilection toward the illegal had forced him to use the seas in a different way from his father.
Running west of Islamorada, he skirted the inside edge of the Gulf Stream to avoid the pull of its six-knot current. The sixty-mile-wide oceanic river, running from Cuba up the Atlantic coast, was within a few miles of the infamous reef that ran the length of the Keys. He left the stunning brunette to sun herself alone on the foredeck and returned to the spacious cockpit. The high-tech array of electronics glared back at him from the helm. Filtering out the chartplotter and depth sounder, he studied the radar screen. The signal was not where he had expected it, but not far enough away for concern. There were massive amounts of data on the migratory routes of specific turtles, and he knew what to expect. There were variables to factor in, especially currents and wind, and he sat down at the chart table to figure out why the transmitters were further east than he had estimated.
But after plotting the wind and currents, he decided that something was indeed wrong; the turtle was not where he had expected it. He had planned the rendezvous just west of Marathon. After relieving the turtle of its additional burden, the proximity to the Turtle Hospital would give him an opportunity to showcase his philanthropic efforts after he rescued the turtle and wrote a big check for its recovery. It would score points all around, especially with the near-naked woman on the foredeck. As yet, she hadn’t questioned the coincidence of running into so many turtles in distress, and he doubted she ever would.
With the blinking light on the screen less than a mile away, he noted the course, put away the charts, and went back to the helm. Adjusting his bearing, he took control from the autopilot and steered toward the horizon. The two-foot seas made it hard to spot the antennas, and he was almost on top of them when they finally came into view. When he saw the two buoys floating by themselves, he cursed under his breath. The knowledge that he was correct, and the beacon was in the wrong place, was no consolation for the loss of the product.
    
MAC CUT the wheel in the general direction of Boot Key Harbor, and Ghost Runner soon passed under the Seven Mile Bridge. Turning to starboard, he headed east and ran until he saw the hook-shaped breakwater that marked the entrance to the small cove housing the Turtle Hospital. The empty dock answered his question about why they had called the FWC to assist with the rescue. He guided the boat to the seawall and called for Trufante to drop the fenders and ready the lines. The place looked deserted and he turned to Jen. “You need some help?”
Using the rope, she pulled the turtle back to the dive platform. “Yeah, I’ll grab a gurney and be back in a minute. We had a release earlier, guess they’re not back yet.” Though they had several permanent residents who were unable to be integrated back into the wild, the mission of the hospital was rehabilitate and release.
That explained why the boat wasn’t there. Mac stepped out on the dive platform and stood by the turtle. It didn’t appear any worse for the trip.
“I think we should call him Wood,” Pamela said, stepping beside him.
Mac swallowed the comment he was about to make, relieved to see Jen wheeling a gurney toward them. Without answering, he stepped past Pamela, hopped onto the dock, and went to help Jen.
“We have a lift over there.” Jen pointed at a small winch. “If you can back up, I’ll swing it down to you.”
Mac left her and went back to the boat. With only ten feet to back up, he didn’t need the engine, and used the lines to walk the trawler to within reach of the winch’s boom. Jen released the cable, dropping the sling into the water. She climbed down to the boat and directed Pamela and Trufante to guide the turtle from the dive platform through the lines and onto the canvas, while she and Mac worked it from the water.
Mac grimaced as he slid into the dark-green water. He had no fear of the open ocean, but the inshore waters scared him. There were more sharks in the small coves and canals than on the reef. But the turtle looked at him again, and as if it spoke to him, he relaxed and helped Jen manipulate the sling to surround the turtle’s body. Once she was satisfied, Jen climbed up a ladder by the dock and started cranking the winch handle. The turtle rose from the water, and once it was clear of the dock, she swung the boom toward the gurney and released the tension on the cable.
“Pamela, can you help us out?” Jen asked, as she started to wheel the gurney down the sidewalk of the facility. With Mac’s help they pushed the turtle past the large black tanks that held both the resident and transient turtles, and toward the old motel that had been renovated to house the rescue techs. Jen walked through a breezeway and asked Pamela to open the double doors to the operating room. Once inside, she got right to work. Mac felt useless in this environment, and with both his boxes full of fish to be cleaned, he thanked her and went back to the boat.
Trufante was nowhere to be found, which Mac found pretty unusual in advance of a good payday. Mac waited for a few minutes, then called Tru’s cell phone. The call went to voicemail, and he disconnected without leaving a message. With the sun creeping toward the horizon, Mac decided the fish were iced well enough that they could wait until tomorrow. It was actually a rare occurrence when commercial fishermen cleaned their catch the same day they caught it. What was sold as “fresh” in stores was often a week old. Properly bled and iced, a quality fish would stay “fresh” for well over a week without being frozen.
Mac texted Trufante to meet him at the wholesaler by Keys Fisheries in the morning, dropped the lines, and pulled out of the canal. As he turned toward the small channel, something weighed over him that he couldn’t put his finger on, but the feeling passed when he cleared the breakwater and pushed down on the throttle. The big diesel paused for a second before reacting and powering the boat up on plane. Mac smiled as the wind blew through what was left of his hair, and he steered toward home.
Mel met him on the dock, and helped tie off the lines. Climbing aboard, she inspected the catch. “That’ll do.” She selected a football-sized blackfin for dinner and a large dolphin for the freezer. “Why didn’t you clean them?”
Mac pulled the fish out of the box one at a time, then cut a slot behind the gill and pectoral fin on each to bleed them. Using the saltwater wash down hose, he sprayed off the fish and deck. When the tuna were all bled, he dumped a box of kosher salt on top of the crushed ice in the insulated bin, added some saltwater and mixed the ingredients with the ice to create a slurry. One at a time, he slid the fish into the mixture and closed the lid. The dolphinfish and tuna Mel had selected remained on deck to be cleaned now.
“Can you hand me the bucket by the transom?” Mac looked up before starting the first cut.
“What bucket?”
“There should be a bucket with a rope handle back there.” Though the boat showed its years and hard use, Mac was fastidious about clean and clear decks. “Saw it before.” He leaned over the dolphin and outlined the perimeter of the fillet with the tip of the knife.
“Nope. There’s one below I can grab.” Mel started for the wheelhouse and returned with a white bucket.
“That’ll do. Can you fill it with some of the slurry?” Mac made the last cut, releasing the fillet from the body just as Mel brought the bucket to him. He slid the fillet in, turned the fish over, and started on the other side. As he slid the sharp blade across the backbone of the fish, he realized why the packages had a wake trailing behind them when Trufante cut them free of the turtle.
    
TRUFANTE WOULD HAVE some decisions to make, but first he needed to recover the packages and see what they contained. He didn’t blame Mac for ditching them; that was the right decision. Rubbing his thumb against the stub of his middle finger, he remembered how a similar situation had cost him part of the digit. Free-lining for yellowtail, once one of his favorite pastimes, hadn’t been the same since he had lost it to a chum grinder. This time he would be smarter, and offload the package contents to one person, instead of trying to maximize the profit and sell smaller quantities.
It was all good, as long as he could locate it, and with the bucket acting as a sea anchor, he thought he had a good chance. He’d run down to the boat ramp to retrieve his motorcycle the minute Pamela and Mac had disappeared into the Turtle Hospital. Now, cruising down US 1, he turned right at the light for Sombrero Beach Road. Passing a bunch of new houses on the right, and Marathon High School on the left, he slowed and turned right. The house was well over his pay grade, but the Keys had taken much longer than most of the country to recover from the 2008 crash, and Pamela had bought it in a short sale a few years ago.
One of the benefits of the house was the canal in back. Parking the bike by a small palm, he strode toward the dock and his center console. Pushing the boat faster than he should through the maze of canals, he passed through the mouth of Sister Creek twenty minutes later. With the sun falling behind him, he turned the wheel until the compass settled on 210 degrees and pushed down the throttles. The boat reacted immediately and he was soon cruising at thirty-five knots. The course was his best guess at where the packages would have drifted. He knew it was a big ocean and the chances were small, but his eyes were good, and his luck was often outstanding. What he did after the gods blessed him often got him in trouble, though.
The steel lighthouse marking Sombrero Reef passed to port, and after another few miles, he stood on the rail in front of the leaning post to add to his already tall vantage point. Scanning the water, he cruised to the 420-foot contour line on the chart plotter and slowed. That was the depth where they had found the turtle. As the boat drifted, he studied the currents. Even this far offshore, the tides affected things, and he had to go back a few hours in time, adding another layer of complexity to the already complicated equation. Fortunately, the wind had dropped, which both slowed the drift and made it easier to see because of the smaller waves. Like an ancient mariner, he determined the course the packages would have traveled, and standing tall, followed the line he had plotted in his head.
It had been a little over three hours since they had freed the turtle and set the packages adrift. Estimating that the current was running about a knot an hour, he cruised quickly for a few miles. Seeing nothing, he slowed and scanned the water. He was on high alert, knowing that the waning daylight would only make the search harder.
Darkness was closing in, but he was undeterred, knowing that by tomorrow morning the packages would be in Miami or even farther north if they edged into the Gulf Stream. It was now or never. Grabbing the stainless-steel supports of the T-top, he climbed onto the gunwale and used his foot to steer. The added height helped, and the water, now turning black as the light faded, had only small wind ripples, making it easy to see any disturbance.
A school of birds swooped and dove just ahead. Tru identified them as “tuna” birds, the light-colored gulls that followed fast-moving schools of skipjack or bonita. Generally, it was the larger, darker frigate birds a fisherman wanted to find, but in this case, his interest was piqued. Birds found bait, and bait liked the cover of weed-lines or anything else floating on the surface. It was the “anything” else that had him excited, and he jumped down and accelerated towards the birds.
The silver backs of a school of bonito were breaking the surface as the tuna feasted on the bait, but that wasn’t what caught his eye. The attractant that had brought the bait, the birds, and the tuna was the raft of seaweed—and the packages.





FIVE
The pair of buoys bobbed on the waves and the answer to Sloan’s questions as to why they had moved so quickly became evident. Considering the drag of the product, and inevitable detritus of seaweed and trash the dry-bags would have accumulated, he would have expected them to be well west of the Seven Mile Bridge. That was his preferred pickup point. Marathon marked the geographical midpoint of the Keys. The bridge was also the demarcation point between the busier, more commercial side of the island chain, and the quieter Lower Keys. The countless islands and channels on both the ocean and gulf sides west of the bridge, between Bahia Honda and Big Coppitt Key, were still prime smuggling waters. Aerial surveillance was just about the only way to see what went on in the remote and quiet backwaters leading to Key West, and in many cases the overgrown flora prevented observation even from above. From the early pirates roaming the Gulf Stream in search of Spanish galleons to the latter-day drug smugglers, the winding, mangrove-covered passes were ideal places to hide. Based on the data of several trips, the turtle should have been there. With his education and experience, Sloan was rarely wrong.
JC had insisted on his going to college, hoping an Ivy League school for his son was a way of eschewing the fishmonger stereotype he carried. Sloan had fought the old man until discovering that even the Ivy League schools had party frats. Graduating with a degree in oceanography, he had accomplished what JC had intended, but the prestigious school couldn’t destroy the mutant gene that took him to the dark side.
As far as his father knew, he was a playboy philanthropist, which was part of the old man’s scheme. It had worked to a degree; his son’s connections had finally gotten him accepted to the clubs that had so often tossed his application aside. His father sent a monthly stipend that he deemed sufficient to maintain Sloan’s lifestyle, but JC had never asked for his opinion on the amount, and with a staggering financial shortfall every month, Sloan had turned to smuggling to supplement the payments. The new boat he had purchased was a perfect cover. Gearing his philanthropic efforts toward helping the causes that his father’s business hurt was another way of justifying his way of life, and at the same time getting a dig in at the old man. Using the education forced on him to enhance his operation was just another way of getting back at the old man.
That Princeton education taught him that the turtle should have been near Coupon Bite. The aquatic preserve’s shallow water and string of barrier islands kept all but a few charter captains away. Sloan’s new Surfari 50, with its retractable bulb keel, and wide beam, could easily navigate the waters. The tailgate-style fold-down transom also made it perfect for retrieval of the product.
Hauling the beacons aboard, he stashed them in the spacious hold under the port seat and returned to the chart table. A quick examination told him the lines had been cut, but that didn’t mean the product was gone. The turtle’s migratory patterns were extremely accurate, almost as if there were marked highways in the ocean. Having interned at a research facility in the Dominican Republic during the summer of his junior year, Sloan immediately had recognized the financial upside in the predictability of the turtle’s paths. Even without the transmitters to guide him, the turtles would have been within a few miles of where he expected them.
A shadow passed by the glassed-in wheelhouse and Eleanor entered the cabin. Sloan didn’t need to look outside to see that a layer of clouds had blown in. With no sun to laze in, she passed him by, and went to the galley. Taking a bottle of water from the refrigerator, she settled down on the starboard-side settee.
“I thought we were going to anchor off Marathon tonight. You promised we’d go ashore to eat and visit the Turtle Hospital tomorrow.”
This was her second trip, and Eleanor had proven to be observant. It was unfortunate she had learned the geography of the Keys so quickly. There was too much backtracking in his operation to let her stay aboard and risk her finding out what he was really doing. Sloan actually liked her, but it was too dangerous to let her in on his scheme. Deciding that once they reached Key West he would put her on a plane back to Connecticut, he pulled out his iPad and opened the browser to the Sea Turtle Conservatory and selected “Tilly” from the drop-down list. A map opened and he could see where she was located right now. His hope that the drugs remained with the turtle were quickly dashed when he saw her location. It looked like Eleanor would get her wish.
    
THE WIDE-OPEN EXPANSE of ocean seemed to close in on Trufante. Many days, you could spend hours trolling with no other boats in sight, but the second you hooked up, there was some kind of honing beacon or magnet that attracted every boat within miles to your location. After spotting a stopped boat, which usually meant they had a fish on, they swooped in faster than a flock of birds on bait, trying to lure the school away. One boat quickly turned to two, and then any boat within sight would pick up their spread and hustle over.
This wasn’t a school of fish, but there were already several boats approaching. Trufante pulled the packages aboard as quickly as he could and got underway. He knew that in order to avoid the looky-loos on the other boats he would need to run at the standard trolling speed of six knots. Grabbing two rods from their holders under the gunwale, he stuck them into the rear-facing rod holders to further the illusion. Turning to the northwest, he steered a downwind course and, once the boat was running straight, left the wheel to check on his find. This wasn’t his first square grouper. The bayous of Louisiana in the ‘80s had been second only to South Florida in imports. A good day of fishing meant a limit and a bale—or two. They contained pot back then, but these packages were smaller and wrapped in dry bags, which sealed the contents as well as providing enough buoyancy to float the contents. He eagerly anticipated finding out what they contained.
Checking the horizon for boats again, he nudged the steering wheel back on course and reached for the closest package. He examined the snap buckle, popped it open, and unwound the folds of the sealed dry-bag. Even before the last wrap was undone, the chemical smell assaulted him. It was the smell of money and his grin was back. Checking the water once more to make sure that no one was close enough to see, he removed the first brick. Sealed in a vacuum bag was what appeared to be a kilo of coke. Two-point-two pounds was a lot of grams times a lot of packages. The math came easy, but he had promised himself he was going to be smart this time and sell the whole lot to one buyer. That would seriously reduce his take, but with no cost besides the ten gallons of gas to get out here and back, it was all profit.
After adjusting the course again, Trufante gathered up the packages and stashed them in the fish box. The top barely closed on the hundred-fifty gallon cooler. The question now was what to do with it.
Trufante had been roaming the Keys for over a decade, starting after Katrina destroyed several of the dikes that his concrete contracting business had installed. In typical Louisiana fashion, the inspectors had been paid off and the tests fudged. There was no doubt the authorities would come looking for him. It was more a question of how long it would take for them to figure out the concrete was subpar.
Taking the last of the cash from his office safe, Trufante had driven his pickup to the mouth of the Mississippi bought a sailboat and cruised the Gulf coast, heading to the destination for most people with more character than character—the end of US 1. With his reserves running low, he’d made several stops before his intended destination of Key West. Marathon had been his last stop and needing some quick cash, he started crewing on some commercial shrimp and fishing boats. Then he met Mac at a fuel dock in Boot Key Harbor. Mac had just lost his mate, and Trufante was thirsty—the rest was history.
As the miles passed, he searched his head for someone whom he could sell the drugs to. Over the years, and with his penchant for trouble finding him, Trufante knew most of the shady characters on the hundred-twenty-mile stretch of two-lane highway that ran through the island chain. The “locals” were a small, tight-knit group. The problem was the large percentage of transients who attempted to subvert them, but in the capital of weird only the hard-core survived. For many of the lost souls and grifters that escaped here, the Keys were like a pinball game. The ball was put in play the minute you arrived, and there were all kinds of pitfalls and traps waiting to send you home. What Trufante needed was someone who had not only survived, but who could tilt the table, and it finally came to him. He knew just the man.
Checking the fuel gauges, he estimated he had a hundred gallons, plenty of gas to get him to Key West. Before he started, he needed to cut a deal, and being several miles from cell-phone reception, he turned to the north and headed toward land. Reaching the reef, he stopped when he saw four bars on his phone. Scrolling through his contacts, he found the number he was looking for and pressed the phone icon.
“Truuu-fante, what up, brother?”
Trufante cringed, but there was little choice in the matter. If he wanted to be rid of his cargo and walk away with a pile of cash, Billy Bones was the man. “Dude, ran across some of them groupers out in the stream.”
“You don’t say. Heard someone asking about some product. What’cha got?”
Trufante looked back at the lid of the cooler. “I’m guessing fifty keys. Nice and white, like a ski slope.”
“Quantity might be a problem, probably gonna have to discount it.”
“One sale, man. You got someone or what?” Trufante asked, wanting the call to end. He was sure no one was bugging his phone. Billy’s phone, on the other hand, held the key to half of Key West’s underground economy.
“Give me ten and I’ll have an offer for you.”
Trufante disconnected and looked at the time on his phone. With the sky growing dark, he turned on the navigation lights, thinking there was no reason to attract unwanted attention by running without them. The green and red reflection on the water was visible from the bow, and he looked up to check the white light on the T-top. Catching bait meant working before the sun came up and lights were essential. His might not be the cleanest boat in the fleet, but it was mechanically sound. While he waited for the ten minutes to pass, he texted Pamela that he had some business, hoping that she would still be tied up at the Turtle Hospital.
Springsteen’s E Street Shuffle signaled Trufante that Billy had an answer.
“Be twenty large, if you can get it down tonight.”
Trufante didn’t need to do the math; he knew that “discount” was too tame a word for the offer. “Fifty, and I’ll be there in two hours.” The line went silent and he hoped he hadn’t overplayed his hand.
“Right on. Text me when you’re close.”
“I’m on the boat. How about Robbie’s Marina?” Trufante scrolled the chartplotter to Stock Island, hoping the exchange could be made there. Otherwise, with the shallows on the southeast side of Key West, he would have to round the island, which would take another half hour and, more importantly, the marinas there were quite a bit busier.
“That works. Give me a twenty-minute lead.”
Trufante rubbed his chin. “Cash, Billy—no B.S.”
“I ain’t asking for no front or nothing. Deal’s legit.”
Trufante disconnected and pushed down the throttle, hoping the wind blowing on his face and through his hair would wash the unpleasant taste of dealing with Billy Bones out of his mouth.





SIX
Waiting for Billy to text him back, Trufante sat outside the channel leading to the marina. As was par for the course with the wanna-be gangster, things hadn’t gone as expected and the deal had been delayed. Finally, he got the call and entered the dark cove.
Finding an empty slip, Trufante reversed between the two pilings, setting himself up for a quick escape. Leaving the engine running, he tied off the lines with slip knots and waited.
A bicycle-drawn rickshaw appeared. The tail of the driver’s unbuttoned Hawaiian shirt fluttering behind him, highlighted by the blinking LED lights, told Trufante that Billy had arrived.
“Yo yo yo … “ Billy skidded to a stop just in front of the seawall.
“You’re going to take it in that thing?” Trufante asked.
“Gotta bring you along too, bro. I don’t have the security clearance to be doing this myself.”
Trufante shrugged. He hadn’t expected it, but he knew no one was going to trust Billy Bones with that kind of cash. “Where to?”
“Dude’s got a place over by Duval. Got to see the package and maybe a taste for old Billy Bones before we go.”
Trufante was just about to retrieve one of the bags and show Billy, but being alone with Bones brought a little paranoia to the party. He looked around the deserted boatyard, realizing how easy a target he was. Spotting several security cameras, Trufante realized just in time that their actions was being recorded.
He continued to survey the boatyard. Unlike the more popular, and expensive, marinas in Key West, Robbie’s was more of a working yard. Large steel buildings and shipping containers were scattered randomly across several acres of scarred blacktop. In between, boats of all sizes, and in every state of repair, were set up on blocks. The docks held a mixture of work vessels and some fishing boats.
“We’re on TV,” Trufante said.
“Yea, up there.” Billy pointed to a pole with a security light. Below it was a camera.
“So, what? You gonna shimmy your skinny ass up there?”
Billy waved his hand at the rickshaw. “Dude, I’m a business owner now. Got me a fleet of these bad boys. Can’t be seen with the likes of you.”
“Shoot, you got a girlfriend that owns them is all.”
Billy ignored the comment. Trufante was starting to feel like this was a mistake. “Let me check out that lift over there,” he said, and started toward the idle unit. It was common practice to leave the keys in heavy equipment like the scissor lift. Anyone who could operate one knew that each manufacturer only made a few key types, and even if you didn’t have one, hot-wiring it was about as easy as a ’57 Chevy. The lift started and Trufante inched it forward, increasing his speed as he acclimated himself to the controls. He quickly got the hang of it and maneuvered the lift behind the pole.
Used to service the rigging on sailboats, the scissor lift had controls in the carriage. Once he had set the brake, he moved to the joystick and pressed it forward. The lift began to rise and Trufante could see that the camera’s field of view easily encompassed the dock where his center console sat. His arrival had been captured. The best he could hope for now was to minimize his exposure.
The lift rose to just below the camera. Releasing the controls, Trufante reached down, grabbed a rusty wrench that lay on the wire mesh floor, and smashed the housing. Before he lowered the bucket, he did the same to the light. As the lot fell into darkness, a gunshot rang out. Ducking below the guardrail, he hovered inside the protection of the steel carriage.
Another shot struck the crossbar by his head. Reaching up, he hit the lever to lower the unit, but nothing happened. Shots continued to strike the basket as he studied the wiring and hydraulic lines. It didn’t take a mechanic to tell that one of the bullets had grazed a hose. He was stuck, like a redfish on a flat at low tide.
The shots continued, and he started to wonder why the shooter kept firing at him when the steel basket prevented a hit. It came to him in a flash, and he lowered himself, placing his stomach on the steel floor and peering out the small gap. Billy was running to and from the center console moving the packages to his rickshaw. A shot dinged the basket close to his head, but he had seen enough.
The shots suddenly stopped. Trufante rose to a knee and peered over the edge of the basket. The battery-operated taillights of the rickshaw could be seen pulling out of the marina parking lot.
The packages, and Billy Bones, were gone.
    
SLOAN WAS able to change course without backtracking by entering Moser Channel. Following the markers, he passed under the Seven Mile Bridge, and turned to the east, following the coast of Marathon until his chartplotter showed he was just outside of the small cove behind the Turtle Hospital.
Sloan was anxious, but knew he had to be cautious and not overplay his hand if he were to fit into his role as a philanthropist. Following the tracker embedded in its shell, he knew the turtle was there. The whereabouts of the drugs remained an unknown, and he debated what to do. Eleanor had gone below to shower and change, giving him a few minutes of privacy to decide how to handle this.
Settling on a spot a few hundred yards offshore, Sloan dropped and set the anchor. The anchorage was comfortable, with the landmass of Marathon blocking the light breeze blowing from the southeast. Though a slip would have been preferable, Sloan, unsure of his docking skills had decided against navigating the narrow channels at night. The high visibility of the unique boat also pushed the decision. The buffer from the island stopped the breeze, but would require the use of the generator overnight to mitigate the heat and bugs. With a planned fuel stop tomorrow in nearby Boot Key Harbor, he could afford to use the gas. Taking his phone to the deck, he leaned against the combing and searched his contacts for the director’s information. It was an ask to visit the hospital after hours, but both parties knew a large check would accompany the favor.
The answer was as expected. The director would be more than happy to show them the facility, emphasizing that they had a brand-new guest. Sloan disconnected and went below to check on Eleanor and shower. She was ready, something on the pro side of the tally he kept in his head. More often than not, his girlfriends had many more negatives than positives; his prerequisites were superficial, and once a woman’s novelty had faded, her cons quickly piled up until she was dismissed. Eleanor was different. She was smart, witty, and had an innate curiosity. While others merely had gone through the motions of a relationship, waiting for the next bottle of champagne or expensive gift, she was actually excited to visit the facility. His only worry was that she was too smart.
With the dingy alongside, Sloan lowered the pickup-style transom, allowing them easy access to the soft-sided boat. After starting the engine, Sloan pressed the button to raise the transom and headed toward the small cove. It was a short ride, and he was happy to see two uniformed employees standing on the dock ready to meet them. They helped secure the dingy and directed Sloan and Eleanor to a golf cart parked nearby.
They passed a covered area housing different sized large black tanks. While the driver explained that the tanks held the resident turtles, Sloan fought his increasing anxiety about what had happened to the drugs. Eleanor wanted to stop and see the turtles, but the girl in the passenger seat bailed Sloan out, explaining to Eleanor that they were better viewed in the daytime. Following the road past the old motel section, they stopped while the electric gate opened, and pulled into a parking spot by the main entrance.
Eleanor, adding to her growing list of pros, was not a shopper. She passed by the trinkets and T-shirts in the gift shop, more interested in what was behind the doors.
“We’ve got a new addition today. Just came out of surgery,” one of the guides said.
“I’d love to see it. What kind of turtle is it?” Eleanor asked.
Sloan bit his tongue, already knowing the name, species, and every other detail available about the turtle.
“It’s a hawksbill. Turns out she’s part of the Sea Turtle Conservatory’s tracking program.” The guide left them to check on the status of the turtle.
While they waited, Sloan tried to figure out how to broach the subject of the drugs. “How was the turtle found?”
“One of our volunteers was along for the recovery. I’ll see if she’s still here.”
It wasn’t going to get any better than an eyewitness account, but before the volunteer appeared, they were given the green light to see the turtle. An excited Eleanor eagerly followed the girl to the recovery area. Two attendants sat on the concrete floor next to the turtle, who was swaddled in wet towels. A large plastic-wrapped bandage was immediately apparent.
“What happened?” Eleanor squatted down to get a closer look.
“Its flipper got tangled in a rope.”
Sloan looked up to see a tall woman enter the room. One look at her and he forgot about the turtle. Moving toward her, he extended his hand. “Sloan Reed.” The last name was another fabricated attempt at distancing himself from his father’s legacy.
“Pamela.”
His hand tingled when she touched him. Instinctively he looked back at Eleanor to see if she had noticed the electricity in the room. Her attention was fixed on the turtle as she helped the attendants wet the towels and try to comfort the animal. Turning back to Pamela, he asked her if she had been at the rescue.
“Mac Travis saved her. Him and my boyfriend were out fishing and came across the poor thing all tangled up in a net.”
Sloan stared into her eyes, badly wanting to ask if there was anything else. “Does this happen often?”
“Quite a bit. Mostly fishing line though.” She went on to explain that despite its apparent flimsiness compared to rope, the monofilament was more dangerous to the turtles, with its thin diameter able to cut through the skin.
“What’s the wildest thing they ever got caught in?”
“Oh, I don’t know. I’m kinda new around here.”
That was as much of an answer as he was going to get from her. If there had been packages of drugs found with the turtle, she would surely have said so. “These guys that found the turtle. I’d like to reward them.”
“Oh, Mac won’t take anything. He’s not like that.”
“Maybe just a thank you then? How would I find him?” Sloan asked.
Before she could answer, the director entered the room. Sloan pulled his attention away from Pamela long enough to shake his hand. “Fine work your staff is doing here.”
“We’re very proud of them,” he said.
“I’d like to give a donation for the care of this turtle in particular. Whatever it needs, just let me know.”
“That’s very generous of you,” the director said.
At the mention of the donation, Eleanor looked up at Sloan. He caught her smile. Hoping that she hadn’t noticed Pamela, he watched as her focus returned to the turtle. “Maybe we could step outside and work out the details.” Sloan’s intent was to get Pamela out of the room as well.
Pulling a check out of his wallet, he handed it to the director.
“Thank you, Mr. Reed.” It disappeared into his pocket. Having done his duty for the night, the director looked for an out.
“The tall woman that helped save the turtle. Do you think I could have a minute with her?” Sloan asked.
“Pamela? Sure. I’ll get her.”
The director returned with Pamela, said his goodbyes, and left the two of them alone. “This fellow, Mac—”
“Mac Travis. You were wanting to thank him.”
“Yes, and you as well.” Sloan’s mind was racing, trying to figure out how to get her alone. “Maybe you could take me to him?”
“That’s a little harder than it sounds.”





SEVEN
Jaw dropped, Trufante watched the bright LED tail light of the rickshaw fade away. With his payday now in the basket of Billy Bone’s rickshaw, Trufante slammed the control panel with his hand. Suddenly, the basket jerked and dropped several feet. Trying to put his anger aside, Trufante examined the panel, knowing as with most pieces of heavy equipment there should be a failsafe. He found the emergency instructions posted on a metal placard.
Without the security light that he had disabled, he squinted to see the writing. It was too small, so he focused his efforts on deciphering the drawings. Finally, he pulled out his phone and with the aid of the flashlight app was able to read the instructions. Back at the controls, he pressed the foot switch, and held the auxiliary power switch at the same time he pulled back on the joystick. Slowly, the lift dropped to the ground. Leaping from the basket, he saw a rusty beach cruiser leaning against an old shipping container. Old bikes like this were often scattered around marinas, saving the employees countless miles of walking, and employers the same in lost time.
He ran toward the bike, hoping it wouldn’t be locked. Pulling it away from the container, he hopped on and awkwardly started pedaling toward the road. The seat was too low, but there was no time to adjust it. With his knees flailing out to the sides and the chain banging with each revolution as if begging for oil, he picked up speed, hoping the bike—without the added weight of the carriage, drugs, and passenger—would be able to catch Billy Bones.
Key West usually made Trufante smile, but not tonight. With aching knees, he crossed the bridge over the Cow Key Channel and had to make a decision whether to turn left toward the airport or right onto North Roosevelt. Odds were that Billy had turned right if he were looking for a party, but with the drugs, there was no telling.
The light changed and with cars backed up behind him, Trufante had to move. Making his choice, he turned right and cruised the bike lane on North Roosevelt. People-watching was a legitimate sport here and under normal circumstances, Trufante would have slowed and enjoyed the scantily clad women jogging down the well-lit sidewalk. Just as he dodged a couple rollerblading who begged a sobriety test, he saw the tail lights of the rickshaw turn right onto the Palm Avenue Causeway. Trufante followed, invigorated now that Billy Bones and his drugs were in sight. After crossing a small bridge, the destination became evident. He was heading toward the Key West Bight.
That added more urgency to the situation. If a boat was waiting, he would quickly be out of reach. Trufante took a chance, knowing he had to make it to the marina before Billy, who was cruising down Eaton Street, one of the wider streets that could accommodate the width of the rickshaw and a vehicle. Trufante turned right onto Frances, made a quick left onto James then a right on Grinnell, all streets the rickshaw would have a hard time negotiating. At the end of the road, he hopped off the bike and ran toward the marina. Stopping behind the entrance to the Half Shell Oyster Bar, he gulped air, catching his breath. While he waited, he thought about Billy and how he could recover the drugs.
On the sliding scale of humanity, Billy surprisingly was not at the bottom, though the elevated ranking was for consistency, not any kind of moral fiber. There were two ways the theft could have gone down, and Trufante suspected Billy was being opportunistic—at least he hoped he hadn’t planned on stealing the packages from the beginning. Although the Keys had a reputation as a smugglers’ paradise, this was overstated. It wasn’t as much the ease of bringing in the drugs, which continued to flow into the porous network of islands, it was the inability to spend the ill-gotten gains. As Al Capone had discovered, it was easier for the feds to imprison criminals on tax evasion than for their “real” crimes. The subterranean economy of the Keys was just too small for someone without a job to be throwing money around without being noticed. Trufante doubted Billy would risk burning him. The word would get out that he couldn’t be trusted, making him a pariah.
The rickshaw appeared and pulled into the large courtyard, bringing Trufante back to reality. Billy got off, and locked the oversized tricycle to a pole. He and the man in the cab split the packages between them, and walked across the street to a newspaper-covered storefront, where Billy stopped and knocked. The door opened and the two men disappeared inside. Crossing the street, Trufante ran to the dive shop next door and slid against the glass, peering into the cracks in the newspaper.
The packages sat on a table while a man who had his back to Trufante poured shots of a clear liquid for Billy and his accomplice. They toasted, and just as the man was about to turn around, Trufante was jostled by two kids on skateboards. His body slammed into the glass window hard enough that he worried it might break. Without an apology, the kids quickly moved on, but before Trufante could move, the door cracked open and staring him in the face was the barrel of a large-gauge shotgun.
    
MAC PUSHED HIS PLATE ASIDE, and sat back in one of the Adirondack chairs on the deck. The fish had been good and the night was pleasant.
Mel swirled the last of her red wine in the glass before drinking it. “Good dinner. Want a nightcap?”
“If you’re breaking out the good stuff.” Mac started to rise, but Mel waved him off and took his plate. She returned a minute later with two tumblers filled with three fingers of scotch. Mac nodded and toasted her before taking a sip of the twelve-year-old liquor.
“There were some messages on your phone.” Mel reached into her back pocket, and handed Mac his cell.
“Probably Tru, wanting to know when he can get paid. He ran off before we even cleaned the fish.” Mac debated whether to tell Mel about the packages and missing bucket. He took another sip, and wondered if Trufante had gone after the drugs. Even with the Cajun’s instincts it would be close to impossible to recover them, though well worth it if he did. The drag of the bucket would certainly help, and the irregularly shaped packages would be seaweed magnets. Estimating that both factors would slow the drift to less than a mile an hour, he guessed that if Tru had taken a picture or recorded the coordinates from the chartplotter where they had found the turtle, it might be possible to find them.
“Pamela,” he said, after glancing at the screen. “Three calls and a voicemail.”
“That’s strange. Tru runs out on you, and now she’s calling.”
Mac took another sip, savoring the flavor before swallowing, knowing their night was probably ruined. He pressed the speaker button, and retrieved the voicemail. With the phone sitting between them like a stunned mullet, Mac waited.
“Mac, it’s Pamela. There’s a guy here that wants to meet you. Said something about thanking you for saving the turtle. I’m with him now, so call.”
The message sounded innocuous enough, but Mac knew there were layers to anything Pamela was involved in. She generally wore her emotions on her sleeve, and it was at least reassuring that there was no sign of panic in her voice.
Mel answered the question for him. “Sounds like this benefactor of yours was listening when she left the message. Not like her to be so straightforward.”
“I suppose I ought to call her back.” Mac picked up the phone and was ready to press the phone icon when Mel stopped him.
“Let it go until tomorrow. It sounds like she’s okay, and there’s no way we’re going to run into town now and meet him.”
There were advantages to living on an island in the middle of nowhere. Mac switched the ringer off and set the phone upside down on the table between them. Looking over at Mel, he saw the corner of her mouth turn up in a smile, and was immediately glad that he hadn’t called Pamela.
    
SLOAN WAS WORKING both ends of the same line. Eleanor was still in the recovery room, helping the attendants soothe the turtle, while he remained outside the door with Pamela. Even without the missing packages, he would be conflicted between the two women, but with close to a million dollars out there somewhere, Pamela was the only option that could help get it back.
“Do you think he’ll call back?” Sloan asked.
“Mac Travis does what Mac Travis does. He’s not affected by the moon, or the stars, or the mores of a society off the rails.”
Sloan swallowed so he wouldn’t laugh. “Sounds like someone I would like to meet.”
Her eyes bore through him, clearly judging. From the expression on her face, and the way she continued to study him, he got the distinct feeling he had failed some test.
“What about that boyfriend of yours? He helped with the turtle. Maybe I should thank him tonight, and we can catch up to this Mac Travis of yours tomorrow.” He hoped his ulterior motives were not noticed, but she seemed to read him.
“Tru’s probably out partying. Looked like him and Mac had a good day.”
Sloan froze, wondering if she knew.
“A good day?”
“Yeah, they hit the tuna pretty hard.”
A wave of doubt passed through him. It was an odd feeling, neither relief or excitement. He was conflicted, knowing that her involvement would change the effect she was having on him. He decided that until conclusive evidence indicted her, if the men had found the drugs, she didn’t know. “Why don’t you give him a call, I’d be happy to buy drinks.” With Mac Travis out of the picture until at least tomorrow, it would be good to know if his deckhand knew anything. The chance to spend more time with this mystical creature in front of him was also enticing. Sloan had no worries about her boyfriend being there. If the two of them were side-by-side, he was sure to win.
She turned away, extracting her phone from her very tight, very short cutoffs. “I’ll give him a yell, and see what’s up.”
“Okay. I’m going to check on Eleanor. She’ll probably want to stay here with the turtle.” While Sloan waited for Pamela to find her boyfriend, he went back inside the recovery room.
“How’s the turtle doing?”
“You mean, Wood?” Eleanor looked up at him. “He’s pretty good. The sedative’s wearing off now. I might stay for a while.”
“I was going to buy a few drinks and thank the deckhand that found him,” Sloan said, leaving Pamela out of it.
“We’ll each do our part then.” Eleanor turned her attention back to the turtle.
Sloan felt like he was being judged for the second time in ten minutes, and wondered if either of these women were right for him. But, it wasn’t about the women. He needed to find the drugs. With the additional expenses incurred with the purchase of the Surfari, the scheme he used to buy, sell, and donate, all financed by his father’s stipend, had changed. For the first time, he needed to have the supplier front the product.
Sloan left Eleanor in the recovery room, and waited for Pamela.
“Had to leave a message.” She shrugged.
“Well, Eleanor’s tied up for a while. I’d be happy to extend the offer to you—until he shows up.”





EIGHT
“Who the hell are you?”
Trufante looked at the man, ignoring his question and the gun. “Those are mine.” He pointed to the six red bags on the counter, which he now saw was a rough bar top. A quick survey of the room confirmed a bar was being constructed here. He almost laughed when he realized they were building a bar. Trufante could have told them their chances for success were minimal. There were already too many bars on and around Duval Street; many more empty than full. Anyone with half a business sense would have known even with a surefire plan and gimmick to compete with Sloppy Joe’s and the other famous Key West bars, it was sketchy. Sloppy Joe Russell’s tombstone got more visits a day than many of the bars.
“I asked you who you were, I already know this lowlife.” The man turned to Billy Bones, then squinted at Trufante, and nodded at the man with the shotgun standing next to him. Trufante found himself looking at the round hole in the end of the barrel once again. “You look familiar.”
“Trufante, but my friends call me Tru,” he said, showing off his thousand-dollar grin, trying to bring a little levity to the situation. When the man continued to stare, he decided to play the only card he had. “Billy stole those from me.”
“Goddamned son of a bitch, go to hell,” he said, and muttered something that sounded like an apology under his breath. “I ain’t one of your friends.” He turned from Trufante to Billy. “Is what he’s saying the truth? You know we got a code around here.”
“Shoot, stealing from another thief ain’t stealing—it’s totally legit.” Billy squirmed.
“What’s legit is what I say is legit, and that ain’t legit. By the gods, you bring me bad luck. Get out of here.” He nodded to the man with the shotgun, who moved the barrel from Trufante to Billy Bones.
“And what the hell’s with you?” The man turned to the gunman. “You was supposed to watch that idiot—not help him.”
The gunman shrugged.
Trufante was watching the interaction carefully—it could mean his survival. Billy started to say something, but the sound of a round being chambered stopped him short. He turned to leave, casting a dark look at Trufante, who shrugged.
Shotgun man pushed Billy into the street, pulled the door closed, turned the thumbscrew, and pointed the weapon at Trufante.
“Go on, Tru, tell me a story.”
Trufante started with the find of the turtle, and continued until Billy’s ambush at the marina. He didn’t see any empathy on the man’s face, but there was no anger either. Practiced at reading people, he knew what you saw wasn’t always what you got. From his Santeria references and his dark features, Trufante guessed that he was Cuban. He resembled half the fishermen in Key West. Dressed in a long-sleeved fishing shirt, knee-length cargo shorts, and white rubber boots, he would have fit in perfectly on a commercial fishing boat, but here, in the heart of Duval Street, he was out of place.
“Hey, JC, what do you want to do with him?”
Trufante knew who he was when he heard the name. Juan Cristobal was a fishmonger of some repute.
“You heard the man, they’re his drugs. Maybe we should call that detective over at the police department. He’d be happy to know a crime has occurred.” He laughed at his own joke.
Trufante rubbed the nub of his finger with his thumb. He’d made mistakes with drug dealers before, and his present situation was getting uncomfortable, especially when the man called on the gods. Glancing around, he realized he was standing in a large Santeria shrine disguised as a bar. The African/Caribbean offshoot of Catholicism certainly was practiced in the Cuban community here, and Pamela had dabbled with it for a short time before deciding there was too much religion in it for her.
“I’ll be on my way. Never saw you or this place.” Trufante turned toward the door.
“Not so fast. If they’re yours, the least we could do is pay a finder’s fee.”
Trufante smiled, revealing about half of his Cadillac grill. Maybe there was a chance. “What kind of place are you opening?”
“This will be an ebbo to the gods. Them hipsters’ll love coming in here and drinking the oti, then paying to make an offering. My family will be blessed by their stupidity.”
“I was worried about you there for a minute. Lot of bars on this street, but you may be onto something.” Trufante rubbed the stubble on his chin. “What’s this oti stuff about?”
Both men laughed and JC finally spoke. “Pour him a glass. One for us as well. We’ll toast our new friend.”
The man set the shotgun down on the bar. Trufante thought about taking the opportunity and bolting, but his situation appeared to be improving with the mention of a finder’s fee, and he decided to work that angle. The man poured an inch of the clear liquid in each of the three glasses.
JC nodded for them to pick the glasses up and held his high. “To Yemeyá.”
Trufante muttered the name so as not to mispronounce it, and tossed the fiery liquid back. It had the burn of a high alcohol content, but a soft, sweet aftertaste. “You’re right. Hipsters’ll eat this shit up.” He set the glass down.
“We are friends now, yes?” JC motioned for the man to pour another round.
Trufante was starting to feel the first shot, and thought if there was going to be business conducted, he ought to make his play now.
“I seen your fish operation. If you’re looking to branch into other commodities, I can maybe help you out.”
JC laughed. “That’s funny, because I know you and your old boss, Mac Travis. Seen you’re working for Commander now, too.”
The mention of Mac’s name sounded a klaxon in Trufante’s head and his memory returned. He’d been fishing the Dry Tortugas, working as deckhand for Mac. The catch was hot enough that Mac decided to offload what they had in Key West and head back out. Not knowing the local suppliers here, they had found JC’s place, mostly because of the gas dock next door. The old fishmonger had lowballed Mac. The negotiation had become heated. Mac and Trufante had followed him back into his facility. Right away, they had both recognized the bins full of illegal and undersized fish. Mac hadn’t been able to restrain himself, and they had left under bad circumstances. He needed to make that incident go away. “Maybe had a few too many when we met.”
JC laughed again. “That seems to be your MO. Anyway, here’s something for the cause. Don’t want no bad feelings in the fishing community. We thank you for your support.” JC handed him a wad of bills.
Less than a quarter-inch thick, it wasn’t what Trufante had expected, but he saw a hundred on top and made a quick calculation. With the choice of walking away with a couple of grand, or dismembered for a sacrifice, he chose the former. At this point, walking away with his life was enough, the cash was a bonus. He took the money and stuffed it in the cargo pocket of his shorts.
“You run across any more of them, I’ll do the same,” JC said, nodding to the gunman to open the door.
Trufante took a step onto the sidewalk and exhaled. Not wanting to risk the man inside changing his mind, he headed across the courtyard between the Half Shell and Turtle Kraals intending to grab a cab, get his boat, and get out of here. Crossing the street, he walked toward the turnaround where several cabs waited. Flagging one, he got in and was about to give the driver the name of the marina on Stock Island and his boat when the other door opened.
Billy Bones slid into the seat next to him and glanced across at him.
“Looks like a party to me.”
    
SLOAN WAS MESMERIZED. Sitting across from Pamela, he listened as she described the other patrons at the Sunset Grill. She was perceptive and funny; but her eyes, the color of his aqua cologne bottle, had him hooked. Trying to remember that Eleanor was back at the Turtle Hospital, and that he was here for information on the location of the drugs, he sipped his rum drink and nodded, trying to blend in.
He was rather good at it, first learning in high school, when he had been bullied regularly because of his father’s reputation. Princeton had been a culture shock for him. After growing up on the streets of Key West, he had never been around “those kind of people”. Fortunately, his father had outfitted him correctly; his preppy clothes—and credit card—had gained him entry into their world. Superficially, he had fit in, and the first lesson that he had learned was the value of keeping your mouth shut.
Tonight, it was late, and the company was good. He was unable to stop his blossoming interest in the beauty sitting across from him. So, he waited, knowing that sooner or later, she would say something that would help find the drugs.
He couldn’t pull his eyes away when she squirmed in her chair as she pulled out her phone and checked her messages. “I’m getting worried about Tru.”
It was the break he was looking for. “Does this happen a lot?”
“Not since we’ve been back together. I was down in Key West for a while, but when the hurricane came through, he came to save me.”
Sloan gladly would have exchanged roles with him. “Where does he hang out?”
“There’s a couple of places around here, but I’ve already texted a bunch of his buddies and they haven’t seen him. If he’s not here, he’s probably down in Key West.”
She fell silent for the first time since they had sat down. Sloan knew it was time to make a move. “I’m up for a road trip.”
Before she could reply, her phone rang.
    
MAC COULDN’T SLEEP. He felt like he had been tossing and turning for hours, but checking his watch on the nightstand, he saw it was only eleven. Thinking it was the wine and scotch, he got out of bed, careful not to wake Mel, and went to the bathroom where, not one for half measures, he downed a handful of ibuprofen.
An hour later, he was still wide awake. Knowing he’d have a better chance of sleeping if he got up and read for a while, he grabbed his phone, and headed for the living room. A pile of bills lay on the desk that was set into a corner of the kitchen. On top was the manual for the new solar inverter. If reading that didn’t put him to sleep, nothing would.
The one-story stilt house, originally built by Wood in the early ‘90s, had been leveled by a firebomb shot by a rogue CIA agent who was running a poaching ring on an adjacent island. Mac had rebuilt the house, keeping the original floor plan to make the foundation and plumbing easier. It was a comfortable layout with a great room and single bedroom.
Built on concrete piles, the main floor sat ten feet above ground level. Even then, the storm surge from the hurricane had come within a single step of ruining the house. He and Mel had boarded the windows, and the metal roof had weathered the hundred-forty mile-an-hour winds, but the solar panels and water tanks mounted on the roof had been lost.
Picking up the manual, he glanced at the table of contents, not wanting to delve into it, but knowing he should. There were no repair services this far out. If something went wrong, those few willing to make the forty-mile round-trip boat ride would charge more than Mac could stomach. Wood had taught him the importance of self-reliance and redundancy. Though the Keys were part of the continental United States, getting something done here was often as challenging as in a third-world country, and even worse since the hurricane. Mac was not without skills, as evidenced by the rebuilt house, and repairing engines and mechanical systems had come easy to him—until carburetors were changed to circuit boards. That was one of the factors that kept Trufante around. Even with the computer-controlled technologies, the Cajun could take an engine apart and put it back together blindfolded.
Grabbing Mel’s reading glasses from the table, he took the manual to the couch and lay down, figuring he’d be asleep in minutes. Skipping the grease-stained and worn installation chapters, his eyelids were already heavy halfway through the first maintenance section. He laid the manual open-faced on his chest and was almost asleep when several sheets of folded paper dropped out. He leaned over and picked them up from the floor.
Nick Van Doren’s archaic handwriting stared back at him. He had been so busy after the storm, repairing the house and getting their lives back to normal, that he had forgotten what he’d done with the young captain’s journal. He’d already been through the first section, and through its direction had located a nineteenth-century gold-filled diving bell ditched by Van Doren’s crew. The treasure had helped save the lives of his friend Kurt Hunter’s family. But the tale didn’t end there.
Wide awake now, he sat up, but before he could read the first sentence, Mel emerged from the bedroom.
“Hey, what’s up?” she asked, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.
“Couldn’t sleep.” He knew it was because of Trufante, and the drugs, but still wasn’t sure if he should tell her.
She sat down next to him. “Nice glasses.” Taking them off his head, she placed them on hers and took the pages from his hand. “Thought we’d seen the last of this.”
As she looked over the glasses, Mac felt her gaze penetrate him and knew why she had a reputation for being ferocious in a court. “I was reading the solar inverter manual, and they fell out.”
“So what happened?”
“I just picked it up when you walked in.”
Mel glanced at the pages. “Care to share?”
Starting from the beginning, she began to read the journal out loud. “So, this is how you found it.”
Mel had been chasing leads in New Orleans when they had discovered the gold-filled bell. “With a little help from the chartplotter and Google maps.”
Mel continued to read.
Mac already knew the beginning, but when she got to the part where Van Doren and his crew left the cache, she stopped.
“So, there’s more …”





NINE
When her phone rang, Pamela quickly reached into her pocket and glanced at the display. Placing it to her ear, she turned her body away, letting Sloan get an unexpected view of some side-boob, and answered.
“What do you want?”
After hearing the pissy start of the conversation, Sloan wasn’t sure he wanted to get on her bad side.
She listened for a minute and disconnected. Turning back to Sloan, she finished her drink. “That road trip of yours still open?”
“Sure. What’s up?”
“It was Billy Bones. Something to do with Tru falling in with some bad guy, named JC.” She gave him a serious look. “I hate when people go by their initials. Kind of reveals something about them.”
Sloan flinched when he heard the name, knowing exactly what the initials stood for: Juan Cristobal was his father. Hearing that he was involved made this go from bad to worse. “You bet. I’m on my sailboat though—no car.”
“We can take the Beamer,” she said, jingling the keys. “I might have had a few too many. You okay to drive?”
Whether he could blow less than the limit was questionable, but Sloan had no other options. He took the keys from her hand. “I’m good,” he said, motioning the waitress over with the universal “check” signal. He paid for the drinks, and they headed out the door to the car.
“What about your wife?” Pamela asked.
Sloan stopped short. After two failed trips to the altar, he hated that word. “Girlfriend,” he corrected her. When they reached the car he pulled out his phone and sent a quick text to Eleanor that he would be late and for her to either take the dingy back to the boat or get a hotel. He expected she might stay the night with the turtle, anyway.
Pushing midnight, the traffic was light, and Sloan drove the BMW hard, slowing at the same time that Pamela warned him about speeding through Big Pine Key at night. The entire island was a Key deer refuge, and had strictly enforced speed limits. The nighttime speed limit was thirty-five, especially agonizing with the open road and the horsepower under the hood, but it was widely known that after dark there was a speed trap on the island, the only question being exactly where. Flashing lights ahead caught his eye and he checked his speed. Realizing he had drifted over the limit, he slowed again until they were past the police car. Once off the Key, he accelerated again, and glancing over, he saw a smile on Pamela’s face. She clearly enjoyed speed; just another attribute in the plus column.
Settling in at sixty, Sloan started to think about the implications of his father being involved. It was no secret the old man was into anything that would make enough money to placate the gods he worshipped. Sloan was only a quarter Cuban, enough that it gave him the dark look that girls loved, but not Hispanic enough to be obvious. His father’s blood was not as diluted, and it was through his full-Cuban grandmother that JC had learned of the Santeria, and their gods. Hoping for their blessings to offset his shady means of support and lifestyle choices, JC’s offerings had become more lavish and expensive, contributing to the downward-spiraling prophecy he was trying to avoid.
The gods aside, Sloan tried to focus on what he needed to do. Getting the drugs back was paramount. After spending money for so long intended for Sloan to set up a facade that the family was legitimate, the old man finding out that he was involved in smuggling would not go well. If his father was involved, he would have to get them back by stealth.
They cruised past Cudjoe and Big Coppit Keys in silence, a comfortable state that usually took years to build. Trying to fill every void, Eleanor talked incessantly. He found himself enjoying Pamela’s company even more, though he knew he was subconsciously sabotaging Eleanor to rationalize his new fixation.
“Did he say where he was?”
Pamela held up the screen for him to see. “Front Street. I’ve got an address here.”
After looking at the bright screen, Sloan temporary lost his night vision and swerved into the oncoming lane. Fortunately, there was no traffic, and he corrected his course.
Though his parents had been divorced for ten years, his mother still ground her axe whenever she could, sending Sloan detailed reports of his father’s activities. The address was his father’s latest venture. It was kind of brilliant in a backwards way: Building a shrine to his gods in the form of a bar, and using the profits to create even more lavish offerings might just get him the results he was after.
As they passed through Stock Island, Sloan could see Pamela was getting anxious. “We’ll find him.” He tried to reassure her.
“And then, I’m going to kill him.” Pamela was no stranger to Trufante’s adventures.
Sloan was good with that as long as it was after he disclosed the location of the drugs. He crossed the bridge and turned right onto North Roosevelt. Growing up here, he knew the area well, and they were soon pulling into a parking space in front of a newspaper-covered storefront. They exited the car and walked to the door.
“Doesn’t look like anyone’s here,” Pamela said, peering through the window.
Sloan could see that there were no lights on. He hadn’t expected it to be this easy, but it was a place to start.
A few minutes later, a bicycle-powered rickshaw pulled up to the curb. Pamela wasted no time, and went directly to the man in the carriage. The shadows made it difficult to see who she was berating, but he guessed it was her boyfriend. Turning away from him, she went to the driver and scolded him, too.
“We can go now,” she said, returning to Sloan’s side.
He couldn’t allow this opportunity to evaporate. “You sure he doesn’t need a ride back to Marathon?”
“Too bad that sailboat of yours doesn’t have a remote control. We could just take off.”
Sloan’s heart skipped a beat. She had no idea how close the Surfari was to being able to sail remotely. The entire boat was automatic, requiring only a few switches to raise, lower, and trim the sails, as well as operate the engines through its chartplotter. Unfortunately, the boat would no longer be his if he was unable to recover the drugs.
“We came all the way down here. Maybe we should have a drink and decide what to do.” Sloan couldn’t let the opportunity to talk to her boyfriend slip away.
“I suppose there’s a good story, anyway,” she said.
Sloan watched her butt as she walked back to the rickshaw. Checking his phone, he saw no message from Eleanor. There was no worry there; the turtle would come first for her. The clock on his home screen showed that it was almost 2 a.m., but you would never know it from the party going on around them. It probably wasn’t as busy as had been earlier, but the lack of quantity was made up for by the enthusiasm of the crowd fueled by the extra hours of alcohol consumption.
“We’ll head over to the Turtle,” Pamela said, going for the passenger door.
Sloan knew the place. Just off Duval, it was more of a locals’ hangout than the more touristy bars on the strip. That was both good and bad; the quiet would allow him to hear the story and question her boyfriend, but there was a chance he would be recognized, and since his father’s spies were everywhere, he would quickly find out his prodigal son was here.
That was undesirable. Looking around for another option, he saw a flyer stapled to a telephone pole advertising a drag show. That might be the perfect opportunity. There’d be no way he’d be recognized by anyone willing to admit that they were there. The female patrons got off on watching the entertainment, and the guys would be uncomfortable, more worried about being seen than interested in searching out a familiar face. It was a perfect storm of anonymity.
“Hey, Aqua has a show that starts soon. We can sit at the outside bar. Maybe a little payback for you.” Sloan knew the “queens” liked to torment the guys.
She screwed up her face at the idea, then thought for a second. An elfish look came over her. “I’d like to watch those two squirm for a while.”
“Great. Tell them we’ll meet them.”
“Better yet, let’s take a ride.”
    
JC STOOD ON HIGGS BEACH, site of the African Cemetery and Slave Memorial. His arms were open to the sky and at his feet lay a box of fruit. Once he had completed his prayer, he would bring the fruit to the water’s edge, where the tide would take the offering to the goddess, hopefully appeasing her—at least for while. It was a nightly ritual, one that washed away the dirt from the day. Whether the goddess would be receptive, he didn’t know, but he was too scared to stop.
Watching the waxing gibbous moon, shrouded by a thin layer of clouds that foretold a coming front, he reflected on the day while waiting for the tide. The drug score would be profitable, but there were some issues attached to it. To survive and thrive in a small community like the Lower Keys for so long he had needed to be careful and smart. Some of his competitors never said “no” to a deal. JC wasn’t like that and believed in the “stink” test. If a load of fish stunk, he refused; same if a deal was tinged with stink.
Buying the drugs from Billy Bones was innocuous enough. The involvement of Trufante wasn’t. By himself the Cajun was harmless, but his relationship with Mac Travis troubled him. Travis was too clean. He had a reputation for getting his hands dirty, but it was always in a do-gooder kind of way. He still remembered the judgmental look on Travis’s face when he saw the bins of fish in his facility. The only saving grace was that Travis was not the kind of guy to go running to the authorities. His reputation was that if he was going to do something about a situation, he would do it himself. Their last run-in had caused JC to up his offerings and watch his back for a while.
Nothing had come of it, but this was different. Scoring what had turned out to be fifty kilos of pure cocaine for the couple of grand he had given Trufante was almost too good to be true. But he knew boons like this always had a price attached, and JC stood there, white boots just touching the tide line, trying to figure out how much it was going to cost him.





TEN
Mel snored, if you could call it that, quietly beside him as Mac lay wide awake, trying to remember when he had crawled off the couch and made it to bed. Groggy, he sat up and rubbed his eyes. Turning to Mel, he smiled at her; her breathing was so light and peaceful that even if he’d been asleep, she wouldn’t have woken him. Rolling onto his side, he slipped out of bed, pulled on his cargo shorts, and left the room. Worried about Pamela and Trufante, his sleep had been fitful even before the pages of the journal had fallen from the manual; after Mel had read the remainder to him, it had been impossible. Knowing that there was still a fortune out there, forgotten by history, only made it more interesting. Unfortunately, the last page was not the end of the story.
Stories of treasure were woven into the history of the Keys. From the old-time wreckers of the seventeen and eighteen-hundreds to the latter-day salvors of the 1960s, the Keys had a high per-capita number of treasure hunters—here, that meant anyone with a boat. Mac’s arrival in the early ‘90s was just before the state had stepped in and started regulating the waters. He had been exposed to the good, the bad, and the ugly of the business. Salvage covered a lot more ground than finding Spanish gold, but for those with treasure fever, that’s what got the blood boiling; the rest of it paid the bills.
For some it was a hobby, for others a business, and for a few, the path to wealth. Vince Bugarra was an example of how easy it was to prey on that fever. Irrational emotions led to irrational decisions. Bugarra had been the king of separating backers from their cash, but greed had gotten the better of him, and he was now sitting in prison. The kidnapping conviction had assured he did hard time, rather than serving his sentence in one of the fed’s country-club facilities.
For Mac, it had always been the adventure that lured him. Solving the riddles that led to the find, not the end result. That interest had waned in recent years after the increasing lawsuits and state regulations. He liked to think he was comfortable in his own skin and his simple lifestyle suited him, but that often carried the label of “lazy,” or “living off Mel.” Both were incorrect and ate at his core. But, the story in the journal was riveting and he couldn’t stop thinking about it.
Taking a cup of coffee onto the wraparound porch, he sat and checked his phone. There were no new messages, just the ones from Pamela last night. It was just before seven, too early for her to be up, but with a pile of fish to clean, it was time to call Trufante. Not wanting to hear a recap of last night’s festivities, he texted him. There was no immediate answer, but by the time he had finished half his coffee, the phone pinged.
The message was garbled drunk talk. He knew it right away from the flagrant misspellings with capital letters inserted randomly into words; too complex for the spellchecker to correct. Finding himself unable to decode the message, it looked like he would be cleaning the fish himself.
The screen door opened with a squeak, taking him from his thoughts. Mel emerged, carrying a stainless steel decanter that she used to top his cup, then filled her own, and sat in the adjacent chair. Before Mac could say anything besides good morning, she was lost in her phone. Unlike him, she always had messages and emails to deal with. He watched her while he sipped, wondering if he should tell her or not.
At first, he thought it unlikely that Trufante’s binge would affect them, but the minute he tried to rationalize it, he knew that it was a lie. When Trufante found trouble, trouble inevitably found Mac as well.
“Hey.”
Mel looked up. “Hey.”
“I’m gonna run into town. Sell off the fish and see if I can find the boy wonder.”
“What’s up with him?” They both knew who he was referring to.
“Another binge.”
“And that’s unusual? Y’all filled the boxes yesterday.”
Mac should have noticed the red flag when Trufante didn’t ask for an advance. “I haven’t paid him yet, but there’s more.” Mac told her the story of the turtle and its extra baggage.
“Now that adds a wrinkle. And with Pamela looking for you last night?”
“Yeah.” Mac handed her his phone with the drunk text from Trufante. “At least we know he’s alive. I tried her phone, but it went to voicemail.”
She sat back with the mug in her hands. Her lawyer brain was trained to see every side of a problem, and he let her plug in the facts, waiting patiently for her conclusion.
“It was your boat, and the FWC guy wanted a statement. We need to talk to him before Trufante surfaces. If the drugs show up, it could be tied to you.”
A LOUD BEEPING sound woke Sloan. He put the pillow over his head and tried to go back to sleep, but the backup signal from the delivery truck in front of the hotel penetrated the foam. Slowly, trying to gauge the effect of his hangover on his system, he rose, and went to the window.
From the calf-high socks and white tennis shoes on the men, and shopping-bag-carrying women, Sloan could tell a cruise ship was in port. It also told him it was later than he had planned on sleeping. Moving to the bedside table, he yelled as he stubbed his toe on the bedpost, then grabbed his phone. Relieved when he saw no message from Eleanor, he dove deeper into his messages and emails.
The last email was the one he had hoped would be delayed long enough for him to find the drugs. This one was polite, but to the point, asking when the rendezvous could be set up. The man who had sent it knew the turtle delivery method was a reliable, yet unpredictable. In the never-ending battle between the DEA and the smugglers, innovations were critical. Using the turtles was just another shot at getting the puck into the net. There were, of course, some negatives, but one of the biggest pluses was that turtles didn’t talk. Losing the drugs was costly, but had few of the consequences of a human mule being taken. They inevitably talked, often revealing the supply chain in exchange for a plea deal.
Sloan went to use the bathroom and brush the bad taste from his mouth, all the while composing a response to the email in his head. In the end, Trufante had flung around hundreds last night, and he watched as Pamela slowly slipped from his grasp. His credit cards were without limits, but there was something about hard cash that excited people.
The cash confirmed that Trufante had the drugs. After replying to the troubling email, asking for a weather delay, he scrolled through his contacts until he found Dr. Johnnie’s name. Pressing the phone icon, he waited for the call to connect. Johnnie was not a medical doctor, but as the brains and the front for IVs on Duval, he faked it. A woman with a British accent answered and Sloan booked three treatments, then asked to speak to Johnnie. Sloan looked forward to his infusion of the Duval Crawl Cure All, the latest in hangover cures. Johnnie had dialed up a hydrating, B-vitamin-fused infusion for ninety-nine dollars. Sloan would be happy for his own treatment, but Trufante and Pamela would be getting some extra ingredients.
“Sloan, ya old bugger.”
Johnnie’s voice was altogether too loud for his present condition, but Sloan suffered through it, and explained what he wanted. The cost was high, but in-line with the risk. The only problem was that Johnnie needed a few hours to gather the ingredients.
Losing the only guy who could tell him where the drugs were, especially after the morning’s email, was unacceptable. It had turned his stomach to have to pay for a room for Pamela and Trufante, but he had to put that aside. This was business; later, he would show Pamela who the real man was.
Leaving his room, he entered the hallway, unsure for a second which room was theirs. A maid looked at him suspiciously as he tried to remember. He shrugged, knowing he wasn’t the first disoriented person in Key West. It came back to him and he knocked loudly on the door.
At first, no one answered, and he was preparing to approach the maid to open the door. She knew it wasn’t his room, but he figured a hundred would get him in. Just before he reached into his pocket, the door cracked.
If he thought Pamela was stunning last night, she was even more so in the daylight. He’d never seen bed head work for anyone before. “Good morning. You guys want some breakfast?”
“Hey. Let me ask Tru,” she said, shutting the door.
Sloan’s blood started to boil while he waited, thinking he might want to call Dr. Johnnie and add a few more ingredients to Trufante’s cocktail. Finally, the door opened and the couple emerged.
    
MAC’S ANGER built with every fish he cleaned—and there were a lot of fish from yesterday’s trip. He had well over a hundred pounds of tuna, and half that of dolphin. All he could think of as he bagged the fillets and set them in the coolers was how much he was going to dock Trufante’s pay. He could have taken the fish in whole and sold them for a discount, but one of the concessions he had made for his “relaxed” lifestyle was to maximize his profits when he did work.
It was close to noon by the time he had finished cleaning up, run into Marathon, and unloaded the catch. He and Mel now sat in front of the FWC officer. The only bright spot was the payday. Barring anything unexpected, he had covered his nut for the next few weeks.
With Mel sitting beside him, using either a tap on the leg or a sideways glance whenever he started to omit something, he told Warner the entire story. Sitting back in his chair, the FWC officer took notes on a yellow legal pad, probably for the report that he was going to file. Mac wondered if there was any way around that.
“Of course, I have no idea what was in the packages. We were focused on saving the turtle.”
Neither of them missed the interested look in the agent’s eyes.
“Mr. Travis,” Warner started, drawing out the mister with his deep Southern drawl. “I know you’re a straight shooter, it’s Trufante that worries me.”
“He worries me, too,” Mel added.
Mac knew she was trying to lighten the mood and get Warner onto their side, but it had little effect on the deadpan officer’s attitude. Mac sat forward in his chair, wanting to rip the pad from Warner’s beefy fingers. He knew Warner wanted to be paid off and this whole meeting was a charade. Mel slammed her foot into his shin and he sat back.
“Look, Officer Warner,” she started. “Mac brought the turtle in. That’s the end of the story. Whatever Trufante did or didn’t do was not in any way sanctioned by him.”
Warner leaned forward. “He’s your crew.” He pointed a finger at Mac. “We’ll see about that, won’t we, ma’am?”
Now it was Mac’s turn to restrain Mel. He knew how the disingenuous use of niceties got under her skin. Before he could do anything, she continued.
“I’d like to see a copy of your report before you file it. I believe you are limited to the facts, sir, not speculation.”
Warner acted like he had been stung, another bit of stagecraft. This wasn’t Mac’s first run-in with Warner, and he already knew what the agent wanted. The lone FWC officer in the Lower Keys ruled his domain with a tight fist on one hand and an open palm with the other. Reaching for Mel’s hand, he grabbed it and rose. “You know where to find me.”
On the way out the door, Mac could hear Mel call the officer a prick under her breath. He ushered her outside and to the truck. “What’s done is done. Hopefully, he’s smart enough to let you see the report before he files it.” The last thing he wanted to tell her right now was that there would be no report. Warner expected a wad of cash.
“He’s a freakin’ smug prick. Now I know why you avoid those guys.”
That gave Mac some satisfaction, but not enough to make the meeting worthwhile. Hopefully, it had served his purpose. The only secret still out there was the question of what Trufante had done.





ELEVEN
Watching Trufante shovel the Blue Heaven Benedict with added bacon and avocado into his mouth, Sloan started to worry that the contents of his stomach would affect the chemicals about to enter his blood. He knew one of the benefits of the IV was that it subverted the entire digestive process, but he still had to wonder.
Pamela ate sparingly, opting for a mimosa with her yogurt and granola. Of the three of them, she showed the least effects of the Duval Crawl. Sloan picked at his Rooster Special. He had been careful about how much he had drunk; enough to be a part of the party, but not too much to have it affect his judgment now. There was just too much at stake for an alcohol-impaired day. He also knew that Dr. Johnnie’s cure-all with some added vitamin B would take care of the effects he did feel.
Finally, Trufante pushed his plate away and belched. Curious to see how Pamela handled his manners, Sloan was disheartened when she smacked his arm and summoned up a comparable sonata. After her refusal to stray, he was cataloging everything she did in an attempt for his brain to overpower his primal urge. He was ready to be done with these two.
After paying the check, they started to walk down Petronia and were about to turn left onto Whitehead when a rickshaw pulled against the curb and stopped. He was about to call off the driver, when he saw it was Billy Bones.
“Y’all looking worse for the wear and tear. Rough night?”
Sloan glared at him. Last night he had rid himself of the remora-like parasite by ignoring him. Refusing to buy the top-shelf drinks Billy requested, it had only taken two well drinks to get rid of him. Before he could stop him, Trufante walked up to the bicycle, gave Billy a fist bump, and climbed into the carriage. Pamela followed, leaving him no choice but to join them. Fortunately Dr. Johnnie’s place was only a few blocks away.
Billy pulled over to the curb. Turning back to the carriage, he looked at Trufante. “Shit works great, Tru. You’ll be a new man. I highly recommend it.”
Sloan knew he was not just going away, and pulled a twenty out of his wallet.
“I’ll be right here. You need anything, you can count on Billy Bones.”
Without looking back, Sloan marched Pamela and Trufante into the front entrance. Two bright-eyed—and sober—employees dressed in white polo shirts greeted them. Trufante dropped into one of the comfortable chairs in the waiting room while Sloan checked in and asked for Johnnie.
The dreadlocked proprietor came through the locked door by the reception counter. “Sloan, my brother, come on back.”
Sloan knew the private reception was more for the cash exchange than anything personal. The knowledge barely affected him, having been brought up with his father buying off anyone in sight. Until he had reached Princeton, he had never known if it was what he did on his own, or how much his father paid out that greased the wheels for his advancement. At least, until now, his current operation was his own.
His patience waning, Sloan refused the offered chair. “Did you get the sodium pentathol?”
“Bra … I take care of you.”
“How long will it take?”
“It’s different for everyone, but twenty minutes should have him telling you more than you want to know.”
Sloan opened his wallet and counted his dwindling reserves. But this was not a credit card transaction. Removing the ten folded hundreds he kept for emergencies, he handed them across the desk.
“Bra, what about the girl? She gonna be any trouble?”
“Just put her to sleep for the duration.”
Dr. Johnnie held out his hand. “Same deal. Lot of risk going out of the box for you.”
“I need an ATM. Get them started, and I’ll get your cash,” Sloan grumbled.
“You’re too good a customer to have walking around like you are. I’ll give you the Duval Cure on the house first.”
The concession was something, though the magic juice the doctor injected into his clients’ veins probably cost him only pennies. Johnnie called for a nurse, who led Sloan into a sterile-feeling room, where he found Trufante and Pamela. The couple were holding hands across the space between two recliners that looked like dentist’s chairs. Each had an IV needle inserted into their forearms. They watched the clear liquid as it dripped from the IV bag, through the tube, and into their bodies.
Sloan lay down in the chair next to Pamela and waited while the nurse placed a tourniquet on his bicep, swabbed his protruding vein with an alcohol wipe, and inserted the thin needle into his arm. Seconds later, the IV was connected, and he relaxed as the secret sauce poured into his body.
The nurse disconnected the IV twenty minutes later, waking him by ripping the hair off his forearm along with the adhesive tape as she pulled the needle from his vein. Placing a gauze pad on the insertion site, she taped his arm, and released him. The couple next to him had released their hold on each other and were clearly asleep. Just as he was about to leave, Dr. Johnnie entered and changed the IV bag hanging on the rack above Trufante’s chair.
“Twenty minutes. You bring me the cash, and he’ll be ready to talk.”
    
MAC STOOD outside the building feeling as if Warner, the FWC officer, had just sucked the life out of him. Mel was the opposite. He could tell from the look in her eyes that she was ready for a fight. “How bad am I screwed?”
She thought for a minute before answering. “I’d find Trufante and figure out what that fool’s gotten into this time, before these guys do.”
Mac knew they could have had a conversation about whether the meeting with the officer had been a good idea or not, but he had learned to trust her. Yesterday, on the water, Warner had been clear that he wanted a statement. If Mac failed to cooperate, the agent had the power to revoke Mac’s commercial fishing license. Their island was no longer the secret spot that Wood had intended, and, though hard to find if you’d never been there, Warner knew the route and his twin engine FWC boat could be out there in less than thirty minutes. As Mac watched Mel calculating his options, he wondered if paying off the officer would be worth it.
“We better start looking.” Mac climbed in the truck, and hit the switch to unlock the passenger door. He sighed in relief when he heard the click and the lock disengaged. Mel had been lobbying for a new mode of transportation. The old truck was pretty dependable for the few miles they drove, but the electric windows and doors worked when they wanted, and it was just a question of time before the entire electrical system revolted against the harsh Keys’ climate.
“Pamela’s house?” Mel asked.
Mac nodded, and pulled onto US 1. It was the logical place to start, but from the text he’d received earlier, he doubted she or Trufante would be there. Marathon had its share of bars and partying, but was nothing like Islamorada or Key West. His guess was they’d be hanging out with Commander or be down in Key West.
A quick drive-by confirmed he was correct. “We can go by Commander’s place, but I’m thinking he’s in Key West.”
Mel reached across the console and grabbed Mac’s phone from the cup holder. “You really should put a security code on here,” she said, as she found the contacts app and scrolled to Trufante’s number.
Mac glanced sideways, with one eye on her and the other on the road as she pulled up a map with a flashing red dot. “Really?” Mac asked.
“Yup. He’s not as stealthy as he thinks. You’re right, he’s in Key West. Looks like a late breakfast at Blue Heaven.”
Mac glanced at the gas gauge. The half-tank would be enough to get them the sixty miles to the Capital of Weird. Stomping on the accelerator, the truck belched a cloud of black smoke before responding. They were quickly through town and over the Seven Mile Bridge. School was letting out by the time they passed Sugarloaf, and the traffic slowed to a crawl as every few blocks, cars in both directions stopped as the buses made their drop-offs. The nightly pilgrimage to Duval Street was also underway, further clogging the two-lane road as they crossed into Key West.
“He’s at some place called IV on Duval.” Mel opened the map app on her phone while still watching the blinking dot on Mac’s screen. “Just past Duval on Whitehead. Truman looks like the fastest route.”
Swearing this would be the last time he put himself in this position, Mac ground his jaw as they inched closer to the red dot.
There weren’t a lot of options left to him. Warner’s threat had been clear. If the drugs turned up, Mac would be held responsible as captain of the vessel that found them. Though Warner’s version ignored the fact that Mac had cut loose the packages to save the turtle, he knew the FWC agent would probably be promoted if he brought Mac in. There were two ways the officers could move up from the job of sitting at boat ramps checking random anglers: find a poacher, or bust a commercial fisherman. The payoff Warner would require to forget the matter would surely be steep. They were delayed as a parade of cruise-ship tourists crossed Truman at Duval. Finally, after sitting through three lights, he made it across the intersection and turned right on Whitehead. Several blocks ahead, he saw a bicycle-powered rickshaw. “You can put the phone away. We found him. Billy Bones is here.”
Mac knew it was pointless to look for a parking spot on the street and pulled into a twenty-dollar all-day lot around the corner. He paid the attendant, asking him to make sure the truck was not blocked in, and, with Mel beside him, marched toward Billy Bones.
“Mac freakin’ Travis and Ms. Melanie Woodson. Y’all looking for your boy.”
“Not now, Billy. Just tell me where they are.”
Billy nodded his head in the direction of the door. Mac knew Trufante and Pamela were here, but was still surprised. It didn’t matter if this was a sham or a healthy cure for a hangover, if Trufante had money in his pocket he would use it to fuel the party, not stopping until he finally ran out of cash or crashed. The ninety-nine-dollar price tag could buy a lot of drinks.
“What’s he doing in there?”
Billy rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Tru’s got him a benefactor.”
Mac knew Bones was trying to figure out how much free information to give him, and the clock had expired on Mac’s patience. Pushing past Billy, he pulled the door open, letting Mel take the lead. She marched to the counter and, with every bit of courtroom presence she had learned, asked the two employees behind the counter where Trufante was.
Mac sat back, a part of him impatient, but another part enjoying the show as Mel picked the pair apart. By the time they finally opened the door and led them to the treatment room, Mac thought the employees were probably thinking it was either obey her, or submit to lethal injection.
They entered the room and froze. It looked like a scene from a horror movie. Six reclining chairs were laid out in a row. Four were empty. Pamela, with an IV needle stuck in her arm, appeared to be asleep in one, and in the other sat Trufante.
Two men stood in front of the Cajun. By the time they noticed that the people who had entered the room were not employees, Mac was able to meet Trufante’s stoned gaze. Glassy-eyed, he stared at Mac. Their eyes locked for several seconds, long enough for Mac to realize Tru was drugged, and from the look of the two men, not of his own volition.
One of the men fled through a back door. From his lab coat, Mac assumed he was the doctor. The other man’s look changed from shock to determination. The guy grabbed Trufante by the ears and shook his head.
“Where are they?” he demanded.
Trufante seemed to snap out of it for just long enough to mutter something. Mac barely heard it, but the initials JC chilled him to the bone.





TWELVE
Leaving Trufante and Pamela to their own fates, Mac stormed out the door. He exited the facility, and paced the sidewalk, trying to figure out what to do. He knew the man with those initials and if he was involved, his troubles with Warner and the FWC were only beginning. JC should be a top target of the agency. It was no secret what the fishmonger did, and he had operated untouched for years—there was no way the authorities, meaning Warner, were ignorant of his activities. His continued operation clearly showed the hold their ongoing collusion, either by cash, blackmail or both. Mac knew JC had the power to send Warner at him. The FWC officer was lining his pockets Instead of going after JC, Warner, to justify his worth, had taken the strategy of writing a thousand small tickets instead of one large one. By hitting up the tourists with nickel-and-dime charges, and stumbling across the occasional poacher, the constant petty activity seemed to obfuscate his superiors from the larger crimes being committed on his watch.
Instinctively, he looked toward Stock Island, where JC’s fish house was located, but the three-story houses and business with apartments over them blocked his view—except for a plume of smoke rising in the east. Mac looked away, and found Mel by his side.
“What are you going to do?” she asked.
“Wood ever talk about JC?” Mac turned back to the smoke. He knew he had never mentioned the name around her.
She thought for a minute. “I don’t recall.”
“Probably no need. There’s no love lost there.” In the distance Mac could hear sirens.
She turned to the east, watching the smoke. “Are you going to tell me or what?”
Mac turned his attention to her. “He’s from a family of crooked fishmongers. Wood knew him before I came down. That was about the time the DEA really started focusing their efforts on shutting down the smuggling operations coming into South Florida.”
Mel gave him the “I don’t need a history lesson look.”
Mac glanced over at the fire again, trying to pinpoint its location. Thinking he knew the source, he returned to their conversation, simplifying the situation for her. “The authorities lost sight of him, instead focusing on the media attention garnered by drug busts. While they were all off chasing go-fast boats and floatplanes, JC’s business and power grew. He’s a bad dude. If he whispers my name in Warner’s ear, I’m done.” Mac turned toward the door.
“Where are you going?” Mel asked.
“That freakin’ Trufante started this,” he said, yanking on the handle. “We’re going to see what this fire’s all about and we’re taking him with us.”
Mac saw the worried look on her face that told him she thought it was a bad idea. He knew she was probably right. Saving Trufante had gotten him in trouble more than once.
“I couldn’t care less about what happens to him, but I’m not letting him or that witch of his out of my sight. That fire looks like it’s coming from JC’s place. We need to check it out.”
“Well, let’s go get calamity Jane and the boy wonder.” She led him into the facility.
Mac followed her. The employees must have seen her determined look and buzzed the door open to save themselves the fight. They walked past the reception desk, and entered the treatment room.
“Howdy y’all,” Trufante mumbled.
“Howdy yourself,” Mel said, reaching over to the tube in his arm and yanking it out. He yelped, and sat up.
Mac was by Pamela’s side, and with a little more finesse, did the same. She slowly woke up.
“Come on, get it together,” Mel yelled.
They both looked bleary-eyed, but slowly sat up and put their feet on the floor. Mel grabbed Trufante and pushed him toward the door. Mac reached for Pamela’s arm and helped her. Before they left the room, he realized the other man was gone.
“You know who that guy was?” Mac asked Trufante.
Trufante turned, showing his grill. “Sloan? He’s a party machine.”
Mel dragged him to the lobby and pushed him toward the exit. They stood on the sidewalk, listening to the sirens. It seemed every emergency response vehicle in Key West had been alerted.
“We’re not going to get there by road. There’s only one street that goes into where his place is,” Mac said.
“Whose place?” Trufante slurred the question.
“JC, you idiot. Now, shut up and let me think.” Mac turned away from him.
“But, I got a boat.”
They all turned to him.
“Left it up at the marina on Stock Island.”
“That’ll work.” Mac let the map of the island load in his head. Robbie’s Marina was off a different street than the fishmonger’s plant. “I’ll get the truck,” Mac called over his shoulder as he ran down the street. Reaching the lot, he saw that the attendant had done as he requested. Taking the keys from the man, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a worn five-dollar bill, which he handed to him.
Mac ran to the truck, opened the door, and got in. Relieved when it started immediately, he pulled forward out of the space and left the lot. The one-way streets were against him, and though it was still early, it still took twice as long to get back to the IV place than it had to walk. Mac, Trufante, and Pamela piled into the cab of the truck. It was a tight fit, and Mac could feel Mel almost crawl onto his lap to distance herself from Trufante.
Traffic leaving Key West was light and they were soon over the bridge. Mac knew the marina well enough that he didn’t need directions, and turned right on Fifth Street. After turning left onto Fifth Avenue, he noticed several new condo projects under construction. Shaking his head, it looked like the developers, having maxed out Key West, had their teeth into Stock Island. The island had always been hospitable to the lower-income workers needed to keep Key West running. Now, they would be forced to live further up the chain of islands. The only problem was that there was no place for them there.
He turned onto Shrimp Road. Passing a trailer park and several industrial buildings, Mac was relieved that the developers’ reach was still limited. The plight of Stock Island was similar to the rest of the Keys, bringing him back to JC’s success.
After the DEA had shut down the importers, a lot of guys, commercial fishermen mostly, lost their income streams. Normally law-abiding, they had already crossed the line bringing in drugs, and in the process acquired expensive tastes. When the DEA shut off the faucet, they had no choice except to return to fishing. But, the newly instilled greed had been like a drug, turning many of Mac and Wood’s friends to the illegal side of the fishery. That was where JC came in.
To the east, the smoke was thick, but the cove that contained JC’s place was accessed by a secondary street, allowing Mac to reach the marina. Leaving the truck, they followed a stumbling Trufante to the center console.
    
JC WATCHED the flames engulf his warehouse. His first thought wasn’t the loss. Between the illegality of his business plan and his abundance of enemies, he was insured to the maximum value he could arrange. One of his exit strategies was to torch the facility for the insurance money himself, but he had not started this fire. He would try to figure out who had done this and revenge would be his, but that would have to wait until later. His concern of the moment had been to get the million dollars’ worth of drugs out of the building. He had done that, and the six red dry-bags now sat behind a stack of traps in one of the rubberized wheelbarrows used to transport fish from the docks to the scales.
His other problem—more like a freak-out anxiety—was that the gods were unhappy with him, something that would have to be rectified immediately, as they were not likely to stop with a fire.
Sweat poured into his white rubber boots, pooling around his toes as he waited behind the traps. But staying put was not the answer. He needed to get himself and the drugs out of the area without being seen. The last thing he needed was to be detained by the investigators who were already standing by, clipboards in hand, waiting for the firefighters to extinguish the blaze. Once the drugs were safe, he would reach out to his priestess and find out what he needed to do to placate the gods.
Stepping backwards, he kept an eye on the police and arson investigators while he pushed the wheelbarrow along the backside of the steel building. Reaching the end, he thought about making a run for his truck, but it was pointless. Mahoney Avenue, the only access to the marinas and docks, was blocked by several fire trucks. To make matters worse, he felt like the gods were laughing at him, increasing his already high anxiety. Pulling out his phone, he hit the favorites icon and pressed the only name there.
“I need you right away,” he spat into the phone.
“The gods are not happy. I will meet you at the beach.”
JC overlooked the obvious claim, thankful that the priestess would meet him, but he still had his immediate problem, and that couldn’t wait. Glancing at the road, it looked like the access would be blocked for while. There was one other way out, and he turned to the water with dread.
JC had grown up in a family of fishmongers. His Cuban grandfather had taught him the business at the very location that was now on fire. His grandfather, the family patron, had been a respected man, devoted to his family and the Catholic Church. His father had been different; his love for the water was greater than his commitment to the business, so it had been passed down from grandfather to grandson.
His father was responsible for his dread of the ocean. A fearless waterman, he refused to listen to his wife and leave his young son home when the weather was bad. It was the only way to make the boy a man, his father had said, and taken him along. The memories of his father standing at the helm, cursing him as he vomited over the rail, still lingered. Fortunately, his grandfather had seen his adverse reaction and given him enough work to allow an excuse to not go with his father.
The business was successful. His marriage to a white woman had delighted him, and was happy, but had not reaped the anticipated social benefits. Something along the way had changed, though, and it always seemed to point in the direction of his son. The years had passed, as had that first marriage, and one other. Beaten down by his own bad decisions, JC had seen his courage wane until he was constantly in a state of near panic.
The fish house was located on a rectangular-shaped, man-made basin off a natural channel leading to the Atlantic. Neither his physique or his boots were made for work in the best circumstances, and now, desperate to get the drugs to safety and to reach his priestess, he struggled to push the wheelbarrow across the lot toward the lobster traps stacked on the south side. Several commercial boats were docked there, and he could see a few familiar faces, as everyone had stopped work to watch the fire.
“Rusty! I need a ride to the island,” he called out to one of the men.
“Sure thing, JC. What’s up with your place?”
“Stash these,” he ordered the fisherman, ignoring the question.
Rusty complied. JC could see Rusty eyeing the packages as he tossed them down to the boat. He wasn’t worried, though, for he knew the fisherman feared him, but also that some kind of compensation would be forthcoming.
With the packages stuffed in the closest lobster trap, JC clenched his jaw and waited while Rusty freed the lines, then he reluctantly hopped aboard. Even in the protected basin, the motion of the boat when he landed on the deck was enough to start his stomach churning. Moving to the starboard gunwale as close to the transom as he could fit, he waited for the inevitable. Sitting more or less directly behind Rusty to avoid being seen, he hoped the loud engine would cover the noise.
“Where we going?” Rusty turned back to him, and reversed into the widest part of the basin. He cut the wheel back and looked forward.
They were in the main channel now. At first JC was relieved there was not much chop. “Higg’s Beach.” JC kept the words to a minimum as a boat passed to port. He felt the all too familiar feeling of bile rising in his throat when the ensuing wake had him retching over the side of the boat. Once they reached the flats, they entered a field of small, brightly colored buoys. Gathering himself, he rose slowly, and holding back the building bile in his throat, heaved the trap overboard.





THIRTEEN
Passing the lobster boat on the port side, Mac stared at the figure tossing his lunch over the side. It was an unusual enough sight on this type of boat that he watched the man for a long minute until they disappeared around the bend and entered the cove. He looked familiar but as the guy was sitting on the opposite side of the boat with his head facing away, Mac couldn’t place the man.
Ahead, the smoke was thick and black. Streams of water sprayed from the half-a-dozen fire engines seemed to be having little effect on the blaze aside from keeping it from spreading. As he watched, Mac wondered if there was more than seafood fueling the inferno.
Entering the small inlet to the cove, he pulled alongside several lobster boats. Several of the men looked familiar, but Mac was bad with names. Mac had been worried about being visible in Trufante’s center console, but with its former bright whites now faded to yellow and its second registration number, it was easily identified as a commercial boat. It turned out that he needn’t have worried, as Trufante waved at one of the men. Commercial fishermen were a tight-knit band, and though Mac stayed aloof and removed from the group, for better or worse, the Cajun knew them all.
“Bring her in over there,” Trufante pointed to two pilings that outlined an empty slip.
Mac pushed the boat forward until the angle was right, and backed in between the pilings. Nudging the bow toward the starboard side, he allowed Trufante to grab the line looped over the outside pile. Once it was looped around the bow cleat, Mac inched backwards while Trufante released line. When the transom was a foot away from the concrete seawall, Mac raised a fist, called out to Trufante, and killed the engines. Trufante cinched off the line and the boat stopped.
“You want the port line?” Trufante called back from the bow.
Right now the tide was incoming, and Mac didn’t expect to be there long enough to have to worry about it changing. Looking ahead, he saw the starboard side bow-line was tight and holding them in the center of the slip.
“Go ask them what they know,” he told Trufante. “Then, if you’re sober enough, you can tell me why the hell we’re here and why the warehouse is on fire.”
Dodging the questions, the Cajun swung one leg onto the seawall and, using the stern line, pulled himself up. Mac eyed him as he walked to the group of men watching the fire. They greeted Trufante warmly and they started talking, though Mac did see several not-so-friendly glances tossed his way. He waited patiently. Fishermen were gossips, and Mac could use all the information he could get. Until Trufante accepted the inevitable offer of a beer, Mac would let him talk.
Turning away from the dock, he stared across the water at the fire consuming the fishmonger’s facility. The firefighters seemed to be making progress, and slowly the flames were fading, leaving only smoke. Studying the crowd on both sides of the crime-scene tape placed to keep the public at a safe distance, he saw no sign of the owner.
“Hey.” Mac called toward Trufante, who was just about to accept an offered beer. He looked back at Mac, shook his head, bumped fists, and said goodbye to the men.
“Damn, Mac, get a few beers in ’em and you never know what they’re going to tell you.”
“Never mind that,” There was nothing more to be accomplished here, and Mac held the stern line, ready to release it. “What do they know?”
“JC hightailed it out of here on that boat we passed coming in.”
Trufante, in his drug-induced state, had withheld that bit of information long enough for JC to escape. Mac turned away in disgust, released the line, and went to the helm. He called to Trufante to release the stern line, and, pulling forward out of the slip, turned to starboard and left the inlet.
Mac cringed when he saw a police boat stationed at the entrance to the channel to keep boat traffic away. Again, being aboard a commercial boat paid dividends when the officer waved, allowing them to leave. Mac kept an eye on him anyway. He was probably there to keep the news channels and disaster tourists away, but Mac was sure he saw him writing down the registration number as they passed. Though they had only stopped for a minute to gather information, it was another record of him being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Fortunately, the officer showed no sign of recognizing him—or Trufante.
Mac was silent as he ran through the channel. When he reached the last marker, he turned to starboard, and felt Mel at his side.
She looked ahead at the empty water. “You’ll never catch him.”
“Unless he headed for the Bahamas, there aren’t too many places he’d go.”
Mel looked down at the chartplotter and ran her finger along the endless channels laced between mangrove banks to the east. “Anywhere in here, and he could disappear.”
Mac knew the area well. Since the Spanish had discovered gold in the Americas, the area of the Lower Keys that Mel had pointed to had hidden the likes of Blackbeard and his contemporaries, gunrunners, smugglers, and drug dealers. He wouldn’t be surprised if someone found a German U-boat in there. But JC was not that kind of guy.
“He won’t hide. I don’t know him well, but I know his kind.”
“You think he’ll go after whoever started the fire?” she asked.
“I do, and not for the money. Guys like him have enough enemies to be insured to the hilt. He’ll want revenge.” Mac steered slightly to the south and offshore to avoid the shallows off the ocean side of Key West.
“This can’t be a coincidence.” Mel stated the obvious.
Just as she said it, Mac saw a lobster boat coming toward them. He attempted to hail it on channel 16, as he usually did, but the other captain either didn’t answer or had his radio off.
“Tru, you know that guy?”
Trufante rose with purpose, like he could redeem himself through identifying the other boat. Shielding his eyes from the sun, he studied the approaching vessel. “Rusty.”
“Got his number?” Mac asked.
Trufante pulled his phone out of his pocket and scrolled through his contacts. “Right here.”
“Text him to stop. I’d like to talk to him.” Mac paused. “But don’t use my name.” Mac knew he was an outlier, and that there was animosity between him and some of the other fishermen who had to scrape by to make a living.
Trufante pecked out a message and hit send. Mac could only hope Rusty had his phone on vibrate. He expected he did out of habit. Cell phones, at least until the limits of their reception were reached, had revolutionized fishing. Before they became popular, the only way to contact another fishermen was over the public airways using VHF or SSB. They had used random channels and codes, but anyone listening had access to their information. Mac glanced over at the screen of Trufante’s phone, but it remained blank.
Though Rusty hadn’t answered, the approaching boat responded, changing course and slowing. A few minutes later, the boats were alongside each other.
“Toss the fenders,” Mac called to Trufante.
“No need for that, Travis. Won’t be staying long. If I would have known it was you, I might have kept going.”
Mac had nothing to lose. “Was that JC on your boat just now coming out of the marina?”
“I don’t know no JC,” Rusty spat, and accelerated away.
That answered the question. Mac called out to Mel and Pamela to brace themselves, and grabbed the wheel while the wake from Rusty’s boat passed under the center console. When they stopped swaying, he turned to Trufante.
“Where would he have taken him?”
“Dude’s into this Santeria business. If it was me, and my place got torched, I’d be looking for my priest.”
    
JC WALKED down the concrete pier. The ocean-facing south side of Key West was riddled with shallows, making the pier, an extension of White Street that spanned hundreds of feet over the flats, the only safe place for Rusty to put him ashore. Even then, there was only the eastern edge that was accessible.
Leaving the sidewalk, he cut across the white-sand beach, and stepped through the decorated monument pedestals marking the African Refugee Cemetery. In the center of the mosaic inlaid into the concrete base stood his priestess.
She was a tall woman made to look even more so by the dreadlocks coiled high on her head like a snake’s nest. She wore a traditional African kanga, and was, as always, barefoot. Her face was unmarked, tattoos being against her odu, and behind round glasses her eyes were a brilliant green. In her mouth was an unlit cigar.
“Goddamned son of a bitch, go to hell …” JC started, but stopped when the woman looked down at him. He knew better than to swear in front of her, but he was at the end of his rope. His offerings had been ignored.
“Watch your mouth. Just because the gods are against you today doesn’t mean you disrespect them.”
“What can I do to gain their favor?”
Low and under her breath, she started to chant. The sound was too soft for JC to hear, but if she was communing with the gods on his behalf, he would set his impatience and foul mood aside.
“The offerings are not enough.”
His stomach dropped. “If the gods wouldn’t accept my thanks, what am I to do?”
“Whatever you are doing to anger them, you must stop—”
He grunted, cutting her off.
Looking down her nose at him, she continued. “But there is another way.”
He met her gaze. “Anything.”
“Get two chickens and bring them here at sunset.”
He’d heard of animal sacrifices to the gods, but thought it was just rumor. “Really?”
“You silly little man.” She turned to walk away.
“Okay. I’ll be here.”
She looked back. “My fee as well. Doubled.”
JC waited until she left the memorial, then started toward White Street. He had no idea where she was going, where she lived, or what she did with her time, and didn’t care. With only a few hours of daylight left, he had two chickens to find.
You didn’t have to look far to find chickens in Key West. The feral “gypsy” chickens, as they are known, are as much of a favorite among tourists as they are a bane to residents. Like the cats that match their numbers, they are wary and virtually uncatchable. Several years ago, he’d had a run-in with the law after trying to shoot some on his property, and through that experience, discovered the Key West Wildlife Center. The facility offered traps and accepted the chickens, which were then shipped upstate to friendly farms where they were used for bug control. He knew he could find his chickens there, and it happened to be just across the street.
Crossing Atlantic Boulevard often involved a short sprint across the busy four-lane road. In his sweat-soaked boots it would be difficult. Taking a few minutes, he found a bench by the pier, sat down, and took off his boots. Regretting it the second they were off his feet and their odor was freed, he dumped the water out and put them back on. Before he stood up, something caught his eye on the water.
A fishing boat was cruising past, not an unusual sight, but JC knew every local fishermen and their craft. Rather than offload their catch into coolers and haul them over to the fish house by truck, most preferred to use his dock to drop off their catch. He could instantly tell this was a commercial boat, but not a local.
From this distance it was difficult to see the people aboard, but Trufante stood out in a crowd, and JC immediately identified him. At the wheel was another man, who considering the association, he guessed to be Mac Travis. With another enemy now in Key West, he thought it might be wise to get a few more chickens to sacrifice.





FOURTEEN
Sloan swatted a mosquito brave enough to land on his nose, and flexed his cramped muscles as he watched his inheritance burn to the ground. Nestled deep in a mangrove patch, and further concealed by a pile of crab traps, he squatted down, and watched the firefighters work.
He tried to relax his muscles to relieve the debilitating cramps, cursing Dr. Johnnie’s fake cure-all, but he was scared to move. It had been a mad dash to the warehouse after Trufante had spoken his father’s name. When his friends’ accomplices entered the treatment room, he had followed Dr. Johnnie, exited through a back door, and caught a cab. On the ten-minute ride over to Stock Island, he had formulated his plan.
Looking at his handiwork, he doubted an experienced arsonist could have done much better. With all the boats around, there had been no lack of gasoline to use as an accelerant. Rather than paying the dollar-per-gallon premium the marinas charged, fishermen generally hauled their fuel in ten-gallon containers that they filled at the gas station. Grabbing two of the readily available containers, he had spread the gas along the perimeter of the building. He hadn’t meant to destroy the building, only to smoke out his old man. The destruction was impressive, and there was a certain thrill in watching his father’s business burn, but he had to put that aside—he was no closer to finding the drugs.
He had to remind himself that this was not really about his father. Once he saw the old pickup parked in its usual space, his intention merely had been to flush the old man out. The warehouse was JC’s domain, and, confident that he would stash the drugs there, Sloan had started the fire hoping to evacuate the premises, allowing him to slip in and search it. The plan had worked, but what he hadn’t realized was the Fire Department had a station less than a mile away. Minutes after the smoke set off the alarm, the access road, the only way out, was blocked by a slew of emergency vehicles.
Just as the first stream of water was shot onto the blaze, he watched as his father pushed a rubberized wheelbarrow, one of the several kept along the dock, across the parking lot. From his hiding spot, he could easily see the bright-red dry bags filled with his drugs, but between the first responders and the barren landscape surrounding the building and docks, he had no choice but to stay put. Minutes later, he watched as the packages were loaded aboard a lobster boat, and both the cocaine and his father headed out of the small marina.
Looking around for an escape, he tried to come up with a convincing story of why he was here. Even after an hour, there was clearly a lingering odor of gasoline on his clothes. If he could smell it himself, there was no chance the trained firefighters would miss it.
Pulling out his phone, he opened Google Earth and studied his options. The satellite image only confirmed that he was indeed hemmed in, and the small clump of mangroves was the only cover for blocks. To make matters worse, Mahoney Avenue was the only access to the peninsula.
His hamstring started to tingle and he braced himself for the onset of another cramp. Gritting his teeth, he tried to gut through the pain, but it was too much. He had to move. Unable to run, he rose, and hobbled away from the cover of the mangroves. He could see the road about a hundred feet ahead, and using the cover of the stacked traps he walked toward it. The movement eased the cramp, and he started to pick up his pace, reaching the road near a group of TV-news vans.
Their attention was focused on the building, which had been quickly reduced to a smoldering heap. With the urgency of the fire over, the newscasters honed in on the officers in charge, looking for any information to satisfy their viewers. Sloan caught a few looks, but no one stopped him as he made his way to the road. Having taken a cab here, he thought about what his next step would be. With the warehouse in ruins, the possibilities of where his father might take the drugs were narrowed down.
Opening the map app on his phone, he saw the headquarters for the Key West Cab Company was just ahead. Walking toward it, he grabbed a cab just leaving for its shift, and gave the driver an address he knew too well. It was house he had never expected to see again.
    
MAC NEEDED LOCAL KNOWLEDGE. He knew the fishing grounds, and Trufante knew the bars, but neither of them, nor Mel or Pamela had any idea how to find a Santeria priest. There was one man on the rock that might be able to help, so Mac called Ned.
He answered on the second ring, sounding happy that Mac had called. Their relationship went back to the early ‘90s, when Mac had first arrived in Marathon. Along with Wood, he and Ned had been through several adventures together, including finding an ancient Mayan canoe and the gold-filled diving bell.
“Last time, it was ten goddamned years since I heard your voice. Now, it’s a few months. Some might think you were trying to be friendly.”
Mac cut him off before he said the inevitable: that Ned knew differently. He had always liked Ned, but he was the antithesis of Wood; and when Ned had been around, Mac always felt like he was on the outside looking in. Where Wood had been the balls-to-the-wall, take-no-prisoners kind of guy, Ned was an academic. In the salvage business, it was the combination of both traits that insured success, and to Wood’s consternation, it was the academic side that usually found the clues that led to the big finds.
Ned had the résumé. His crusty exterior and Deep-South accent belied his sharp mind. Working as a tenured professor at the University of Florida, he had been allowed to pursue his passions, and had spent many months with the likes of the legendary Jack Haskins in the Archives de los Indies, in Seville. As one of the few salvors left who could read the archaic Spanish used in the documents there, with the advent of scanned documents and the internet, he was no longer trapped in those hallowed halls. His retirement in Key West was well-funded by those wanting to outsource their research. Ned seldom saw the results of his work, and Mac would never forget how the old man’s eyes had lit up when they had found the bell, and saved Kurt Hunter and his family.
Mac had thought him too old for adventure at the time, but recently had seen the first signs of his own inevitable demise; first in the need for glasses, which he still publicly denied, but also in the way his body reacted to the rigors of work. Where he once could dive or fish for endless days in a row, now after just a few, he needed some couch time to recover.
“Old man,” Mac countered. “Can you come around to the marina at the Bight? And bring your car.” Heading over by boat, Mac wanted to ensure they had transportation if Ned knew who to talk to.
Ned instantly agreed and they set a time a half hour out. After looking at the chartplotter and realizing they were past the point of no return, Mac continued to circumnavigate the island. Passing the Southernmost Point, he followed the coast.
The navigation was straightforward, and a route he had traveled several times before. There was no point in plotting out the course, and he just drove the boat, lost in thought about what his endgame needed to be. Mel was deep into her phone and Trufante and Pamela were huddled by the transom, allowing him time to think.
Passing Fort Zachary Taylor and the cruise-ship pier, he decided that the degree to which Trufante was in trouble was not his problem. His own standing with the FWC and staying out of jail had to remain the top priorities. In order to do that, he needed to find and turn over the drugs before they surfaced somewhere. It was that or come up with enough cash to pay off the agent—cash that he didn’t have. Even though he suspected Warner would sell the drugs himself, that couldn’t be his concern—at least for now. Unfortunately, knowing JC possessed them meant he would have to face Wood’s old enemy. With that unpleasant thought stuck in his head, Mac turned, instinctively shielding his face, as they passed the Coast Guard station and pier, before turning to starboard and taking the Flemming Cut, which led to Garrison Bight and the marina.
As promised, Ned was waiting with a large grin on his face. Mac liked to see him happy, but knew that he was about to burst that bubble.
“How much do we tell him?” he asked Mel.
She looked up from her phone and answered. “Tell him everything. He knows things.” Growing up, he had been like an uncle to her. On seeing him, she jumped onto the dock, leaving Trufante with the lines, and greeted him with a bear hug.
Ned returned the embrace, and turned to Mac, who was now beside them. “Don’t suppose this is a social call.”
    
JC STOOD on the street side of the fence, trying to figure out which chickens would garner the most favor with the gods. Deciding on a rooster and two hens, he entered the front door of the Key West Wildlife Center, still unsure of how he was going to walk out with the birds, but knowing whatever it took, he would. The priestess had told him this was what he needed to placate the gods. The chickens, and her fee, of course.
Fingering the roll of bills in his pocket, he approached the woman at the counter.
She smiled, but he noticed her eyeing him suspiciously. He knew he looked different than their usual patrons.
“All our traps are out,” she said, assuming from his looks that he was here to dispose of a nuisance chicken.
“I’m here on another matter.” After already having been stereotyped, he paused to gauge her reaction.
“Of course.”
Her voice held the liberal uppity tone he expected. It was that attitude he would need to appeal to.
“I’ve got a friend.” He paused again for effect. “You see, she has cancer.” A quick study of the woman’s face told him he was on the right track. “Anyway, chickens are kind of her thing and having a few in her backyard would mean the world to her.”
“That’s so sweet.”
He knew he had her. “Is there any chance I can take a few off your hands for her?”
“We usually don’t—”
“A donation would be in order as well.”
“Well, we are a non-profit—”
JC reached into his pocket and pulled out his wad of bills. Before he could start to peel off any, he saw the distress on her face.
“Cash?”
He already knew what he was dealing with and sighed to himself, trying to relax. Being pushy would only put the woman on the defensive. “If you don’t want to take it, I’d be happy to run it down to the bank and deposit it.”
While she thought for a second, he wondered if her brain was any larger than the chickens she advocated for. From her looks, she seemed to resemble them.
“No, I guess it’s all right, but maybe I should call the manager.”
He was too close to walking out with what he wanted to risk her bringing someone else in; someone who might see through him. Peeling two more hundreds off his wad of bills, he pushed them across the counter, thinking these might be the most expensive chickens anyone ever bought. But if it pleased the gods, he would be rewarded a hundred-fold.
Her eyes dropped to the stack of bills in front of her, then back to him. “We don’t have any cages. How will you transport them?”
He cursed under his breath for not thinking about that. If it was up to him, he would have grabbed them by their feet and taken them, but that could be a deal-killer. “Just need a minute. I’ll be right back.” He caught her eye and smiled.
Calmly, he made his way to the door, but once outside he looked around frantically for a solution. The facility was located in a large park with no stores in sight. His gaze settled on the water, where some blue-crab traps were partially exposed from the low tide.
Running as fast as his boots would allow, he crossed Atlantic and ran to the shore. Entering the water, the boots became a help instead of a hinderance. JC reached the first trap, and dragged it onto the seaweed-lined shore. Cutting the buoy line with his pocketknife, he tossed it to the side, then reached in and removed several crabs, which he tossed back into the water. He pulled the trap to the sidewalk, where he lifted it above his head and smashed it against the hard surface. The concrete poured into the bottom of the trap to weight it in the water shattered, and he shook the wire until the pieces were dislodged.
Without the concrete, the trap weighed close to nothing, and he easily crossed the street with it, then walked to the entrance of the Wildlife Center. It was perfect, except even his fish-conditioned nose could smell it. Deciding to leave it outside, he entered, caught the woman’s eye once again, and pointed through the glass door.
A few minutes later, he was proudly walking back to the African Cemetery with his very expensive chickens in hand.





FIFTEEN
“Don’t know if you remember JC.” Mac didn’t need an answer; he saw the recognition on Ned’s face.
“I may be old, but I wouldn’t forget that man.”
Mac quickly told him the story, with Mel filling in any missing details.
“So, you need me … why?” Ned asked, as if he had been taken away from some cutting-edge research he had been doing on a centuries-old wreck, which might well have been the case.
“Just a shot in the dark, but you know more people here than we do. You knew that rabbi who gave us Van Doren’s journal. I thought you might know how we can find a Santeria priest.”
“There’s a whole lot of real estate between a rabbi and the Santeria. Don’t exactly think they run in the same circles. Besides, I’ve still got an axe to grind with you over that diving bell of Van Doren’s we found.”
Mac could feel Mel edge closer at the mention of Van Doren’s name.
“Come on. Finding that treasure in the state park was going to get us nothing but trouble. The permits alone—“
Ned shook his head. “And leaving it down there accomplishes what? Except that every damned poacher knows where it is now.”
Mac knew he was right, but still felt no obligation to do the state’s work for them. There would have been a split between Mac, Ned, and the state? And though both parties cared about the money the state would take the lion share leaving Mac with little more than enough to cover expenses. Ned wanted to study the bell, and didn’t care if it ultimately ended up in a state vault somewhere, which likely would have happened. Mac thought it would better serve the public where it lay.
“That tide’s been out a long time now,” Mac said. He could tell Ned was still frustrated. Mel whispered something in Ned’s ear, and his mood changed. Those two conspiring against him was as dangerous as Trufante on the loose, and Mac decided to move things along. “The rabbi?”
“Yes, maybe he does know something.”
“You brought your car?” Mac asked.
She walked over to Mac and pulled him aside. “Treat him with some respect. I know Dad walked all over him sometimes, but I won’t allow you to.”
Mac grunted and returned to the group. People skills had never been his forte, especially when he was under pressure. Ned started walking toward the street and they followed. It was a tight squeeze into the small VW, but the drive was thankfully a straight shot down Margaret Street, requiring only a short detour around the cemetery, before they reached the B’nai Zion Synagogue.
“Should we have called ahead?” Mel asked Ned.
Ned shook his head and parked on Union Street in front of a stone-faced wall with a large menorah mosaic set into it. “Sun’ll be down soon. He’ll be here.”
Ned led the procession to the side door where the rabbi’s residence was located. He knocked several times, receiving no response, then pulled out his phone.
Mac fought off the urge to give Ned the “I told you so” look, and watched as the old man pecked out the message on his phone. Seconds later, a chime signaled in response. Ned read it and led the group to the front entrance.
“Gonna wait out here,” Trufante said, parking himself on a bench by the walkway leading to the main doors. “Roof collapses, I don’t want it on me.” Pamela went to him and whispered something, then joined the others.
At first, Mac thought she was going to stay with him, but he expected her interest in anything mystical would outweigh her need to keep the Cajun company. “Have it your way.” Mac was actually relieved that Tru wasn’t going in. It would have been like having a kid in an antique store; he was bound to break something.
Mac pulled the handle on the large wooden door open and held it for Ned, Pamela, and Mel. It took a minute for their eyes to adjust to the low light. Daylight was already waning and the stained-glass windows filtered it even more. They stood there looking around the old temple until Ned finally took the lead and started walking to a door off to the side of the altar.
They found the rabbi in his office, the same room where he had revealed Van Doren’s history and journal to Mac and Ned. Mel and Pamela started looking at the pictures, decorations, and books lining the walls.
“Shalom, my friend,” the rabbi said, extending a hand to Ned.
“Sorry for the intrusion,” Ned started.
The rabbi waved him off. “You always bring something interesting with you.”
Mac saw the rabbi glance over at Mel and Pamela. “This is Melanie Woodson and Pamela,” Mac introduced the women.
“Ah, glad to meet you,” he said. “Now, what can I do for you?”
“We’re looking for Juan Cristobal,” Mac said.
Ned cast him a glance and took over. “I’m sure you know him.”
Mac saw the recognition in the rabbi’s eyes. “Yes, I know JC. There was a time when he was interested in the Kabbalah. It was a good day when he moved on.”
“Well, it appears he moved on to Santeria,” Mac said.
“That doesn’t surprise me in the least. He seemed to be a very superstitious man. I heard he married a Cuban woman several years ago.”
“We were hoping that you might know some of the Santeria priests,” Ned said.
“As a matter of fact, we have a coffee group twice a week open to all denominations.”
    
ONLY IN KEY WEST, Mac thought, and waited for him to continue.
“I can make a few calls, however they are very secretive. But I do know that they often conduct their rituals at the African Burial Ground by Higgs Beach.”
The last bit was actually helpful. Mac had to stop himself from wondering what the weekly talk over lattes would be. “If you could, we would really appreciate it.”
They were walking out of the office when Mac saw Mel turn. She held up a finger and walked back in. Mac waited outside the door. Mel and the rabbi were talking in hushed tones. A minute later she emerged with a folder. He couldn’t make out what it was, but he knew it was going to somehow affect him.
Outside, they stood on the sidewalk, looking at the now-empty bench where Trufante had parked himself.
    
WITH NOTHING TO do except stare at the water and suffer the squawking of the chickens sitting in the cage beside his feet, JC waited for the priestess. Some might have taken the time to reflect on their lives; what they had done right, or where they had gone wrong, but his focus was solely on the sacrifice of the chickens and the prosperity it would bring him. He was even able to justify stealing the crab trap, which he knew would set some poor fisherman back a hundred bucks, as “the will of the gods”.
With the glow of the setting sun outlining her wild, stacked hair, JC saw the priestess walking toward him.
“Those are some fine-looking chickens,” she said.
JC looked down at the cage, thankful that his prospective sacrifice had been approved. The chickens were oblivious to their fate. Pecking at the small mollusks attached to the trap, they seemed quite content.
“Come, it is almost time.” She led him toward the memorial.
They skirted the paved memorial and walked out onto the beach. Ahead was a section of rock-lined shore, then a seawall. The cage was getting heavy, but JC refused to delay the sacrifice. They were behind the West Martello Tower, which, through his wife’s donations, he knew to be the home of the Key West Garden Club. Thinking about her, he turned his head away, hoping none of her friends were there. Finally, the priestess stopped at a short but wide staircase leading to the water.
“Let me have them,” she said, holding out her hand for the cage.
JC was getting both excited and anxious. He could only hope that this would work. Extracting the first chicken from the cage, she took it by the neck as it fought, sensing its fate. Finally, she yanked hard, and it came free from the cage. After muttering a few words, she slit the bird’s neck with a hook-shaped knife. Blood sprayed from the chicken, covering JC in a diagonal line across his shirt. Following the same procedure, the priestess beheaded the other two birds. Blood from the last hit JC in the face. Putting his fingertip to it, he took a drop and placed it on his tongue, tasting the blood of his sacrifice. The gods had to be happy now.
Leaving the stairs, he was in an auspicious mood. He paid and thanked the priestess then, as she started back to the memorial, he turned to the beach, deciding to return the crab trap to the area where he had taken it. Though he had damaged it by cutting the buoy line and removing the concrete, he left it on the beach just above the high-water mark. If the fisherman found his trap, it could only add to JC’s good karma.
Walking away from the beach in the direction of the White Street Pier, his mood remained so good he was even thinking about buying his wife flowers—until he saw an old VW pull onto the shoulder ahead of him. The only thing JC could think of when he saw Mac Travis exit the car and start walking toward the memorial was what would have to be sacrificed next.
    
IT WAS a bad decision and Sloan knew it. Showing up at his father’s house immediately after his business had burnt to the ground would only add to the old man’s paranoia. His pickup was nowhere to be seen. There was a car in the narrow driveway that he assumed belonged to his father’s latest wife. He knew her well enough to fear her. Though he was part Cuban himself, there was a cultural difference between the generations. He was raised by the Batista Cubans, who had emigrated when Castro took power in 1959; she came with the Mariel Boatlift of 1980. The former were good, law-abiding people who had opened businesses and raised families here. The Mariels were the dregs of Castro’s jails. Upon their arrival in the U.S., being Cuban started to mean something different. His grandmother was from the Batista generation; his stepmother, a Mariel.
Walking away from the house, he turned onto Grinnell Street, and followed it to Union, where he turned left. He had spoken to Eleanor earlier, and she had agreed to bring the boat down. With several hours to kill before she arrived, Duval Street was his destination. Only a dozen blocks away, he was content to walk, knowing there were both women and refreshment ahead, as well as his father’s new bar. If JC wasn’t home, chances were he was there.
Despite the necessity of the fire to his plan, Sloan felt dirty, and he eagerly anticipated the taste of the tequila, which he expected would quench that flame better than water. Walking with a purpose, he looked forward to the half-dozen or so bars he knew along the way to Front Street. Eleanor would be conservative while bringing the boat in at night; he calculated that she would cover the sixty miles from Marathon to Key West in a little over four hours. If everything went as planned, he would be aboard the boat later tonight and make the rendezvous to deliver the drugs in Palm Beach this time tomorrow.
That was the plan—until he saw Trufante sitting on the bench outside the temple.





SIXTEEN
The memorial was empty, but Mac wandered around for a minute to get a sense of the place. On his second circumnavigation, he saw two sets of footprints in the sand. Without saying anything to the others, he started to follow them.
It was a unique pairing; the smaller prints clearly barefoot and those of a woman, while the other had worn boots, a fisherman for sure. This had to have been JC and his priestess. Mac continued walking next to the prints until they stopped at a staircase that led to the water.
As he approached the access cut into the seawall, something glistened in the moonlight. Using the flashlight on his phone, he squatted down and examined the drops. It seemed like blood for sure; fresh, if he had to guess. A flood tide would have covered the stairs, but in the ebb, moving the light from side to side, he realized these weren’t the only bloodstains on the stairs. Some appeared newer, others older.
Standing up, he almost bumped into Pamela.
“Sacrifices,” she said. “Sympathy for the Devil, Mac Travis.” She started humming the Stone’s tune.
Mac turned the light back to the stairs, catching a glimpse of her face as he did. Pamela too was studying the blood, as if divining something from it. Mac let her have some space. Standing back and watching her, he thought back on the circumstances that had brought them all together.
Trufante had found her dragging a suitcase near Duval Street, and, with the exception of one breakup, they had been together for almost two years. Nothing was revealed when Mel tried to run a background check on her, either, using her credit card—it should have turned up something—which only added to their suspicions.
After being around her, Mac had to admit there was something different about Pamela. At first he had thought it was different in a bad way; she had actually scared him with her forecasts and predictions. After spending some time with her, and as often happens when you go through a life-or-death experience with someone, they had developed a pact of tolerance between them. Until the night the hurricane hit the island, mere months ago, when she had named his boats, and everything changed.
Since then, it had been different between them; more like a father with a daughter he loved, but didn’t understand.
“What do you know about the Santeria, Pamela?” Mac asked her.
“Evil business twisting things around like they do.” She pointed at something in the shallow water at the berm of the beach.
Mac moved the light but instantly jerked it back. Slowly, he sent the beam across the water again, illuminating the three beheaded chickens. Caught in some seagrass, they had resisted the pull of the outgoing tide.
Pamela leaned over and, using her own phone, started to examine the corpses. “Yup. Those babies were sacrificed.”
Mac got the feeling that things were starting to escalate. First the fire and now the sacrifice; they seemed to him to be acts of desperation. The question was, where had JC gone?
“You seen enough?” Mac asked Pamela.
“Yup. Seen one ritual killing, seen them all.” She took a picture of the chickens, stood, and directed the light to the stairs. Climbing from the water, she started walking back toward the memorial.
Mac followed, careful not to walk in the other footsteps. When he reached the concrete surface of the memorial, he turned around and took a picture of the footprints. He might as well start building whatever kind of case he could to clear himself. They entered the memorial, where Mel and Ned were deep in conversation.
“What about Tru?” Pamela asked. “I’ve tried his cell a bunch of times and only got voicemail.”
“Did you check his location?” Mac asked, feeling he was suddenly turning from a technophobe into a nerd, or was it a geek. He had trouble with the distinction.
She looked down at her phone. “It’s off.”
In the light from her screen, Mac saw a tear fall from her eye and start rolling down her cheek. Not that he was without sympathy—at least for her—but Trufante would have to take care of himself. His concern had to be finding JC and the drugs.
“Maybe it’d be best to split up and look for him. Duval is only a half-dozen blocks away. He might have just gotten bored and wandered over there.” Another tear slid down her face and Mac knew he hadn’t given the right response.
“Why don’t you go sit down for a minute and let me figure this out.”
She walked over to a bench facing the ocean and sat. With Pamela officially a train wreck, and Mel and Ned still deep in a conversation he suspected had nothing to do with JC or the drugs, Mac stood alone.
    
“I GOT NO CASH,” Trufante said, over the noise of the boisterous singer. It was close to the truth after he’d spent all but a few of the hundreds JC had given him last night. The remaining ones would stay in his pocket—just in case.
“No worries, I got you.” Sloan ordered another round of drinks. He wasn’t sure what he was doing with Trufante, but Sloan was currently holding no cards. Somehow, Trufante’s friend Travis had come looking for him, and that meant the man had some kind of value. The worst that could happen was Sloan would ditch Tru somewhere.
“I should let Pamela know where I am.” Trufante picked up his phone.
Just as he did, the bartender delivered their drinks, and before Trufante could make the call Sloan lifted his glass in a toast. Trufante set the phone on the bar and lifted his glass. The reprieve was short-lived. In one gulp, Trufante downed the beer and set the empty pint on the counter. Sloan signaled for another round.
Trufante belched and stood up. “Got to hit the head.” He disappeared into the crowd.
Sloan sat alone at the bar staring down at the Cajun’s phone. Looking around, he needed to decide what to do before Trufante returned. The bartender set two fresh pints in front of them and, just as he walked away, Trufante’s phone vibrated. Sloan glanced down at it and saw Pamela’s name on the screen. He also noticed that it was an earlier model iPhone—before they started to waterproof them. He knew what to do now, and glancing back to the restrooms, saw no sign of the lanky deckhand. Picking up Trufante’s phone, he dunked it in the beer like a donut in coffee.
The overflow from the full glass spilled on the bar. Sloan removed the phone and set it face down in the puddle. With any luck it was now disabled and, since it was sitting in a pool of beer, the bartender would take the fall.
Trufante returned a minute later. He lifted the phone off the bar, wiped it on his shorts, and looked at the screen. Sloan glanced across, relieved when he saw no response from the phone. Without a word, Trufante set it back on the bar and picked up his beer.
Sloan had won round one, but had no idea what round two even was. Turning slightly to the side, he studied the Cajun. He tried to look past the comical grin and was figuring out what use Trufante could be to him when one of the other bartenders came over.
“Yo, Tru, how’s it going?” the bartender placed a fresh beer in front of him. Trufante’s face showed indecision; not in taking the beer, but how he was going to pay for it. The bartender must have seen the look as well. “On me, bro.”
The Cadillac grin was back, and Trufante lined his beers up on the bar.
The interaction gave Sloan an idea. “You seem to know a lot of people around here.”
In response, Trufante’s head bobbed as he drank. Sloan waited until he had finished. He thought he might have found the answer to his problem. “If someone was looking to make a buy around here, where might they look?”
“That would depend on what you’re lookin’ for.” Trufante focused on him.
“White stuff, primarily. Maybe some quantity.” Sloan baited the trap. If he couldn’t find the drugs himself, he would use Trufante and his associates to do it for him.
The grin was gone, and Trufante set the beer down, looking all business. Sloan had just won round two.
    
JC SAT on a crate of stone, scheduled to become the floor of the bar, screaming into his phone. It was no use; his insurance agent continued to stonewall him.
“Yes, you are insured, but we cannot pay out your claim until the investigation is complete. Arson will nullify any settlement.”
The agent said it as if he already knew someone had purposefully set the blaze. JC put his head in his hands. Things had gone from bad to worse, and he started to question the quality of the chickens he had sacrificed. With nothing else to be accomplished, he instructed the agent to do what he could, and disconnected. Looking around the construction site, he realized how much trouble he was in. In another attempt to please the gods, and with the loss of income from the fire, his construction funds had dwindled.
The income stream from his fish house, especially if he relaxed his already-pliant rules, would have easily covered the costs of building the bar. His wife hadn’t been happy with the loss of income, but she was the one who started him down this road. The gods surely would be pleased with the offering and would enrich him, but it might not happen soon enough. The three months free rent, negotiated for the buildout, had expired, and he felt a lump in his throat as he swallowed, knowing the first five-figure sum was due next week—as was his payment to Warner.
The drugs were his last resort. A quick sale would solve all his problems. Even if the transaction was at fire-sale prices, including the pittance he had given Trufante, he should recoup six figures. Until today, he’d had the resources to sit on the drugs and sell them in highly profitable increments. Now, desperately needing cash, he would be forced to dispose of them as one lot, and the closest place he could do that would be Miami.
But a hundred-fifty miles away, and with his current iffy situation with the gods, it was too big a risk. He needed the drugs gone now, for whatever cash he could get. Whether the gods favored him or not, he was a smart businessman. Careful to insulate himself from the actual dirty work, he used intermediaries to handle the actual transactions. When dealing with drugs, his man was Billy Bones.
JC was well aware of the sketchy nature of the man, but he also knew that just as he feared the gods, Billy Bones feared him. Hoping Billy had better connections than the nickel-and-dime transactions he usually handled, JC picked up his phone and called him.
Bones was out of breath. “Got a fare right now. I’ll drop them and be by as soon as I can.”
JC hung up, rose, and walked to the unfinished counter. The backbar was all woodwork, and already showed the structure of the three shrines he had planned. Where most bars displayed their top-shelf liquor, he would showcase the gods. He said a quick prayer to each while he waited.
    
BILLY RODE HARD, standing as he pedaled his fare past the cemetery. Set on the high point of the island, twenty-odd feet above sea level, it was as close to a real hill as the island had. Coasting down Windsor Street on the south side, he braked before turning onto Packer. Seven Fish, the restaurant where the boisterous trio in his cab had requested to be dropped, was on the right. He pulled over, dropped them off, and collected his fare. When they asked if he could pick them up later, he declined. JC’s business would be more profitable.
Reversing his course, he pedaled up the hill and turned left on Margaret. It was all downhill from there, and he relaxed as he coasted toward the newspaper-covered storefront of JC’s bar. Leaving the rickshaw out front, he locked it to a pole. It wasn’t theft that he was worried about, rather more to discourage the drunk tourists who would inevitably take it for a joyride. Before he had a chance to knock on the door, it was pulled open.
Billy was on high alert when JC offered him a few ounces of his privately distilled cane alcohol. It wasn’t often he was treated like royalty. Though Bones was suspicious, he drank.
“That product you brought in the other night. I’m in a position where I need to unload it quickly.” He got up and refilled Billy’s glass.
Billy accepted the refill, noticing that JC was not drinking. The blood splattered on JC’s shirt was unnerving, but he knew he needed to suck it up. Chances like this didn’t come along every day.
“Thought you might have some idea where I could do that.”
Billy knew this moment needed to be relished and stayed quiet, acting like he was deliberating between several possible options to unload the cocaine. Sipping the drink, he watched JC squirm. He pushed it as far as he dared.
“I might.”





SEVENTEEN
Mac had been through this before. The last time he and Pamela had cruised Duval Street looking for Trufante had been just before Hurricane Ruth hit. It had been a crazy night, the one when she had named his boats.
For many people, a boat’s name held little significance. Named after wives, girlfriends, or some witty pun, the names were mostly meaningless. For Mac, the names Pamela had given his boats were almost spiritual. Ghost Runner and Reef Runner had previously been called, like all his other boats, by what they were—in this case, the trawler and the center console. He’d never thought to name them, and when Pamela started after him about it, he ignored her—until he heard her christen them.
“Spiritual” is an oft-used term. When applied to people, it has many meanings. Whether that meant a person can commune with the dead or the gods, no one really knows, but, as skeptical as he was, Mac was learning that Pamela was the real deal.
That fateful night had been about saving Trufante; this one was to save himself.
“Where’s he been hangin’ out?” Mac asked.
Pamela stopped walking and, with hands on her hips, faced Mac. “He didn’t leave to go party. Something happened. I know it.”
Mac had to agree. There was something else in play here, and knowing Trufante, he wasn’t sure he wanted to find out what that was.
They had almost reached Duval Street. “Let’s start checking the bars, then. Those are the logical places. Maybe he ran into someone he knew or something,” Mac said, cursing Trufante under his breath. If it wasn’t fishing or fixing engines, the Cajun could complicate anything.
At least Mel had gone back to Ned’s house with him. Duval Street and Melanie Woodson did not mix well. Whatever secret Ned and she were talking about would keep her busy for a while.
“I have a bad feeling about this,” Pamela said, after they had checked the first two bars.
“The action’s further up the street,” Mac said. This end of Duval was mostly shops and a few restaurants. Most of the party was toward Mallory Square and Front Street.
“That’s not what I mean. Why would he take off like that?”
Mac didn’t have an answer. “Come on. We’ll find him.”
    
TRUFANTE WATCHED as Sloan reached for his phone. Squinting across at his drinking partner, he could see the name “Eleanor” on the screen. Sensing they were close to a deal, he inched closer to Sloan, trying to make him uncomfortable, as well as eavesdrop. This close to a finder’s fee, he was not going to let a woman interfere. The conversation was muted, but sounded tense. Sloan glanced at his watch several times while they spoke before promising that he would be right there—whatever that meant.
“Got to go make amends with my girl.” Sloan finished his drink, waving his credit card to signal the bartender to cash them out.
“You was just talking about wanting some product. Just let old Tru here know, and I’ll beat them bushes for you.”
A wave of concern passed across Sloan’s face. A victim of circumstance in his own mind, Trufante often had to read people, and what he saw on Sloan’s face was indecision. Trufante needed to close the deal, and without Sloan learning that he had already knew where the drugs were.
“What kind of quantity are we talking about?” Trufante asked him.
Sloan appeared lost in thought. “Huh? Oh, yeah. It would be substantial. Into the five figures for sure.”
That brought the grin back to Trufante’s face. While making a quick calculation of what his fee would be, he rose, drained his beer, and stood facing Sloan. He’d burnt through enough money, and dealt with more than a few shady characters in his day, to know the value of a deposit. He still had a few hundred of JC’s money left from last night, but on Duval Street, that was a pittance. “Shouldn’t be a problem, but I gotta get a new phone, and need some walking-around money.”
Sloan reached into his pocket and pulled out ten hundreds. He reached for a bevnap and, using the pen he had signed the credit card voucher with, wrote his number on it. “Let me know. This needs to happen fast.”
Trufante took the cash and Sloan’s number. “I hear you on that girlfriend trouble.”
Sloan turned to leave and Trufante waited by the bar until he was out of sight. Guys who tossed money around like that were seldom trustworthy, and he wasn’t going to risk Sloan following him to his source, then cutting him out of the deal. Once he was out of sight, Trufante went to the exit.
Though he knew every bar on the strip, he had no sense of the retail stores. Seeing a chain drugstore across the street, he crossed Duval and entered. A few minutes later he emerged with a burner phone. The clerk had warned him that the battery would need to be charged before it would work, and that would require at least a beer.
Continuing toward Front Street, he stopped at The Bull and Whistle, grabbed a bar stool, and sipped a beer while his phone charged behind the bar.
    
SLOAN WAS AT HIS WITS’ end. He had little doubt that the Cajun would locate the drugs. Key West was the capital of more things than just weirdness; imports and exports were close to the top of the list. What he needed was a back-door route to his father and Trufante was it.
Walking toward the marina, he readied himself to face Eleanor. It was hard to tell on the phone if she was angry or not, and he wanted to be prepared either way. Despite the pile of cash he had laid out last night in his attempt to win over Pamela, she had remained resolute in her boyfriend.
Deciding he needed a drink to figure things out, he ducked into a French restaurant with a terraced patio overlooking the street. He ordered a brandy and sat watching the street, hoping the pieces of the puzzle randomly scattered in his head would come together. With the sun long gone, the street was busy now, and he watched the parade of people pass by as he drank.
How to deal with Eleanor was a not a pressing concern, but one that would affect his other decisions. She could not find out about his business. Knowing her background and family, she would be gone the minute she sensed that his philanthropic, trust-fund lifestyle was a sham. Her being in Key West added another layer of urgency to a problem that was already red hot. Trufante, for everything he wasn’t, somehow held the answer.
Just as he thought about him, the Cajun walked by. Feigning as if he had dropped something under the table, Sloan bent over and watched Trufante through the legs of the chairs. As soon as he was past, Sloan dropped two twenties on the table and started to follow him.
Staying a half-block back, Sloan struggled to keep pace with the long-legged Trufante. He needn’t to have worried; standing a head above the crowd, the Cajun was easy to spot, despite the street vendors and carnival-like atmosphere of Duval Street at night. Sloan stayed far enough behind that there was little risk in being spotted, though he did have to put the brakes on when Trufante stopped on the corner of Duval and Front Street. The Cajun stood there for a minute, then stepped to the side and appeared to make a phone call.
Sloan was sure that he had ruined Trufante’s phone, but they had been separated long enough for him to buy another. Must be a burner, he thought as he waited for Trufante to make his next move. Finally, he placed the phone in the pocket of his cargo shorts, and turned right on Front Street. Sloan followed, continuing to keep his distance, thinking that the Cajun was close to his destination.
Sloan started to wonder what Trufante was up to when they left the bar district and walked past several streets of Victorian-style houses, some used as residences, others as bed and breakfasts. This street was darker, but the pedestrian traffic had thinned, forcing Sloan to drop back. At the corner of Front and Margaret, Trufante stopped again, then turned left.
As Trufante approached the marina, Sloan started to panic. The old axiom of never mixing business with pleasure was in danger of being broken, and he suffered a few minutes of paranoia that somehow Trufante knew Eleanor and was heading toward Sloan’s boat. That irrational fear died, but was replaced by another when the Cajun stopped at a newspaper-covered storefront.
Trufante knocked. When the door cracked open he was ushered inside. Sloan was too far away to see who was there or what the building housed, until he looked up at two men on ladders working above the door. People working odd hours in Key West were nothing unusual, as it was often necessary to hold down two jobs to handle the cost of living here. When one of the men turned a spotlight on and focused it on the sign, Sloan’s jaw dropped as his two universes collided.
    
“BILLY BONES SENT YOU?” JC spat and turned away from the cash extended in Trufante’s hand. “You gonna give me my cash back and think we’re making an exchange?” He turned to one of his men who was sitting at a corner table drinking. “Find Billy and bring him back here. Goddamned son of a bitch, go to hell,” he screamed, then under his breath muttered, “Forgive me, gods.”
JC had a quick thought that he should call his priestess and ask what the incubation time was for the gods to respond to a sacrifice, but with his bad luck compounding faster than the interest from a loan shark, he knew the chickens had failed. Tomorrow he would consult her, but tonight, he was going to take matters into his own hands.
Changing tactics, he turned back to Trufante. “Have a seat, my friend.” JC waved his hand at the new barstools. From the packaging scattered around, it looked like they just had been delivered. Trufante nodded and slid onto one. JC saw his eyes move to the bottle on the bar. “Of course. Have a drink and tell me what you propose.”
Trufante poured himself a good three fingers of the clear liquor and slammed it down in one gulp. “It’s not me. I ran into this dude, he’s looking to do some quantity. Hoping to work a deal that helps us all out.”
JC eyed the Cajun’s Adam’s apple as he swallowed, thinking how similar it was to the chickens’ necks just before the priestess cut their throats. Maybe if the gods were not happy with the birds, a larger offering was in order. Even with a buyer, if one truly existed, Trufante was still a problem. He had a reputation for being loose-lipped, especially around alcohol. After the shot he had just drank, there was no way JC was going to let him walk out of the bar tonight. He’d lead him on and see if the buyer could be lured here, then when the deal was over, Trufante was done. If it pleased the gods, so be it, but either way it would eliminate a problem.
As if even the thought had turned the tables on his luck, there was a knock on the door. JC nodded to the man at the table, who rose, and after checking to see who was there, opened the door. A smaller man was pushed forward, landing on his hands and knees, as the the man tasked with bringing Billy Bones back had done his job. The man on the floor groaned and rolled over, exposing his face.





EIGHTEEN
After checking every bar on the street and then some that weren’t, Mac started to backtrack to Ned’s house. Pamela’s head hung low, but there was nothing he could do for her. Trufante would eventually turn up. He had more lives than a cat, and always appeared somehow.
An idea came to him and Mac started walking faster.
“I thought we were going back to Ned’s?” Pamela struggled to keep up with him. “That’s his street, right?”
“Yeah. I’m wondering if there’s anything we missed at the site of the sacrifice. Maybe there’s something there that might point us in the right direction.”
“Like a clue?” Pamela’s face brightened.
It wasn’t the sacrifice that Mac was thinking about, but their earlier run-in with Rusty. He already knew that JC had been aboard the fisherman’s boat, and he recalled they had stopped at a popular blue-crab spot near the White Street Pier. Trying to recall the sequence of events, he remembered wondering about the erratic maneuver Rusty had made while Mac was following. If JC had been able to rescue the drugs from the burning building, there was little doubt in his mind what they had stopped for.
“Yes,” Mac said, breaking into a lope, then slowing to a fast walk. There weren’t many things that would attract attention on Duval Street. This time of night, walking was as complex a motor skill as most were capable of; but running was an alarm. Pamela caught up to him and together they turned left onto Truman. Now that they were off Duval, the pair picked up speed. Mac’s island legs started to give out long before they reached White Street, and he stopped to catch his breath.
“What are we looking for?” Pamela asked.
Mac couldn’t help but notice that she was breathing easily. “The water,” he said, not wanting to waste his breath elaborating. With one long inhale, and moving more slowly, he started off again. If what he suspected was correct, Rusty and JC would have waited until dark before coming back. He had already lost an hour.
The sweat dripping from his brow flew forward when he stopped. They had reached the pier. Instead of crossing onto it, Mac moved to the rocky shore. In the moonlight, he could see a few dozen Styrofoam balls bobbing in the waves. What to a casual observer would appear to be a random pattern of brightly-colored fishermens’ buoys actually had order. Mac could see the straight lines of each set. Each buoy was painted a different color, and several had two or three balls attached. Mac knew these were from the commercial crabbers, marking the beginning and end of their trap sets with double buoys. His trained eye separated the commercial traps from the groups with four or five buoys in a wavy line. These would be the residential pots.
Trying to remember Rusty’s colors, he waded into the water.
“If you tell me what you’re looking for, maybe I can help.” Pamela was ankle deep behind him.
“Yellow and red.” Mac saw the line ahead. Consciously or not, a fisherman’s first instinct when encountering another of his kind was to check out his competitor’s gear. He remembered seeing both colors on Rusty’s boat when they had stopped him earlier.
“Yellow and red what?” Pamela looked around confused.
“Buoys. He ditched the drugs in a trap.” Mac reached the first trap and pulled the line. Fortunately they were in only five feet of water and he was able to stand. If the first few didn’t have what he was looking for, he would have to move deeper and things would get much harder.
Two blue crabs and a chunk of a pig’s foot were all that he saw in the first trap. The second yielded a few more crabs, but no drugs. He was sure this was the spot. Now in neck-deep water, he struggled to pull in the next pot.
After this one, Mac could go no further. Once the traps were in water over his head, he didn’t have enough leverage to lift the concrete-weighted pots. During the day, he could free dive and look into them, but at night their contents would be invisible.
Pamela was working the next trap. Taller than Mac by a few inches, she was able to work just deep enough to reach the trap past the one in his hands. Mac could see that it held only crabs.
“We need a boat to check the rest,” Mac called to Pamela. She acknowledged him and turned toward shore. Having ditched her flip-flops along with their phones on the beach, she had no protection for her feet; he at least had his boat shoes. Mac waited to make sure she was okay walking barefoot on the rocky bottom.
Before she reached him, Mac heard a boat engine. He paused and realized it was coming toward them. Turning to the sound, he just was able to make out the red and green running lights of the boat.
“We gotta go.”
    
RUSTY WAS sure he saw two figures in the water near his traps. Ordinarily he would have thought them poachers, and depending on his mood, let them go or confront them. With everything that had happened in the last few hours, he suspected something different. Gunning the engine, he saw the figures fleeing the water—clearly a man and a woman. As they entered the cover of the rocky shoreline, he was sure one was Mac Travis.
By the time he reached the trap they were gone, and he changed his focus to what he had come for. Cutting the engine to an idle, he lined up on the trap and left the wheel. Leaning over the gunwale, he snagged the line with a gaff. Taking it in his gloved hand, he brought it to the winch, and flipped the switch. The trap was soon on the surface of the water.
A smile appeared on his face when he saw the vinyl of the red bags shining in the moonlight. Things had been bad since the hurricane had reshaped the sandy bottom of the shallow water that was home to the lobster and stone crabs he made his living harvesting. Many spots that formerly featured the foot-high ledges or potholes favored by the crustaceans had been filled with sand by the storm. New areas were created, but it would take years to catalogue them. Some years were good and some bad; this one was dismal.
Leaning over, he clipped the line to a cleat, and reached for the trap. Pulling it to the surface, he breathed in relief when he saw the bags were all there. But as he was about to reach into the trap, it occurred to him that the safest place for the drugs was right here. Seeing the flashlight from a phone suddenly illuminate the shore, Rusty became paranoid. What had sounded like a brilliant plan when on dry land with a beer in his hand now looked like it could cost him his life.
Just in case anyone had spotted him, Rusty would throw up a smoke screen by telling JC that Travis had been out here and taken the drugs. Reflecting on his circumstances, and considering Travis’s presence, Rusty still thought the safest place for the drugs was right here, but he had one card to play to ensure that JC didn’t cut him out of his share.
Pulling the knife he kept in a sheath on his belt, he sliced the line. Before the trap was even below the surface, he entered the wheelhouse, where he saved the coordinates.
    
SOMEONE ELSE MIGHT HAVE IGNORED or not realized what the look Ned was giving her meant, but Mel had known the man her whole life—she knew. They sat in the study of Ned’s partially remodeled Victorian house off Whitehead Street. There was still a lot of work to be done, but as it was now, it was comfortable. Romance and history were associated with the iconic Key West homes, often hidden by thick coats of paint. Intricate gingerbread trim hung from the steep-pitched roofs, and unique woodwork was a highlight of the homes. Brilliant island colors, along with distinctive shutters, rails, and fences added to the mystique of the island, but the climate was far from friendly to the wood construction. Extreme vigilance and patience were needed to keep one of these classic houses in good condition.
Thinking she would only be in the way, and worried Ned might be in danger, Mel had let Mac and Pamela go in search of Trufante. A courtroom was more her wheelhouse than the backstreets and bars of Key West.
“Don’t stick your nose up in the air at me. I’m as high on the education curve as you are, especially around here.” That wasn’t really the truth, but Mel was trying to make a point. Ned had one up on her, his doctorate trumping her law degree. Her point was that the Florida Keys were not known as a hotbed for critical thinking. Between the heat and the alcohol, the ratio of the baked to not-so-baked was higher than on the mainland.
“What can I do to help?” Mel asked. The devastating red tide of the past summer was gone, and with it the donations that fueled her war with Big Sugar. With a near-empty war chest, she needed funds to continue her fight.
“Maybe you can tell me why you’re suddenly so interested in this treasure. You were a young ‘un when Wood and I were searching for ghosts. I didn’t see a lot of interest from you then, or recently for that matter. It’s not like you were playing with Barbies, but treasure held no appeal to you.”
Mel had spent her teen years as a tomboy. She remembered Ned and her dad spending hours talking about galleons and fleets, but as a kid, freediving and spearfishing gave her the thrill and immediate gratification she needed.
“Point taken. If you guys would have found some treasure, I might have been more interested.” Ned used his index finger to make an imaginary mark in the air. “So, what is it then?”
“Van Doren’s journal is compelling, and unlike most of the stuff out there, it’s real. Maybe I never got the treasure bug before, but I seem to have it now.”
“Fair enough. I have to admit Van Doren’s is an interesting character. A little bit more to it than the usual stories of wrecks that ran into a storm and washed up on the reef.”
“I think it was Mac finding the diving bell. It gives the journal legitimacy.”
“Yes, it does, but the tail end of the journal is lacking in details. The earlier section took us right to the bell.”
Nick Van Doren was a different kind of character. Dutch, of Jewish descent, as a child he and his family had been captured by José Gaspar, the notorious Spanish pirate. There was no mention of his family in the journals, so Mel assumed they had been killed along the way. Van Doren had been an educated twelve-year-old when their ship was taken. Gasparilla, as the pirate was known, took a liking to him and made him his cabin boy.
Following the War of 1812, President Jefferson and the fledgling U.S. Navy had started a campaign to eradicate what was left of the pirates who preyed along the United States’ and adjacent waters’ coastlines. The pirate Jean Lafitte was their first target, running him out of New Orleans, and later Galveston. Once Lafitte had fled to the Mexican rebel state of Campeche, the navy turned their attention to Gasparilla, taking him down, as well as his ship, the Floridablanca.
Van Doren, along with ten of the pirate crew, had been watching from the beach on Gasparilla Island, his hideout just off the southwest coast of Florida. Tasked with guarding the treasure that Gasparilla was about to split among with his crew, they witnessed Gasparilla’s plunge from the bow with the anchor chain wrapped around him, and the sinking of the Floridablanca.
Van Doren and the remaining crew, taking ten crates of loot, fled through the interior of Florida. Losing a few men and a good deal of the treasure along the way, they were able to evade the navy and find a ship. The following years marked their journey from pirates to accomplished salvors. According to Nick’s journal, the men were trying to make their way to the Pacific when they ran across another treasure, larger and more valuable than anything they had recovered before. It belonged to another Jewish pirate, Moses Cohen Henriques. His wasn’t a household name, but he had taken the largest haul of all—that of the 1628 Spanish Plate Fleet.
Treasure brings trouble, and the saga of Van Doren and his crew confirmed that. After having their ship blown up in an attempt to take Henriques’s treasure, the survivors were forced to make a deal with Jean Lafitte, who, as his reputation would imply, double-crossed them. In an attempt to lose his “escort” ships, Van Doren and his crew had ditched their diving bell, heavy with gold, using it as one end of a chain boom that took out Lafitte’s ships off the Dry Tortugas. Mac had found the diving bell, but there was still more treasure somewhere—much more.
“Mac gave the diving bell to the government without a fight,” Ned said.
“It was in the National Park Boundaries. He had little choice.”
Ned pushed his glasses back up his nose and turned back to the photocopies. “We’ll just have to hope the rest is not in state waters then, won’t we?”
He looked down at the papers and continued. “From Van Doren’s description, they found six chests stashed in a cave in Cozumel. That’s a lot of silver and gold, but nowhere near a fleet’s worth of treasure.”
“So, they didn’t find the whole thing.” Mel put aside Van Doren’s journal. Thinking about it, Ned was right. There was a whole lot more where the diving bell had come from.
“Looks like it’s back to 1824.”
    
JC WATCHED as Billy Bones grasped his nose, trying to stem the tide of blood pouring from it. He thought about collecting the blood for the center shrine behind the bar, but figured he needed an offering from someone purer than the filth that lay on the floor.
His ringing phone took his attention away from Billy Bones. He saw Rusty’s number.
“Someone is after the drugs.” Rusty told him about the two people in the shallow water checking traps, and that one looked like Travis.
JC stomped away from the door and walked around the bar. Standing in front of the shrine, he wondered if maybe it wasn’t too late to offer some of Billy Bone’s blood.
There was only one man who knew the players and had all the pieces to put this mess together. Turning to Trufante, he wondered if the gods would like Cajun blood any better than that of the white trash on the floor. He remembered something about the power of bayou magic.
“Pick him up.” Looking down on the blood splattered across the polished concrete, JC thought it added a touch of authenticity to the place. A furtive glance at the crate of expensive stone scheduled for the floor that he would now return put a smile on his face. It was a small gift, but he thanked the gods anyway.
Bones was leaning against the bar, using the tail of his untucked Hawaiian shirt to clean his face.
“Get him out of here,” JC said to his men, then turned to Billy Bones.
“You find Travis and tell him I want the drugs or he loses his boy here.”





NINETEEN
Soaking wet, even the warm breeze sent a chill down Mac’s spine. He knew the wind, light from the southeast, was misleading. Mac looked over at Pamela and saw her shiver. Even though they were in the tropics, without the sun and soaking wet, it was actually cold. During the summer, the southeast wind was the prevalent condition and usually meant good weather and calm seas. During the winter, as the heat and humidity built between cold fronts, that same wind was indicative, as were the thin, dark clouds streaming across the moon, that a front was approaching. As if on cue, the first fat drop of rain landed on his head. Rather than walk in this condition and freeze, Mac opted for a cab. Remembering the young woman driver who’d helped them out on his last trip here during the hurricane, he stopped and scrolled through his contact list.
Pamela was looking over his shoulder. “There—Sonar.”
“Right.” Mac pressed the phone icon and waited. Sonar answered. After reminding her who he was, she agreed to pick them up.
“She’ll be here in a few,” Mac said, walking over to a bench.
“I liked her.” Pamela sat next to him. “Mac, I’m worried Tru’s in trouble. We’ve got to get a boat and find the drugs.”
Mac looked her in the eye, knowing she was right. “He’s involved in this, that’s for sure.” He regretted the bluntness in his voice, but there was no choice. Her eyes started to water and he looked away, trying to find something positive to focus on.
Mac also didn’t want to tell her that saving Trufante wasn’t the only reason he needed to find the drugs. He had his own set of problems as a result of the Cajun’s actions.
He was about to try to comfort her when he saw a pink cab pull up to the curb. Mac had felt an attachment to Sonar when they first met, and he was glad to see she was doing well. For all its reputation as the “let it all hang out” refuge for the lost and lonely, the Key West environment was hard on people, and a large number fell into depression, or worse. When you let all your marbles roll downhill to the southernmost point of the United States, it was hard to climb back up, and there were a staggering number of people who decided to cash out.
After a short ride, the cab pulled up in front of Ned’s house. Mac left a large tip and thanked Sonar as she dropped them off. Still considering his options, he walked through the decorative gate to the front door. A minute later, he and Pamela stood inside dripping on the old, Southern yellow-pine floor, waiting for Mel to bring towels.
“What’s your plan? If you’re so sure the drugs are ditched out there, you better get them,” Ned said, after Mac filled him in.
“If I can find them, I’ll have some leverage, at least.”
“You think if you recover them and hand them over, that’s the end?” Mel asked.
“Maybe if I call Warner and tell him I’ve got a lead, he might back off. He’s expecting to hear from me. ”
She handed him a dry towel, waiting as he wrapped it around his waist and wriggled out of his shorts so she could put them in the dryer. Ned had some of his daughter’s clothes upstairs that fit Pamela, but Ned’s wouldn’t fit Mac.
“Might buy you some time, but you need a plan B,” Mel said.
Mac reached into his pocket and withdrew a soaking wet business card. The ink had started to run, but he was able to make out the number. As he anticipated at this late hour, the call went to voicemail and he left a message.
“That oughta hold us till morning,” Mel said.
Ned opened the refrigerator and pulled out four bottles of water, which he handed out. “First thing tomorrow, then.”
They had just finished their waters when Mac’s phone rang. The number came up as “unknown,” a call he ordinarily wouldn’t have answered if it weren’t for the message he had left for Warner. Pamela was busy trying to enlist Mel and Ned’s help in finding Trufante, and Mac turned away to answer.
“Billy Bones here.”
Mac heard the voice and cringed. “What?”
“Rusty saw you out there and now JC’s got Tru. Says he wants the drugs back.”
Mac’s first reaction was to yell, but he fought the urge and thought for a second. “I don’t have them.”
“Yeah. Well, he’s your boy.”
    
JC’S GOON grabbed Trufante by his arm and pushed him out the door. Sandwiched between the two men, he knew better than to cause trouble. He tried to reason with them as he was pulled down the street, but they turned a deaf ear to him. As they escorted him up Margaret Street, Trufante tried to figure out where they were going and how to stop them.
A half-dozen blocks later, he saw the cemetery ahead. He had clearly heard JC say that he was being held hostage, and as they approached the gates he started to panic. Pulling against the men, the one on his right turned and laid a well-placed fist into his solar plexus. Trufante crumpled to the sidewalk.
“We ain’t gonna kill you. Just put you on ice for a while.”
That wasn’t all that reassuring, since putting someone on ice in a cemetery usually meant they were dead.
They stood in front of a locked gate, which the man opened with a key from a keyring that JC had given him.
Trufante looked around for anything that could help him escape. Finding nothing, and with what surely was the barrel of a pistol jammed in his back, the man led him down the narrow road running diagonally across the the cemetery. When it dead ended, into an old family plot, they turned right, then left.
In all the trips Trufante had made to Key West, this was his first visit here. The cemetery reflected the island’s colorful history and residents. The area they were in looked to be comprised of family lots and mausoleums. Some were built like miniature versions of ancient Roman buildings; others were plain. They stood at odd angles to each other and were in all states of repair.
The men guided him to a concrete structure with two stone slabs forming a gable roof. One man, using the same keyring as earlier, opened an ornamental cast-iron gate. He pushed Trufante forward, through the solid door he had just unlocked and opened. Trufante ducked, but it was too late, and he slammed his head into the low doorway. Breathing the stale air, Trufante felt the beginnings of a panic attack. Before he knew what was happening, he was on his knees inside. The men backed out and the door slammed shut.
Prone to claustrophobia, he searched the dark space, bumping into two raised concrete blocks that he figured where the tombs of whoever lay here. That only freaked him out worse. The only saving grace was that the building was not constructed to be impenetrable to the weather and there were a multitude of cracks and crevices, some large enough for him to squeeze his hand through. He heard a rat scurrying across the floor and realized the openings were large enough for rodents to enter as well.
Trying to calm himself, he sat on one of the coffins, and waited for his eyesight to acclimate. The tomb soon revealed itself, though it was of no comfort to him. Besides the pair of concrete caskets, there was nothing. To make matters worse, he felt a cool breeze find its way through the cracks and a few minutes later felt the first drops of rain. The driest spot seemed to be in the corner, and as he sat there, wondering what was going to happen to him, a cat squeezed through one of the larger cracks and stood facing him.
It hissed, telling him that he was intruding. Calling on his own catlike abilities, Trufante hissed back. The cat looked like any of the feral street cats in Key West. At times the chickens, cats, and rats seemed more prevalent than the humans.
Not knowing what to do with Trufante, the cat sniffed the air and moved toward him. Instinctively he recoiled, but the cat brushed against his leg, then without notice, jumped onto the coffin, and found a comfortable spot next to him.
    
“I’LL COME TO YOU,” Mac said.
Billy told him to meet by the marina. Mac agreed, then explained what was transpiring to Ned and Mel.
“I can feel death around him,” Pamela said.
“Fine, you two go save the boy wonder,” Mel said.
Mac almost asked what the secret project was that Ned and Mel were working on, but figured if they were occupied with something else, he would be free to find Trufante. He sensed Pamela’s anxiety and figured the best thing he could do for everyone was to meet Billy Bones. “On it. I’ll keep you posted.”
With Pamela leading the way, they left Ned’s and started walking down Whitehead Street. At Front Street they turned right, fighting their way through the bar crowd, and started at a fast walk toward the marina. Billy Bones sat on his rickshaw near a large catamaran used to ferry tourists to and from the reef for snorkeling trips and later in the day for sunset excursions.
“Yo, Travis, over here,” he called out.
Before Mac could stop her, Pamela marched right toward Billy. He caught up to her and grabbed her arm just as she wound up to hit him. “Come clean now, Bones. You can see there’s not a whole lot of patience here.”
“Shoot, Travis, I’m in the shit as bad as you.”
“Start talking,” Mac said, noticing blood on Billy’s face. Scanning the crowded boardwalk for anyone showing an interest in them, no one had turned an eye their way. As far as Key West went, their little spectacle was nothing.
“Where’s Trufante?” Mac demanded.
“JC’s goons took him. Rusty must have ratted you out. He says hand over the drugs or he’ll kill him.”
Mac’s gaze bore into him. “And supposing that I did have them, we’re supposed to give them to you?”
“We have to find Tru,” Pamela pleaded, adding to the tension.
“Dammit.” Mac turned toward the marina, trying to come up with something that would get Trufante back without giving up the drugs and screwing himself.
    
SLOAN SAT on the deck of the Surfari. Eleanor was below, changing in anticipation for the night on the town he’d promised her. Sloan had reevaluated her worthiness since Pamela had shown no interest. He sucked on an ice cube, all that remained of his drink, while he waited. Eleanor was not the only thing he was waiting for. The call from his contact in the Dominican Republic was overdue. He didn’t want to speak to his supplier, but if the call came, it would be better to take it now, while he was alone.
Sloan was distracted when he saw the outline of Eleanor’s naked figure as she walked behind the backlit curtains. Looking around to see if anyone else had noticed, he saw a familiar face on the dock. Pamela stood there with the rickshaw driver and a man he could only guess was Mac Travis.
Formulating his plan on the fly, he grabbed his phone, cracked the door, told Eleanor he would be right back, and stepped onto the dock. Hoping that Pamela wouldn’t see him before he reached them he started walking toward the group, in an attempt to catch them off-guard.
“Hi, Pamela,” he said, walking up behind her.
She looked back. “Sloan.”
He couldn’t tell if her response was a greeting or a threat, but there was a look of desperation on her face, and he had little choice than to plow ahead.
“They took Tru,” she said, quickly telling him what had happened. “They say that if we don’t give them the drugs, they’ll kill him.”
Her plea for help had given him some credibility and he played his card. “Who is they?”
“JC, the fishmonger. He bought the package from Tru last night,” said the rickshaw driver, who he remembered as Bones something or other.
“So, what’s the problem?” Sloan asked.
“Something must have happened in the fire and he lost them,” Pamela said.
“And who are you?” the man he thought was Mac Travis asked.
This was what he wanted. To meet Travis holding the upper hand. “Sloan Reed.” He extended his hand. Travis took it, but Sloan could tell he was wary. A wave of anxiety came over him, remembering that Travis had been there when he’d slid out the back door of the IV place. It was only a quick glance, but Travis might recognize him. His only play was to make Travis an ally and he turned to Pamela.
“How can I help?”





TWENTY
Before they could decide anything, Billy’s phone rang. Mac could hear the familiar voice on the other end even before Billy pressed the button for the speaker. He held the phone in the center of the group. When JC spoke, it was like he was standing next to them—which from Billy’s frequent glances back at a newspaper-covered storefront, Mac assumed he might be.
Focusing on the phone, Mac waited for the inevitable. The message was clear. It was one thing when the demand had come from Billy Bones; quite another from JC himself. Trufante would be dead by dawn if the drugs weren’t returned. Mac had been in this situation before, and knew the first thing he had to do was bargain for more time.
“This is Travis. We don’t have the drugs.”
“I know who you are, so let’s cut to the chase. Get them.”
Mac tried to analyze the voice to see what he could get away with. The answer was: nothing. JC sounded like he was at the end of his rope. Mac could almost sympathize, seeing that the man’s seafood facility had burned to the ground earlier. But Mac knew who he was dealing with.
“I don’t have them. I need more time.”
“I know what you’re up to, Travis, and it’s not going to work.”
JC was screaming, and Mac thought he could hear an echo. Looking at the storefront across the street, he jerked his head at Billy, who replied with a nod. There was nothing to negotiate now. Thinking he knew where the drugs were and actually having them were two different things, but knowing JC’s location had to help. He just wasn’t sure how.
“You just take care of him. I’ll figure it out,” Mac said, signaling Billy to disconnect the call. He looked up and saw only Pamela and Bones standing there. The other guy was gone. Mac didn’t know when the guy had disappeared, and guessed it didn’t matter. He was used to evaluating men, and he had judged the man with the Ivy League name as close to worthless.
The first thing they needed to do was move out of JC’s line of sight. Having him watching could only hurt. Pamela and Bones followed him onto the boardwalk. Mac didn’t stop until he could no longer see the storefront.
Mac moved to within inches of Billy’s face. “What do you know?” he asked Bones.
“Shoot, Travis. Why does it always have to be like this? I’m just a businessman.”
Mac had no response or patience for the con artist/wanna-be gangster. “Then get lost.” Mac was counting on Billy’s greed, which would have the man thinking somehow, someway, he’d get a cut of whatever went down.
Billy lowered his head like the words actually stung. “Shoot, hell if I know, but that dude, Sloan, he’s mixed up in this somehow.”
“He’s right, Mac Travis,” Pamela confirmed. “He was trying to split up me and Tru last night. I don’t know his game, but he had a dark aura.”
“Did either of you see where he went?” Mac asked.
    
SLOAN WATCHED the group from the alley behind them. It would be harder to earn their trust now, but the alternative of his father seeing him was even worse. He listened, waiting for one of them to mention where the drugs were. With that information, he would no longer need them. If he could recover the drugs, what his father did to the Cajun was not his problem; he actually saw it as icing on the cake to have Trufante gone.
Travis had moved to one of the piers, out of hearing range. There was no cover for him to move closer, but he could tell by his body language that Travis was upset with the rickshaw driver. Travis finished scolding him, and the group started walking back toward Front Street. It was late now, not last-call late, but the crowd had thinned out enough that he had to be careful as he followed them back to the rickshaw. Once there, Pamela and Travis climbed into the cab while Billy Bones hopped on the bike. Seconds later, Bones started pedaling away.
Sloan had to act quickly, and his only choice was to steal one of the dozen bicycles jammed into the rack near the public parking lot. He found somebody’s old beach cruiser without a lock. Pulling it from the rack, he climbed on and started after the rickshaw. What had once been barely more than a drizzle now stung his face as he rode. Two scooters came barreling through the stop sign at Duval and Front, forcing him to make a complete stop. When he looked up, the rickshaw was nowhere in sight.
With no idea where they were going, and the rain increasing, he backtracked to the marina and slid the bike back into the rack. There was nothing else to be accomplished. To be arrested for stealing a bicycle would take him out of the game, and all the action seemed to be centered around the marina. He had turned toward the finger pier that led to his boat, composing in his head the story he would tell Eleanor, when he saw a streak of light come from across the street.
Looking around, he saw the newspaper-covered door had opened and two men exited. One turned back to lock the door, and Sloan smiled. He might have lost Travis, but now he could find out what his father was up to. If JC led him to Trufante, that would give Sloan the leverage he needed over Travis. His father thought Travis had the drugs, and though he denied it, Sloan knew Mac had at least an idea where they were. When they were found, he would trade them for the Cajun, and Sloan would be there to make his move. Regretting that he had left his pistol on the boat, he decided to go without it, rather than having to make excuses to Eleanor about why he was going back out in a rainstorm.
The man finished locking the door and turned. As if the white rubber boots weren’t evidence enough, a nearby streetlight illuminated him enough for Sloan to positively identify his father. The men started walking down Front Street, then turned the corner onto Margaret. After losing Travis, Sloan was faster to respond and, when the men had their backs to him, he ran across the street.
The white rubber boots that were his father’s only footwear, save a pair of loafers he wore on formal occasions, had embarrassed him growing up. Watching him sitting in the bleachers at Little League games and other events wearing those damned boots had cast Sloan as the son of a fisherman. Now, hindered by those very same boots, JC slogged up Margaret Street, allowing Sloan to follow at a leisurely pace.
The men reached the cemetery and Sloan hung back while JC pulled something from his pocket. His first impression was that it was a gun, and he slid back against a trash can. Seeing it was a key, he relaxed as his father opened the gate and entered the cemetery. Sloan didn’t need to follow any longer; he knew exactly where they had stashed Trufante.
Ducking into the covered entrance of a church across the street, he waited until the men left. Once they were out of sight, he walked across the street and took a quick look around. Rain in the Keys was a regular event, especially in the summer, when it could rain every day. Mostly squalls and thunderstorms, the rain was intense, but of short duration and just a nuisance. This, however, looked to be a sustained rain, rather than a cloudburst. The residents must have felt it, too, for when he looked around, he saw the streets were deserted.
Once his father and his goons were out of sight, Sloan scaled the fence and walked directly to the family crypt. The decorative gate was locked, causing him to step over the low fence, where he landed with one foot solidly in a puddle of water. Bringing the other foot over, he moved to the door of the crypt. It, too, was locked, and that was okay. He didn’t want the Cajun freed just yet; he needed information first.
“Trufante,” Sloan called out.
He heard the hiss of a cat and then a scratchy voice. “Who that?”
“Sloan. The door’s locked, but if you tell me where to find Travis, I’ll get you out of here.”
“Hot damn.”
Trufante gave him directions to Ned’s house, and without a word, Sloan turned and left.
    
MAC AND MEL stood closer together than either cared; wanting privacy, they were forced by the rain to huddle under the cover of the porch roof outside Ned’s back door. The small overhang held the water at bay, but their disagreement demanded more space.
“You go out there now, you’ll get shot,” Mel said.
Mac was well aware of the risks, but he deemed it safer to go out in the storm under cover of darkness than wait until daylight.
“There won’t be anyone out in this mess.”
“If it holds till tomorrow, they’ll be calling it a Rum Front, and every barstool in Key West’ll have a fisherman’s butt on it. You can just as easily go then.”
Mac knew better. The rain would cancel charters, but as a fisherman himself, he knew that the rain brought better fishing. Anyone who had traps set would want to pull and rebait them. Most set their traps in shallows up to about eight feet, and these flats would be stirred up by the rain, making for a good bite.
Mac pulled out his phone and opened the weather radar app. He had to zoom out to where half the state was visible to see the backend of the green mass now over them. It was going to rain awhile.
“I’d just as soon get it done now. You know if your dad was still alive, he’d be out there tomorrow. Rusty will, too.”
“What about a boat?” she asked.
He had won the battle. “We’ll take Tru’s center console.”
“Ned has an armory in there. Take something and do what you have to.” Her eyes softened and she touched his arm. “And, be careful.”
They went back inside and Mac walked over to Ned and quietly asked him for a weapon. Leading him back to the gun safe in his office closet, Ned proudly unveiled his arsenal. Choosing a nine-millimeter semiautomatic for its durability, ease of use, and stopping power, Mac took the pistol and a spare magazine.
Ned handed over the keys to the VW, and with the pistol tucked in his waistband and the shotgun under his arm, Mac let himself out the back door. When he turned toward the driveway, he was shocked to see Pamela already there.
“You’re not going out there without me.”
He was beyond asking how she knew he was leaving. “It’s pretty crappy out there. Could be dangerous,” Mac said, trying to discourage her, though he knew it was probably useless.
“Not on your life, Mac Travis.”
Mac turned back to Ned. “Maybe need something for her.”
Mac followed Ned back into the office. Remembering that Pamela had used a shotgun before, he eyed the four long guns standing side-by-side in the rack.
“One of those, too?” Ned asked.
“The 410’ll work. Twelve-gauge might be too much for her.”
“You’re gonna give Pamela a gun?”
“You’d be surprised what’s in there,” Mac said to Ned, nodding his head at Pamela, and reaching for the shorter of the guns. Ned handed him a box of shells and two tactical flashlights. With his arms full, he walked into the living room.
The unlikely pair dodged the rainwater dripping from the gingerbread molding as they walked to Ned’s VW.





TWENTY-ONE
Not wanting to be seen, Mac parked the VW in a dark corner of the marina. Though the streets were deserted, he remained cautious, and with the pistol stashed in the waistband of his shorts and the shotgun held parallel to his leg, he followed Pamela to Trufante’s center console.
They were quickly aboard. Finding the key was the next priority, and he reached into the console, searching for the battery switch. Wood had always stashed the keys to a boat here, and Mac had continued the tradition. It wasn’t a great, or even good, hiding place; in fact, it was rather obvious. But boats, for a variety of reasons, weren’t often stolen, unlike cars. Mac knew that if you wanted to prevent a stolen craft, the best method was to put a sturdy lock on the battery switch—something generally not worth the effort.
Thankful that he didn’t have to use a light, he found the rubber float attached to the two keys. Easing his body out of the small console, he made sure the battery switch was set to “both,” and stood by the helm.
Mac turned to Pamela. “Can you get the lines?”
He immediately noticed that she evaluated the conditions before going to the bow. When he had first met her, she had been new to boating, but since buying the boat for Tru, she had apparently learned. Many boaters just dropped their lines unaware of the strength of the tides and winds that waited to damage their boats. She removed the slack line first. With the wind pushing the nose of the boat forward, the bow line was doing little work. After untying the line from the cleat, Mac nodded to her and she went to the stern. A properly tied dock line will have the first wrap all the way around the base of the cleat, allowing the boater to use the line to leverage the boat without removing and retying it. Pamela undid the knot, leaving the last wrap, and looked over her shoulder at the helm. Mac nodded to her, and she released the end, then pulled the line into the boat.
They were clear now, and as far as Mac could tell, had not been seen. With the twin engines purring quietly behind them, Mac steered the boat at an idle out of the dock and into the turning basin. As he exited the marina, he glanced at the docked boats as they passed. There was something about a good-looking boat that drew his eye, and just before he was clear, he noticed a sailboat tied near the end of the dock. He could tell from the wide beam that she was a motorsailer. The self-furling sails were concealed in the mast, and what looked like a retractable tailgate was in the lowered position, exposing the deck of the boat, which looked to be all one level. On top of the wide cabin was a rack with two paddleboards secured.
Moving his attention back to the water, he navigated out of the Bight. At an idle, the rain was a slight nuisance, but once he accelerated, the drops were like pellets, stinging his face and body. Pamela was able to hide in the shadow of the console with her back to the elements, but Mac was exposed. He grit his teeth and plowed forward, looking to the dark sky for any sign that it was going to stop. The moon was shapeless, its light barely bleeding through a thin patch in the thick layer of clouds. Devoid of most moonlight and with no stars at all, the night sky blended into the horizon.
Mac knew these waters and had left the chartplotter off, not wanting the glow of its light to be seen from land. Now that they were offshore, he turned on the instruments and navigation lights. Out here, he would look more out of place running dark. Trufante had the boat rigged for catching bait in the predawn hours, and had mounted spreader lights fore and aft. Mac flipped the switch for the forward-facing light. The bright LEDs lit the water ahead, and he had to decide between losing his night vision, or being able to see any hazards in their path. He judged sight as more important, cut the light off, and reducing speed slightly, sent an unhappy Pamela to the bow to look for trap buoys.
They were around the cruise ship pier, currently vacant and under repair after heavy seas had slammed a liner into it. Soon the silhouette of Fort Zachary Taylor came into view. The chartplotter confirmed Mac’s planned path, and he steered further offshore to avoid the shallows. Once they were around the southernmost point, he searched the shore for the crumbling tower at the West Martello fort. There was no longer a light there, but he hoped the shape would be visible. Besides the White Street Pier, it was the only landmark he knew.
Typical of the squally weather, the rain stopped and the moon poked out. Mac knew he would only have a minute until the next rain cell was overhead. Scanning the shore, he found the tower, and then the pier.
Steering just offshore of it, he turned the fore spreader light back on and, with one eye on the depth finder, started searching for the red and yellow buoys. He found the line, and dropping to an idle, watched the depth finder as it ticked from six to eight feet. This was the area where he had been forced to stop his search the day before.
“Can you get the gaff? We’re coming up on the first pot.” Mac called back to Pamela. He looked around, feeling exposed. A light rain had started again, and a new band of clouds now covered the moon, but with the spreader light on and this close to shore, they stood out like the cherry on top of an ice cream sundae. With his nerves already frayed from being up for almost twenty-four hours, his anxiety ratcheted up another notch when Pamela swatted at the trap line, missing it entirely.
There is an art to gaffing, whether a fish, or a line. Beginners instinctively use the gaff as a club, trying to impale the fish or grab the line by force. By placing the gaff in the water and lifting up on the fish or the line with little effort, the tool worked well. It was actually easy, but required patience. Mac was about to explain the mechanics to her when he saw the green and red running lights of a boat coming toward them. From its unwavering course, and Mac knew they had been spotted and that it was probably Rusty. Hoping that he could avoid being getting caught in the trap line, he cut the spreader lights, and pushed the throttle down.
Careful not to add too much pressure to the control, he motored at a fast idle away from Rusty’s traps, slowing then stopping in an area clear of buoys. His only defense was to make it look like he was chasing bait; poaching traps was something you could get killed for.
    
RUSTY SAW THE BOAT AHEAD, and guessed exactly what it was doing. Rain was both auspicious and a nuisance for fishermen; those brave enough would wait until daylight, when the hardcore (or desperate) captains would be out. The current dark, cold, rainy conditions were tolerable by themselves, but all three together were an excuse to stay home.
The alarm on Rusty’s phone had gone off at its usual time. Hearing the rain smacking against the metal roof, he rolled back over, thinking four thirty was too early to be up this morning, but had been unable to fall back asleep. In fact, he had tossed and turned so much last night that his wife had abandoned him for the couch.
His decision to leave the drugs in the trap was on his mind. Even with the coordinates recorded, stuff happened out there. Neither the surface or the bottom of the ocean was the same two days in a row. Despite the snowbirds’ claims, winter was still a season in the subtropical latitudes. Most days were postcard perfect, but every week or so a front came through. Many systems were too weak to do more than knock a few percentage points off the humidity level, but the stronger ones, as this was, had an impact. Sixty degrees was pretty damned cold here.
That much money sitting on the ocean floor was too uncertain for him. He had regretted not taking it as soon he got back last night; now he knew he had to retrieve it.
After sliding into the top and bottoms of his wool long underwear, he pulled up his rain pants and put on a thick pair of socks. Cold was the enemy of anyone on the water and there were few, if any, enclosed wheelhouses with heaters this far south. After a lifetime spent at sea, he knew what to wear for every temperature and condition. Downstairs, he grabbed his jacket and, deciding not to wake his wife, went out to the truck. She knew that fishing in the rain was often profitable and would think nothing of him being gone.
The rain continued on and off as he drove down Atlantic Street to Stock Island. Out of habit, he kept a weather eye on the ocean to the right, and just before he reached the White Street Pier, he saw a light.
Glancing at the clock on the dashboard, he saw it was just short of five o’clock. Fishermen were creatures of habit, and unless they were heading far offshore, planned to be on the water at daybreak. A boat out there now, in these conditions, could only mean one thing—a poacher.
Feeling for the shotgun under his seat, he pulled it out and accelerated. Flying down Atlantic, he passed the airport, then crossed the bridge to Stock Island. Several minutes later, he was aboard his boat, engine running, and lines dropped. Motoring out of the inlet, he turned back to see the pile of rubble that until yesterday had been the fish house. The rain had extinguished the last of the smoldering embers, and the site looked vacant and dead.
He reached the channel and pushed down on the throttle. The lobster boat was not made for speed, but without the weight of the traps, he was able to get up on plane as he passed the last marker. Ahead, he could see the spreader lights of the boat and grabbed his shotgun. Placing it within easy reach, he continued toward the light.
At first, he was confused when he saw the boat was a center console, but as he approached he could see the outline of a man and woman. Just before they extinguished their spreader light, he saw the man turn in his direction. It was Travis. With one hand on the wheel, Rusty set the barrel of the shotgun on the windshield.
Rusty was well aware of how inaccurate gunfire was on the water, and did his best to settle into the rhythm of the seas before he exhaled and fired.





TWENTY-TWO
The sight of the fish house burning to the ground haunted JC, and he barely slept. He questioned his gods, asking them how this could happen to such a loyal follower, but there was no response. Seeing Sloan had bothered him. Knowing the black cloud that was his son was involved turned the situation from bad to dire.
He’d been a proud father, supporting the boy, in the hope he would break the mold and change the dye cast on his family. To some extent he had. On the rare occasions that JC took off the white rubber boots and put on his loafers, the Key West crowd was always interested in what Sloan was doing.
It had become more important after Sloan’s mother hightailed it out of the Keys with some lawyer from the Midwest. He had never been sure if it was him or the island that made her run. Key West could have that effect on people. For the few, the seas opened up the island; for others, being surrounded by water closed them in. Once his first wife had left, he felt the need to become legitimate to meet the second Mrs. Cristobal. Looking back at the woman who had turned into the witch he was currently married to, he realized the money was all for naught.
He threw a nasty look at her as he got out of bed and set his feet on the old wood floor, and smiled for the first time in two days. His boy was in for a rude awakening.
More worrisome to his plans was Travis. It had been when he showed up things went off the rails. Looking once again at the woman adorned with her scented face-mask on the other side of the bed, he left the room and climbed down the old stairs, staying to the outside of the treads so they wouldn’t squeak. Reaching the kitchen, he pushed the power button on the coffeemaker and looked out the window as the machine worked its magic.
The trees swayed back and forth, and rain dripped from the eaves of the metal roof. With deluges common here, gutters were close to worthless. What rain the ground could not handle flowed to the side streets, which became tributaries to the larger ones, which ultimately dumped the brown, silted water into the ocean. The greenies were all about stopping the sediment from reaching the ocean, but JC thought otherwise. Tourists might come for the advertiser’s claim of crystal-clear waters, but the fish bit better when it was murky. Cursing the weather, he grabbed the coffee pot, filled his insulated mug, and stepped outside.
The witch would not allow his white rubber boots on her floors, allowing them no further than a rubber mat by the door. Sitting on the bench by the side door, he reached for them. Looking at the sky, he knew dawn would be slow in coming this morning. It was still dark, the cloud cover concealing the moon and stars. Instead of a brilliant tropical sunrise, the sky would slowly lighten to a charcoal color, and that would be it.
He sat for a minute, wondering what he should do. His morning routine, etched into his soul over the preceding four decades, had ended with the fire. That fueled his growing anger even more, and revenge took center stage in his mind. First, he would find the priestess who had taken his money and misled him, then he would find Travis.
    
THE FIRST SHOT STARTLED HIM, but missed the boat. Instinctively, after hearing the retort, Mac started to take evasive action. He swerved to port and then starboard, hoping the serpentine movement of the boat would throw off the shooter’s aim.
“Get down,” he yelled to Pamela.
The second shot hit the console, sending fiberglass splinters across the deck. Poachers were fair game, and that was what it appeared he was. It wasn’t anger Mac felt; he knew the other boat held a fisherman and there was a good chance it was Rusty. Used to the single throttle on his trawler, Mac felt the reassuring width of the twin controls under his palm. Pressing them both forward at the same time, he heard the engines increase in pitch and launch them into the waves.
Though it was still dark, he could tell from the configuration of the running lights that the boat shooting at them was likely a lobster boat. Speed was his friend. Another shot whizzed by his head. Mac ducked, and pushed the throttles to their stops. The boat launched forward broaching on a wave, but Mac didn’t care. They needed separation and this was how he intended to get it. Another shot rang out, this one right by his ear. It had not come from the other boat. Pamela was kneeling in the space between the console and leaning post using the cushion as a support. She fired another round. Mac knew she had little chance of hitting anything except a stray flying fish with the .410, but he hoped the sound and muzzle flash of the shotgun would be enough to deter their attacker.
A different sound put him on high alert, and he glanced down at the controls. The port-side motor had dropped from forty-four hundred rpms to thirteen and was still falling. Whether the shooter had hit the aluminum head of the engine, or if it was a malfunction, didn’t matter. What did matter was the reduced speed.
When a twin-engine boat loses half its power, it loses more than half its speed. Mac didn’t have to look down to know the port engine was dead. With his senses finely tuned to the vibration and feel of the craft, from the sound of the straining starboard engine and as they dropped off plane, it was apparent what had happened. Knowing he was redlining it for no gain, he dropped the rpms and chanced a look back.
The lobster boat was still there, but they were far enough away that it was no longer a threat. Mac took a few breaths, trying to control his racing heart and evaluate their situation. With one engine, he was crippled, but not dead, and wanting to see what the lobster boat was up to, he cut the running lights.
On a clear night, a boat was just as visible with or without lights. The backdrop of the boat against the night sky was like a negative, blocking the stars behind it. A trained eye could easily see the shape in the night sky. The only problem now was the thin band of light on the horizon foretelling the approaching dawn. Mac was crippled, under fire, and soon to be exposed.
Pamela stood like a statue beside him. This was not the first or even the second time they had been under fire together; in fact, Mac was starting to lose count. Their relationship—and for the first time, Mac didn’t deny the word—had come a long way. From accepting her as just another of Trufante’s girlfriends, most of whom were very short-lived, to a somewhat eccentric acquaintance who Mac feared more than liked, she had proven that she had both staying power and a sturdy spine. He still wondered about her mystical side, but having her in his court was better than having her against him.
Mac glanced back to the north, where the running lights of the other boat were still visible against the dark sky. With the slow-burning dawn gradually lighting the sky behind the center console, he knew they were an easy target. Fortunately, they were far enough away that Rusty had decided to conserve ammunition. He might have guessed the boat was crippled, but he didn’t know for certain. Returning fire, even though it had been ineffective, at least told him they were armed.
Their current situation was a standoff. Whether Rusty knew it or not, the boats were now equally matched. If it came down to firepower, Mac had no idea who would win. The one thing he knew for certain was that Rusty was not going away. Commercial fishermen are persistent and hardworking. It takes long days, often under harsh conditions, to consistently bring fish, lobster, or crab to market. Even those who skirted the laws by harvesting out-of-season fish or taking shorts still had to work for them. Rusty was of the later category, but still had the attributes to survive the harsh conditions.
Looking for the best possible outcome, and without the advantage of a faster boat, Mac thought about his foe. During harder times, Mac had fished every day for weeks on end and knew firsthand the toll it took, first on your body, and then your mind. A lot of guys he knew self-medicated with alcohol and drugs. Mac didn’t know if Rusty fell into the former category, but he had heard the man was a hard drinker. On a day like this, Rusty wouldn’t be out here if there wasn’t something hidden in one of those traps.
The only way to run Rusty off the trap line was to come straight at him with guns blazing. They had two shooters to his one, and by running a course directly toward him, it would be hard for him to judge their speed.
“Get ready to fire,” Mac said, spinning the wheel. He doubted Rusty would pull the trap with them this close. The only way to get the drugs was to force Rusty to act.
Mac lined the boat up just as the first rays of dawn fought through the horizon behind him. He could tell the battle between the weather gods was over and the storm had won when a blood-red shadow fell over the water. Mac didn’t have time to analyze the science behind the old saying: Red sky in the morning, sailor take warning. He pushed down on the throttles, and ignoring the screaming alarm from the port engine controller, got what speed he could from the starboard. There was a brief moment of concern for Trufante’s boat, but if Mac didn’t find the drugs, the boat would be of no use to either Trufante or himself.
“Fire,” Mac called out.
Pamela had the shotgun braced against the top of the console. While she emptied the chamber of the four remaining rounds, Mac pulled the pistol from his waistband and shot several rounds in Rusty’s direction. He knew they were out of range. The last thing he wanted was to injure the man. Mac was counting on the threat.
The rain had stopped, and the sky noticeably lightened. Each wave was now visible. Mac risked a quick glance behind him and saw the sun making a valiant effort to appear. He shot again while Pamela reloaded, wanting it to be clear to Rusty that there were two weapons aboard and he was outgunned.
The sky darkened again, and pellets of rain struck Mac and Pamela as they closed on Rusty. Pamela had reloaded and released two rounds in quick succession, to which Mac added a third.
A cloud of black smoke rose from Rusty’s boat. Besides the gunshots, their straight-on course and the unsettled weather were in their favor. Rusty had no idea how far away they were or how quickly they were closing. With their first tactic proven successful, he needed to close the deal.
“Slow the rate of fire,” Mac called to Pamela as he backed off the throttles slightly. They needed to allow Rusty time to retrieve the trap, not scare him off. Pamela shot once more, but Mac held his fire. He could clearly see the figure of a man at the stern with a gaff in hand. Having done this a thousand times himself, Mac’s muscles twitched in response to Rusty’s activity.
With the boat at an idle, Rusty was facing into the current with his bow lined up on the buoy. Once within reach, Rusty snagged it, and before the forward motion of the boat pulled the line tight, keeping one hand on the gaff, he reached for the rear controls and dropped the transmission into neutral, and with a well-practiced ease, he slid the line around the wheel of the winch.
Just before he hit the switch, Pamela shot again. They were close enough that Mac had meant to have her hold fire, but he had been caught up in what Rusty was doing. Pellets ricocheted off the steel wheelhouse, causing Rusty to jump and duck. As he did, the line came free of the winch and dropped back in the water.
“Hold fire.” It was better late than never.
Mac dropped his speed even further, knowing the situation was growing critical. After the near miss, Rusty might just run. Instead, Mac saw him glance back, then turn back to the controls and jam the transmission hard in reverse. Backing up on a pot was a bad idea; a sure way to get the line stuck in the propeller. But Rusty appeared desperate.
Mac was close enough he could see the buoy bobbing off the stern. Rusty reached back with the curved point of the gaff to snag it. He was so focused on pulling the trap aboard that he failed to notice the line drifting under the boat. Mac held his breath, waiting for it to tangle in the propeller and stall the engine, but it floated underneath. Rusty wasn’t out of the woods yet, though. He needed to get the trap aboard before the transom smashed it to pieces.
Mac saw it happen in slow motion. Rusty had the line in his hand, and had dropped the boat into neutral, but it was a split-second too late, and the momentum caught the trap, dragging it under the boat. The water behind the boat suddenly flattened out and changed. Pieces of wood drifted back, then red fabric, and finally, a bubbling white that under any other circumstance might have looked like the prop wash behind a running boat.
Mac knew it wasn’t.





TWENTY-THREE
Time stood still as Rusty, Mac, and Pamela stared at the white powder dissolving in a billion gallons of seawater. In a matter of seconds, in a slow-motion swirl, a million dollars was … gone. All of them felt remorse and fear, but the loss meant something different to each: riches, livelihood, or love.
The rain continued unabated, masking the sound of the idling engines and giving the scene a surreal quality. Rusty, having lost the least, merely grunted, as if it were just another empty trap, and without a glance moved to the forward controls in the wheelhouse. Mac thought he heard a curse just before the boat’s transmission clicked into forward. Smoke hung in the air as the engine strained to push the hull through the first few waves, then Rusty was gone.
Caught in the vortex from the propeller, small bits of red vinyl from the dry bags were still visible in the water. The drugs were long gone. Mac Knew Warner was less interested in recovering the actual drugs than the cash it would bring him.
With Mac’s options limited until he could figure out how to find enough cash to buy Warner, his focus turned to Pamela and Trufante. From personal experience, Mac knew each of them had their own stories and baggage. Mac and Mel had joked that Pamela was like the suitcase she’d been dragging the first night Trufante spotted her—one wheel short of a full set. But over time, she had proven to be different, and a good influence on the Cajun. At this point, they were like family. A stranger might simply have seen sadness or fear in her eyes; but Mac knew it was rage behind the tears that mixed with the raindrops streaming down her face.
The day was light enough now that Mac could see the individual storm cells surrounding them, each hung from the sky with dark grey rain curtains that stretched to the water. Rusty’s boat disappeared into one, and Mac turned away. What Rusty had done no longer mattered. The fisherman would never know how his greed had complicated lives, but it didn’t matter. He was no longer a part of this.
Pamela broke the spell. “What are we going to do, Mac Travis?”
In the space of a few minutes, Mac’s emotional arc had moved from disbelief, to bewilderment, to rage. Sitting in the downpour, he felt his blood boil. With an image of JC squarely in his mind, he turned the wheel away from Stock Island and headed back around Key West.
    
JC FOUND himself driving the streets of Key West with no conscious destination. But his habits were indelibly ingrained, and at six thirty, as the door opened, he found himself in front of his usual first stop, The Cuban Coffee Queen on Margaret Street.
The old Cuban woman behind the bar greeted him as usual and, without having to take his order, spooned a hefty dose of espresso into the metal basket. Seconds later, when the first drops of coffee spit from the machine, he watched as she whipped in a tablespoon of sugar. Minutes later, JC stood at the counter sipping from the small cup. Typically, the first sip brought a smile to his face, but today there was only concern. After finishing the coffee, he ordered another to go, then grabbed a large bottle of water from a glass-doored refrigerator. Taking it back to the counter, he prepared for a scolding from the woman behind the counter when he ordered two pastries. He gladly suffered the maternal tirade, knowing she actually cared about him. She was worked up enough that it wasn’t worth explaining that one was for someone else, and he looked toward the door, hoping another customer would enter to divert her attention.
The door remained closed, unusual at this hour, when the café was usually crowded with fishermen. While the woman’s quiet husband rang up the bottle of water, pastries, and coffees, JC looked outside at the large drops of water dripping from the awning. Just before he turned away, a dark blue truck with the state’s FWC logo stenciled on the door pulled to a stop and parked.
The man took his twenty-dollar bill, his aged fingers struggling to make change, but JC was not watching. He was focused on the front door, thinking the gods had once again misinterpreted his wishes. Running excuses through his head as he waited, he thought about making a run for the back door, but there was nowhere to go. Warner had likely heard about the fire, but regardless, was here for his monthly envelope anyway. If the officer didn’t find JC here, his next stop would be JC’s house.
JC decided it was better to meet him here and now. Fortunately, the rain had kept the fishermen at home. Being seen with the officer would be a strike against JC’s reputation, something Warner wouldn’t care about. He would relish putting pressure on the old fishmonger in front of witnesses.
Taking his change from the man behind the counter, JC said a quick “thank you,” and dumped the coins in the empty tip jar, hoping the money would influence the gods in a small way. With the water bottle, pastries, and coffee in hand, he walked to a small table in the corner and sat down, his back to the wall. This gave him some small advantage, as it forced Warner to sit in the opposite chair and face the wall. If customers started streaming in, Warner would be uncomfortable, not being able to see who was watching him and possibly talking behind his back.
As JC waited for Warner to sit down, he plotted. Warner had stopped at the counter and ordered café con leche, the American version of the powerful Cuban coffee. Taking the cup from the woman, he crossed the room and sat across from JC.
“Sorry about your loss.”
Warner took the lid off his paper cup, having not caught the subtle hint from the old woman that he should take it and leave. While Warner blew on the steaming foam, preparing to take his first sip—which hopefully would burn his mouth—JC thought back on their history.
A dozen years ago the officer had been assigned to the Lower Keys. Warner’s predecessor was a local, and understood how hard it was to make a living here. He had sympathized with the fishermen, ignoring many of their smaller indiscretions. Knowing they needed a place to sell their catch, he extended the same courtesy to JC and his fish house. In exchange, JC and the fishermen were his eyes on the water. The deal worked for both parties. More out of necessity than laziness, the FWC officer knew he had no chance of covering the vast waters of the Keys. His counterparts on the mainland, where a handful of inlets were the only entry points, had a much easier task. The island chain was impossible to patrol.
Acting like a Mafia boss, Warner had changed all that with his “tax” on the locals, and JC’s share was substantial: twenty grand every month. At this point, with his business shut down, that was the extent of his slush fund. Between the costs of opening the bar and paying Trufante’s finder’s fee, he was broke. Now, both the cash and the drugs were in the wind. His men had worked over the Cajun, who didn’t have it on him and claimed it was gone. This early in the morning, JC knew it was pointless to check his phone. Billy Bones would need longer than the deep dark hours of the night to find a cash buyer.
Both men knew where they stood. JC stopped himself from passing his loss off to the whim of the gods. “Devastating.” He shook his head and looked down at the table.
“Rent some freezer space and you’ll be back in business. I don’t see any reason this should alter our agreement. By the time the front’s cleared out, you’ll be on your feet again.”
JC knew Warner was right. By dark, his business would be altered only in location. Having to shuttle product between rented spaces would be more expensive, but by tomorrow, he would ready. “It’s going to cost though.…”
The officer took another sip to hide his irritation. “I’ve been dealing with you old conchs for too long now. The next thing you’ll be telling me is that the payment was lost in the fire.”
JC extended his hands. “It was the gods’ will.”
“Those gods of yours won’t be able to keep you out of jail, if I don’t get my payment by tomorrow night.” Warner stood up, knocking over his cup and forcing JC to dodge the flow of lukewarm coffee heading across the table. “Tomorrow night,” he repeated, and turned to leave.
JC took a handful of napkins from the dispenser, and cleaned up the coffee. “Wait.”
Warner turned.
JC had one more card to play. “Our old friend Mac Travis is here.”
“What about him?”
JC saw a brief flash of interest in the cold eyes of the officer. “I can hand him to you on a silver platter. Got him mixed up in something bigger than fish.”
“Is that right?”
JC sensed the FWC man knew more than he was letting on. “You interested?”
“Maybe I am. Might relax some on the interest accumulating on your overdue payment.”
Warner gave JC a calculating look and walked out. JC waited until he saw the state truck pull away from the curb before picking up the bottle of water and pastries, which was for Trufante, and the fresh coffee for his ancestors. He left the café, and was walking down Margaret Street toward the cemetery when he saw a boat pull into the marina. He knew right away it wasn’t one of his fishermen, but wondered who would be out in this weather in a small center console.
Fishermen are a far cry from making fashion statements, but they know how to keep warm and dry. JC wrapped his slicker he had taken from his truck around him and pulled the hood over his head before crossing the street. As he approached the man started to look familiar. Normally, he identified people by their boats. This one was not familiar, and he moved closer. A man and a woman were huddled behind the console, neither in foul weather gear. This alone was a red flag and he squinted through the falling rain until he could see the man was Mac Travis.
Moving under the cover of a restaurant’s awning, he watched the boat back into a slip, and pulled out his phone. The last three calls had been to Rusty—all unanswered. He hoped the fisherman was still asleep with his phone turned off, but JC knew there was another reason he might not be answering. When Travis and the woman stepped onto the dock empty handed the gnawing suspicion that had been building in his stomach rose into his throat. Travis didn’t have the drugs, and Rusty wasn’t answering.
If Travis didn’t have the drugs, he was a dead end. He needed to find Rusty, but before he located the missing fisherman, he needed to feed his hostage.





TWENTY-FOUR
Sloan ducked deeper into the alley where he had been hiding. Knowing the window for his delivery and payment was closing quickly, he had wandered toward the café, remembering stopping there was part of his father’s morning ritual. By the time his father arrived, the ball cap on his head was soaked through, ruining the last bit of his meager protection against the weather.
Not much later, a boat arrived; one coming in this early, and in this weather, caught his attention. When he turned to check it out, he saw Mac Travis. Hoping either his father or Travis would provide him a clue that would lead him to the drugs, he waited, watching both men.
He wasn’t sure exactly what he was hoping for, but any action was better than the stagnation he had felt since arriving here. Any moment, he expected a call from his supplier. The storm would only provide an excuse until it passed, and in the growing light he already could see the last of the squall lines blowing south past Key West. Small wisps of black clouds still blew through, providing a few sudden downpours, but the worst had passed, and that meant he was running out of time.
After he saw Travis back the boat into a slip. Sloan looked down Front Street, desperate to find a cab in order to follow Mac after he left the boat. His eyes stopped at the Cuban coffee shop he remembered from his childhood. The door opened and an FWC agent left. He knew the man’s presence had something to do with his father. Moving closer, he looked through the window, and saw his father sitting alone at a corner table.
Glancing back at the marina, he saw Pamela was with Travis. He wasn’t sure what to think. Despite, or maybe because of, her disinterest in him, he was still fascinated by her. He tried to put the sexual stirrings aside and focus on the reason the pair were together. Because with Trufante, his father’s hostage, it had to have something to do with the drugs.
    
AS IF ON CUE, the rain stopped as soon as Mac got into the VW. One look to the north told him that the worst was over, although several patches of dark clouds remained. Just as he started the engine, his phone rang. He stared at the screen, knowing the call was local, but not who it was from. He had no choice but to answer.
“Seems you show up in all the wrong places, Travis.”
Mac didn’t need an introduction. He knew the voice. “Sounds like you’re into something you shouldn’t be, as well.”
“Goddamned son of bitch…” JC started, then quickly mumbled something Mac couldn’t hear. “That Cajun boy mean anything to you?”
Mac felt Pamela close the gap between them. The call volume was up and JC was speaking loudly. Mac could tell from the look on her face that she had heard. “What about him?” Mac turned to Pamela and gave her a reassuring look that also told her to stay quiet.
“Seems like you were responsible for the loss of my product and I have your mate. A trade might be in order.”
“I’m not paying off your drug bill.”
“I had an interesting conversation with an FWC agent this morning. Name of Warner… “
It was Mac’s turn to curse. “What does that son of a bitch have to do with this?”
“I don’t know, other than he has an unusual interest in you. We can be friends here, Travis. Just cover my loss, and you get your boy back, and as a bonus, I make the FWC guy your new BFF.”
Mac paused, wanting to string JC along for a few minutes to allow him time to think. Pamela misinterpreted his ploy, and went to grab the phone. “We need to find him—” she started.
Mac simultaneously covered the mic on the phone and put a finger to his lips, silently asking her to be quiet. He could see Pamela was frustrated, but she complied.
“You got a number in mind?”
“Two fifty.”
“A quarter million? Where do you think I’m going to get that?”
“Rumor has it you know where some treasure is.”
The first big mouth who came to his mind was Billy Bones. Whatever the king of sleaze knew, the island knew.
“It’s in the National Park. Why do you think I left it?” His friend Kurt Hunter knew the location, but Mac hadn’t heard from him since they had found it. The silence was nothing more than both men’s natural inclination of not to talk to anyone, unless there was something both current and important to say.
Mac had left the treasure alone for several reasons. Because it was inside the boundaries of the Dry Tortugas National Park, and in waters under the State of Florida’s jurisdiction, obtaining a permit to explore the area, much less recover the treasure, was an impossible task. Mac knew the government’s game, and from reading Nick Van Doren’s journal, he recalled that there were several of Jean Lafitte’s ships wrecked in the same area. He could only imagine the archeologists converging to fight over the Holy Grail of a pirate ship or three.
“Anyway, it can’t be done,” Mac said.
“So, it is there.”
Mac sensed that JC had been bluffing. He looked over at Pamela, who was biting her nails. He had no intention of paying off JC, even if he could recover the diving bell or find the money some other way, but he needed to buy some time. “These things take time. I need to know that Trufante is okay.”
“A couple of days is all you get. You know where that treasure is, and how to get it. Remember, it’s not just Trufante. That FWC guy looked pretty impatient. Wouldn’t be surprised if there was already a warrant out for you.”
Pamela looked like she was about to come unglued. “I need to hear his voice. I think he’s among the dead.”
“I’m not doing anything until I hear his voice.” Mac looked at Pamela, who appeared relieved.
“Start making plans, Travis. I’ll be in touch.”
Mac was already deep into a plan, even before knowing Trufante was okay. The mention of the treasure by JC gave more weight to the number one thing on his list—discovering what Mel and Ned were up to.
A cloudburst got his attention. His natural reaction was to check the boat, and he glanced backward, surprised to see Sloan standing behind the car.
    
JC DROPPED off the food and drinks at the cemetery and headed toward Stock Island. Dealing with with Rusty was next on his list. When he turned into the site of the old fish plant, JC was relieved to see Rusty working aboard his boat, which was tied up to the seawall.
JC approached the boat and in seconds was hands on hips and inches from the fisherman’s face. Rusty’s fists opened and closed as if he wanted to strike him, but JC ignored him, knowing there was no danger. As expected, Rusty restrained himself, probably not wanting to incur any further wrath. Even without the fish plant, JC was a powerful man in the fishing community. If not for the rain this morning, the back of his truck still would have been stacked with white plastic bins filled with fish and ice.
The muscles and veins stood proud on JC’s neck. “What happened?”
Rusty backed away. “It was a mistake. The other boat came up on me and I rushed. Prop slashed through the bags when I put it in reverse.”
JC’s hands remained on his hips, but his right foot moved in front of his left, like a boxer preparing to launch a blow. “All of it’s lost?”
“Every damned last bit.” Rusty’s hands relaxed and he took another small step backwards. “I was trying to look out for you. Shit happens to them pots when the wind blows like this.”
JC realized at this juncture the fisherman was powerless to do anything. Rusty had screwed up enough, and it was JC’s standard procedure to eliminate those who failed to perform. For smaller infractions, he would render them outcasts in the community; this was quite a bit more serious and no one who knew what had happened would be surprised if Rusty was soon involved in an accident.
“It was Travis,” Rusty pleaded. “I’ll take care of him for you.”
“Goddamned, mother f-ing, son of a bitch, go to hell,” JC yelled, then muttered, “My pardons to the gods.” He collected himself. “Travis has his own problems. Seems the FWC is after him, too. And I got some leverage, if you know what I mean. He’ll come up with the money to replace what you lost.”
That brought a bit of relief to the fisherman’s face. “I owe you, man. If there is anything I can do, you just let me know.”
JC looked pensive, already thinking of something beyond the man in front of him. “Yeah, gonna need some tails and claws—whatever you can bring in. Gotta pay for this.” He glanced back across the canal at the ruins of his business. “Tell all your buddies. No questions asked. ”





TWENTY-FIVE
Mac got out of the car and headed directly to Sloan.
Pamela was right behind him, and with desperation in her eyes, turned to Mac. “Maybe he can help.”
Ignoring his gut, he looked at Sloan, wondering what this Ivy league preppy could possibly hope to accomplish. From the comical whales on his Vineyard Vines short-shorts, to the almost dainty V-neck, too-soft T-shirt, if there was a look that said incompetent, it was standing in front of him. Mac had not dwelled on Sloan’s motives back at the IV place.
Continuing his survey of Sloan, Mac noticed the boat shoes, and gave him one point—from the salt stains around the circumference, these shoes had actually been on a boat. Nevertheless, his observations and assumptions left little to trust about the man.
“Tru’s missing,” Pamela told him.
Sloan was focused on Pamela, but watching his face, Mac saw no concern there for Trufante. His attraction to her and his Ivy league appearance told Mac all he needed to know about Sloan’s moral fabric. Thinking back to the IV place, he wondered if Sloan hadn’t drugged Trufante to get Pamela away from him. Mac tried to look inside a person before judging them, but in this case the facade was the man. Mac had never been attracted to Pamela, although he could see why most men were. Sloan certainly was.
In the instant he made his evaluation of Sloan, Mac noticed the look on Pamela’s face. He knew her smitten look, which she usually reserved for the Cajun, but it was clear she was wearing it now. He just wasn’t sure if it was genuine or a feline ploy to recruit Sloan to help. Under other circumstances, Mac would have let her walk her own path, but with his freedom and Trufante’s life on the line, he needed to rein her in. This was not the time for her to indulge in her fantasies, even if Sloan could actually help. There were already too many people involved for Mac’s taste.
“We need to get back to Ned’s,” Mac said. Figuring the best way to pry the two of them apart was to move on, he started to walk back to the car.
Sloan followed them. “I grew up here. I know people. Maybe some high-placed officials with the Fish and Wildlife Commission.”
Wondering how he knew about Warner, Mac clenched his fists and turned on Sloan. He stopped short, trying to get his brain to override his primal instinct to pound the man into the sidewalk. If he was to rescue Trufante, and solve his own problems, he needed to work with people, not against them. There was no doubt that Sloan’s offer to help was laced with self-interest, but Mac decided he had no choice but to use him. It wasn’t only the fishermen who were a close-knit community here. The politicians, judges, and dealmakers were thick as thieves. Mac started to think that Sloan might have some value if he had access to them. Before he could answer, Pamela cast the die.
“But the treasure, Mac.”
There are few words in the English language that have the same instantaneous effect on people as treasure. Mac could see it in Sloan’s eyes. Now that the word had been spoken, Sloan would probably follow them anyway, and Mac decided it was better to know where he was rather than have him plotting in the background. The feeling that he couldn’t trust the man resurfaced, and he wondered why Pamela’s radar, usually so precise at pinpointing lechers, was jammed.
Without a word, Mac started forward. Sloan took this as invitation, and followed Mac and Pamela toward the VW. Once they were underway, Mac had to roll down the windows to evacuate the smell of the fruit-juice cologne Sloan was wearing, another strike against the man he already disliked. It was still early, especially for Key West, and traffic was light. Mac cruised the VW through the flooded intersections that would have been impassable if there were oncoming traffic.
Arriving at Ned’s, the uneasy trio unloaded. Inside, Ned and Mel were drinking coffee and poring over documents. Mac moved over to where Mel was sitting, leaned over, and kissed the top of her head. Lingering there for just a second, he was about to ask if she had slept, when he noticed the familiar handwriting on the pages in front of her.
“That’s Van Doren’s writing.”
“Don’t be so surprised. You found the rest of the journal the other night.”
Mac noticed Sloan scanning the papers, books, and maps scattered on the table. Placing a firm hand on Mel’s shoulder, he directed her attention to Sloan, silently encouraging her not to reveal anything.
“Is it worth $250,000?” Pamela broke the ice.
“A good deal more than that,” Ned said, without looking up.
Mel must have been more tired than he thought. It took her computer-like mind a long second to process what Pamela had said.
“What’s going on?”
“That man has Tru,” Pamela said, starting to cry. Sloan moved close, and placed an arm around her.
Again, Pamela surprised Mac by allowing Sloan’s touch to linger.
Mel looked up and took her glasses off. “And he wants a quarter mil for him?”
“We don’t seem to have a choice.” Mac picked up the photocopies of Van Doren’s journal. “The bell’s still down there. If Kurt reported it to the state, they haven’t announced anything. We all know there are no secrets when the government’s involved.” Mac thought this was confirmation that Hunter had yet to divulge the location.
Mac picked up his phone to call Kurt. A conversation was the only way to stop the speculation. He heard it ring, then, thinking the call should be conducted in private—at least away from Sloan’s ears—stepped into the office. It didn’t matter, as the phone went to voicemail. Mac was about to leave a message, but stopped. He was sure the voicemail had been personalized before, with Kurt giving his name and message. Now, it defaulted to the standard carrier’s response. Hoping nothing bad had happened to his friend, Mac disconnected.
“Something’s odd. The voicemail’s not his. Just the standard one.”
“I can try and reach Justine through the Miami-Dade forensics lab.” Mel’s thumbs started working her screen. “Okay, the best I can do right now is to send an email to her work account.”
A second later, a ding came from Mel’s phone. Mac waited while she checked it.
“Out-of-the-office message. Kind of strange for those two to go off the grid.”
Mac thought for a second. “Call me paranoid, but maybe we should make sure Bugarra is still locked up. Slipstream and DeWitt, too.” Vince Bugarra, the disgraced CEO of Treasure Salvors, knew where the gold-filled bell was, but he should have been serving his sentence for kidnapping Kurt’s family. Slipstream, Gill Gross’s deckhand, and DeWitt, the state archeologist, had been in prison when Mac found the diving bell, but they, and Bugarra, all had connections in the salvage community. Mel turned to Ned’s desk. “Worth checking, but easier done on a computer.”
While Mel searched the state’s database, Mac did what all boaters do when they had a free second, and checked several weather apps on his phone. If the gold was still out there, he could end this.
“The bad guys are all still where they ought to be,” Mel said, turning away from the computer.
“Doesn’t mean they don’t have their tentacles out. Slipstream’s a follower, but I wouldn’t trust that DeWitt, or especially Bugarra, isn’t operating from behind bars.”
Bugarra had the resources to make a deal from behind bars to have the treasure recovered, but Mac suspected his paranoia would prevent it.
“We still don’t have a choice, do we?” Mel asked.
Mac didn’t answer right away. He quickly reviewed his limited options, and coming up with nothing besides going to the Dry Tortugas himself, he nodded. “Ghost Runner’s up in Marathon.” Mac knew most of the commercial vessels in the Keys, as well as their captains. Off the top of his head, he could think of none who had both the equipment and integrity to allow into the circle.
Sloan leaned forward, as if to say something.
“What about pretty boy there? Doesn’t he have some fancy sailboat?” Mel jumped in.
“Damned if he does.” Mac counted heads, trying to sort out who should go where. “Looks to be about a fifty-foot motor-sailor. Suitable for diving, too. Could take it for just for a day trip.”
Mel picked up on the reluctance in Mac’s voice. “We don’t have much choice, Mac.”
“What about the legality?” Mac asked, wondering why she hadn’t brought it up.
“Just bring up enough to pay off JC, get Trufante back, and get yourself off the hook.”
“You’re saying it like you’re not going.”
“We’re going to need Ghost Runner. Probably better if Ned and I run up to Marathon and get her. We can continue to work this end on the trip.”
Mac couldn’t fault her logic, and was relieved she was going to solve the Ned problem. Somewhere north of age eighty, he had proven himself capable when they’d found the gold, but sooner or later he would be going on his last adventure, and Mac didn’t want to be a party to that.
“That works, if you’re good with it.” He knew it was the wrong thing to say before the last word left his lips. Mel, growing up here, could run a boat better than most captains before she was legally allowed to drive—not that age had stopped her then, either.
Mel shot him a look. “Did he give you a deadline?” Mel asked.
“No, I told him this would take some time.” Mac replied. He knew her failure to account for Trufante’s well-being was just her pragmatic lawyer-brain talking. With at least a partial decision made, they headed back to the kitchen to tell the others.
    
SLOAN COULDN’T BELIEVE this had fallen in his lap. When Travis had said they needed a boat, he raised his hand, like a teacher’s pet sitting in the front row of his first-grade class, and immediately volunteered the Surfari. Travis had doubted the boat’s ability as a salvage vessel at first, but after rattling off the specs for the engine, the tailgate transom, and the other custom features he had aboard, including dive gear for two, Travis had relented. His only problem now was what to do about his girlfriend.
Sloan stepped aside and dialed Eleanor, who quickly accepted his offer of a quick trip to see her mother, and told him she would get right back to him with plane flights. With that problem solved, he looked forward to some quality time with Pamela. From his experience there was nothing like a crisis to bring people together. Sloan steeled himself to be compassionate about Trufante. The ice had definitely started to melt, but he suspected an ulterior motive. At least after this he would know if he had her or not.
He and Mac went through a checklist of what they needed. As well-equipped as the boat was, it fell well short of many of the items Travis deemed essential. Finally, Ned broke the standoff.
“If it were me making decisions around here, I’d listen to the old guy. Mel and I are going to drive up to Marathon. We’ll catch a ride out to the island and bring the trawler down. You guys go scout out the site. You’ve got enough supplies and fuel to dive it and determine if it’s still there. By the time you have that part figured out, Mel and I will be on our way down.” Ned stood proudly. “The enemy of perfect is done, now get going.”
Sloan watched the others, curious as to how the dynamics between the strong personalities would work. For the first time since Sloan had met him, Travis was speechless, and with his girlfriend staring him down, the answer was obvious.
Sloan didn’t wait for the words to be spoken. “Meet you aboard in thirty minutes.” He turned to leave, but Pamela stopped him.
“Thank you for helping.”





TWENTY-SIX
While Mel and Ned were getting ready to leave for Marathon, Mac picked up the pages of Van Doren’s journal. The handwriting, though hard to read, was inviting, like that of an old friend’s—one who had helped him in the past.
He stood with Pamela on the porch until Mel and Ned were out of site. Then, turning, he went back to the kitchen, poured the last of the coffee from the pot into a mug, and sat at the table. Covered in books and notepads, he cleared enough room to lay out the pages from the file folder the Rabbi had given Mel, and started to read.
The journal continued with the pages he had found the other night. The first entry started after Van Doren and his crew had led Lafitte’s two ships into their makeshift boom, wrecking them in the Dry Tortugas. Mac recalled the story of how Van Doren, trying to legitimize himself and his crew, were en-route to the Pacific. Their holds were full of treasure from two salvage jobs, and their future looked bright—if they could escape the unsettled political waters of the Caribbean.
Mac had wondered when he found the diving bell heavy with gold why Van Doren and company had never recovered it; they certainly knew where it was. As rain tapped on the metal roof, he picked up the first page and started to look for an answer.
I’d had the feeling that we were being stalked since seeing the sail earlier in the afternoon. That along with my recollection that we had spotted no other ships for the two weeks we had been careened, left only one possible answer.
I had personally told the story of our escape, and the grounding of Lafitte’s ships, to the Governor of Havana in order to garner his favor. There was no doubt that the Spanish had sent a ship to the site. Lafitte’s men, in an attempt to avoid prison, must have told the Spaniards of the wealth we carried—and they only knew a fraction of it. Once again, our best defense was the treasure aboard and their reluctance to sink us because of it.
An unknown ship approaching at night was not a good sign. Our lights had all been extinguished, but their lookouts should have easily seen us beforehand—just as we had seen them. If the captain of the other ship was experienced, he could see our shadow, but the shoals were in our favor. Knowing and fearing the waters, the captain was hove to as well. It was a low speed game of cat and mouse. Tiring of it, and thinking about what tomorrow might bring, I decided to change course and see if they followed.
I had gathered the crew and studied their concerned faces, accentuated even more by the shadows cast by the moon. It was decided that we would try and lose them in the night, then come back and recover the treasure.
Mason ordered the course change and we all watched the shadow of the other ship to see what she would do. With our new course leading toward the deep water of the Florida Straits, we had no fear of the shoals around the Tortugas, yet we were faced with another decision. If we put out all sail, we would reflect any light that hit us and be visible for many more miles than we were now. If not, we would wallow along, not putting any real distance between the ships. We decided that stealth was our best weapon, and a few hours later, we were proven right when it appeared that we had the seas to ourselves.
Daylight couldn’t come soon enough.
The hours passed slowly until finally the first hint of light appeared in the sky. We eagerly looked around and saw only water. With no idea where the ship had gone and if it had even been interested in us, we turned back toward the Tortugas. Our diversion had cost us several hours, but by late afternoon, the flat islands appeared as thin lines on the horizon came into view. As we approached, I could see the wrecks of one of Lafitte’s two boats, and a third mast standing straight and proud behind them.
It was as I had feared. The Spanish were trying to recover the treasure.
Mac set the pages down and sifted through the notes on the table, finally finding a summary in Mel’s handwriting that refreshed his memory. She had laid out in a timeline how Van Doren, with the help of another Sephardim, Emanuel, had discovered Moses Henriques’s cache in a cenote in Cozumel. Emanuel had then betrayed Van Doren and blown up their ship, The Panther. This led Van Doren to enlist Lafitte and his resources. They had struck a deal and, in exchange for a ship, provisions, and two escort vessels, Van Doren was to give just over half of the salvage of The Panther to the notorious pirate.
Van Doren had been sure that Lafitte’s captains were unaware that he had brought aboard Henriques’s cache, but when the salvage of The Panther slowed to a trickle, Lafitte’s men tried to take Van Doren’s ship. The ensuing chase led to the dive bell and gold being sacrificed in the Dry Tortugas.
Returning his attention to the journal, Mac sat back and resumed where he had left off. Having read the earlier part of the journal, Mac estimated that there was much more aboard Van Doren’s ship than Lafitte’s men, or the Spanish, knew about. What he had forgotten was that the “partners” had split the salvaged goods from The Panther and that five-eighths of it, Lafitte’s share, was still in the Tortugas.
By now, the crew had seen the ship and were all gathered around. It was clear to all of us, that if we wanted the gold and the treasure on Lafitte’s ship, which was rightfully ours, we would have to fight for it.
The faces of the the original eight plus the dozen freedmen who still remained were illuminated by a single lantern hung from the mast. I felt a brotherhood with them, but there didn’t seem to be any answers between them. With nothing to be gained until morning, I set the watch and went below with Shayla.
Keeping the crew happy was only part of the problem. I didn’t have that much experience with women, but knew when I was defeated. If I wanted to stay with Shayla, this had to end. Since our escape through the interior of Florida after the American Navy had taken down Gasparilla, several years and a ton of gold later, we were still labeled pirates. We’d been rich and poor and in the former case no better off, as there were no ports where we could trade legitimately or spend our riches. My hope was the Pacific would give us a fresh start.
Shayla slept soundly beside me while I tossed and turned through the night. When the first light showed through a gap in the curtain covering our single porthole, I still had no answers. Leaving Shayla to sleep, I crawled out of our bunk, and went up to the deck. It was quiet there as well with only the watch. After checking if there had been any problems overnight, I relieved the men and climbed the mast.
The breeze brushed against my face, but did nothing to clear my head. I’d made a promise to the crew that we would retrieve the gold, and another to Shayla. I stood on the spar, gazing into the rising sun, when I saw something move on the horizon. Bringing the spyglass we had bought in Havana to my eye, I scanned the open seas.
Two ships appeared before me. I called an alert to the deck and climbed down. As I ran to the helm, I saw Rhames coming out of the companionway. He reached out and I handed him the glass to let him make his own judgment.
I scanned the horizon to determine our options and saw sails being raised on the ship anchored over the bell. A red pennant was hoisted, and though I didn’t know their signals, I could guess well enough that we were in trouble.
It was Rhames, usually the main proponent in favor of a fight, who pointed out that we were badly outmanned and outgunned. I pointed to the third ship, now moving past the channel and into deeper water. It became clear in that moment that the Spanish had played us. They could have taken us in the cove where we had careened the ship, but we had taken the time and effort to fortify our position. If they were able to defeat us there, it would have cost them. Instead, they had been patient, knowing we would come for the treasure.
A few minutes later, the crew was back on deck, waiting for Mason to call out orders. It hadn’t been an easy decision, but they all knew that we were rich men with what we already carried in our holds. Staying to fight a battle we had little chance of winning made little sense. They had all seen the urgency of our situation and knew the only prudent thing was to get out while we still had our ship and treasure.
A loud boom came from one of the ships and a cannon ball dropped into the water a hundred feet from our stern. They were getting their range now and a minute later, another dropped about the same distance back. That was a good sign. They had made their adjustments and not been able to hit us. Balls were flying regularly and the lookouts called that they were continuing to fall short.
My feet felt the vibration of the sea as it passed below us. The work we had done was paying off and even in the light breeze we were moving faster than we had before careening, under better conditions. The other boats stopped firing and we all watched as they faded from view.
The story ended there, but Mac knew it was only a chapter in the tale. He had learned three things from the journal. One, that aside from the diving bell weighted with gold, there was more treasure in the Tortugas. Mac was sure the Spanish had recovered the easy pickings, but after finding the diving bell, Mac was familiar with the waters where Van Doren and his navigator, Mason, had led Lafitte’s ships. The Spanish, with their lack of divers, equipment, or experience would not have been able to salvage the treasure in the deeper water. Like many others lost on the reefs of the Caribbean, and especially since there were pirates who shunned records involved, the wrecks had disappeared from history.
The second thing Mac surmised was that the wrecks of Lafitte’s escort ships were fair game. Ned’s showing so much interest in the journal told Mac that the wrecks and their resting place were previously unknown.
Mac could feel the nervous tension in the pit of his stomach. He knew the cause, and fought it for a brief second. But, as the thought of treasure had captivated Mel and Ned, Mac knew it had a grip on him as well. Trufante’s circumstances and his own aside, now that he knew about the treasure, there was no running from it.
Mac set the pages down and looked outside. Once again, the rain had stopped, but unlike the previous storms, the brightening sky showed faint rays of the sun pushing through. This was typical Keys weather, and within an hour, the island would once again be a steamy, tropical mess. The improvement made him feel better about the upcoming trip.
Through the window, Mac could see the top of Pamela’s head. Sitting on one of the wooden rocking chairs—required Key West porch fixtures—she was bent over. He got up to see what she was doing and glimpsed a cat sitting at her feet. Just as he was about to head out the door to tell her what he had discovered, then head down to find Sloan at the marina, she got up and followed the cat down the walkway, out the gate, and onto the street.
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The cat was telling her something; she was sure of it. Brushing its head incessantly against her leg, she finally reached down and picked it up. The orange and white tabby had no collar, which was not unusual. The tourist brochures said to come for the fishing, and the Key deer were certainly an attraction. What most didn’t know until they arrived was that there were several species of nuisance animals more abundant than snapper on the reef: rats, chickens, and feral cats all freely roamed the streets and alleys of the Keys, leaving the residents with noisy streets, messy yards, and infested crawlspaces and attics.
Looking into the orange eyes, Pamela saw Tru. She wasn’t sure what or how, because there was no resemblance, but he was there. When the cat jumped down to the painted deck, it turned back to her and stared again, telling her to follow. Mel and Ned had gone to Marathon and Mac was inside reading something. “What harm could there be?” she asked herself, as she got up and started to follow.
Turning onto Angelica, the cat checked back every block as if to make sure she was still there, further convincing her that this was some kind of destiny. Last night she had sent a prayer to the universe, and now it had responded.
Pamela was not religious, but had a steadfast belief that everything was connected. And this cat appeared to be channeling Tru. When the cemetery came into view she wasn’t sure what to think, only knowing that she was right; she was meant to follow the feline. Located near the center of the island close to its highest elevation—which was a surprising eighteen feet above sea level—like everywhere else on the iconic island, the cemetery offered tourist maps highlighting its classic Keys history. Pamela wasn’t interested in the bicycle-riding tourists and locals, dodging puddles, using the narrow streets as transit routes, or gawking at the quotable tombstones.
This cat had a plan. Pamela was more sure of it with every step. After passing through the gate, it turned left at the fork and strutted toward a plot with the name “Cristobal” etched in a slab of granite. The cat passed through an open cast-iron gate, but Pamela stopped short when she spotted a man sitting by the side of the mausoleum. The cat paid him no mind. It walked up to the closed door of the tomb and started to mew. Pamela distinctly heard a response, and she wondered if she had misread the cat.
Moving her attention to the man, she decided he must be a fisherman from his white rubber boots. He sat on a milk crate placed several feet in front of the wall. Hunched over, he appeared to be talking to someone. At first she thought he was crazy … until she heard a familiar voice respond. Though his voice was raspy, there was no doubt she had found Tru.
She didn’t dare move and distract the man, but from her spot behind an adjacent tomb, she determined that Trufante was being held inside the chamber. The door was closed and most likely locked. Her only way to rescue him appeared to be through the white-booted man.
Studying him, she decided he was praying. Not in a church-like way, or to any god that she knew. He remained sitting by the side wall, focused on what looked like a crudely drawn circle; half on the wall, the other half the sidewalk. Inside the circle was a white candle and a takeout coffee cup.
She held her breath when he turned. As if he knew she was there, his black-rimmed eyes found her, and even before he spoke, she knew she was in trouble.
“It looks as if my prayers have finally been answered,” he said, then turned back to the shrine and whispered what sounded like a “thank you” to his gods.
    
MAC RETURNED TO THE TABLE, looking for the rest of the journal, but found no other papers with Van Doren’s distinctive handwriting. He checked his watch and glanced out the window again. No sign of Pamela. Thirty minutes had passed quickly, and with Sloan expecting him at the marina, the last thing he needed was Pamela disappearing on him. Cursing under his breath, he grabbed the pistol, stuck it into the waistband of his cargo shorts, and headed out the door.
Early January had a funny feel to it, with its deflated expectations and tired Christmas decorations; new laws and resolutions that would become next year’s failures. The streets were empty after the nightly festivities. Between the late-night partying and the morning rain, the normally quiet streets were close to deserted. Realizing Pamela had about a five-minute head start, he decided one of Ned’s beach cruisers would be his best chance to catch her.
Even without the traffic that would ensnare the city by nightfall, driving around Key West was slower than using a bike or scooter. Neither rooster or pedestrian cared about stepping into oncoming traffic without looking, making driving risky and slow. Add in the one-way streets, some so narrow that there was barely a lane for traffic between the rows of parked cars, there was clearly a need for better options. Mac crossed the path to the detached garage in a few steps, opened the door, and took out one of the three bicycles.
He wobbled, and it took him a few minutes for his sea legs to acclimate to the pedals before he made peace with the bike. Deciding that at this hour the streets were safer than the sidewalks, Mac started down Angelica in search of Pamela. Pausing at every intersection, he scoped out the side streets as he went. Reaching the cemetery, and having seen no sign of her, he thought about backtracking and checking the small bakeries and coffee shops he had passed along the way, but then he thought of the cat she’d followed.
She knew the plan was to go with Sloan to the the Dry Tortugas. If it were anyone else, he might have turned left and headed to the marina, but he was dealing with Pamela and the sight of the cemetery ahead lured him closer. Mac knew Key West as well as many residents, and had transited the cemetery many times en route to other destinations. This time, as he entered the gates, he scanned every gravesite and structure, looking for Pamela, or the cat.
He had circumnavigated the inner loop of the cemetery, passing many notable Key West figures. It was quite early, but a few tourists were crowded around the gravesite of “Sloppy Joe” Russell and the USS Maine memorial. Some stopped to read the more famous inscriptions: “I told you I was sick,” and “Just resting my eyes.” Mac ignored them as he continued to look for Pamela. He had just about given up and turned onto the diagonal lane that led to Margaret Street. With her nowhere in sight, he decided to see if she was at the marina.
A few minutes later, Mac slid the bike into the empty rack by the Half Shell Oyster Bar and walked down the dock. The Surfari sat in her slip by the end of the finger pier. Stepping down the ramp to the floating docks, he almost crashed into a young woman pulling a wheelie suitcase—or, rather, she almost crashed into him. He apologized and got a “whatever” muttered under her breath as a wheel on the heavy bag rolled over his boat shoe. Figuring her for another Key West casualty, he put her from his mind and focused on what lay in front of him.
Because of the passing storm, the marina was just coming to life. Usually half-empty at this hour, with charter boats taking snorkelers to the reef or fishermen to the Gulf Stream, mid-morning was generally a quiet time. Mac kept his head down, not wanting to engage in conversation as several of the charter captains and mates greeted him, finally reached the Surfari. Admiring the boat, it took him a few minutes to remember that this wasn’t a pleasure trip. Lives and livelihoods were at stake. Sloan greeted him and, out of habit, Mac asked permission to board.
“Jimmy Buffett’s got one just like it,” Sloan said.
“Not a fan,” Mac muttered, hating name-droppers. In his opinion, the singer had gone off the rails in the last few years. With Margaritaville restaurants and hotels now commonplace, and the never-ending tours singing the same old songs, he wondered if you took the alcohol away if anyone cared anymore.
Stepping down to the single-level deck, Mac took in the layout. Where most sailboats were a jumble of levels and steps this was designed for easy access, with the entire cockpit and main area of the cabin on one level. He was immediately drawn to the transom, where he examined the mechanism that lowered the stern of the boat like the tailgate of a pickup truck.
“Buffett’s is smaller,” Sloan added.
Mac cringed, knowing he was about to spend a whole day with this guy.
“Sorry for the clutter. We live aboard.” He looked toward the pier. “Where’s Pamela?”
Mac realized that the woman who had crashed into him earlier was the other half of Sloan’s “we.” Woman who could live aboard were rare creatures. A lot of the comforts many desired or thought essential were not available on a boat. Trading a washer and dryer for a marina laundromat, or a shower with unlimited hot water and enough room to shave your legs for a tiny cubicle, or even a common shower in a marina, was too much for many women—and men. He had to question Sloan’s decision-making, if he had sent the woman packing in hopes of drawing Pamela in.
“She got caught up in something.” Mac looked at his watch. “We need to move if we’re going to meet Mel and Ned.” Mac could see the indecision on Sloan’s face as he glanced back toward the dock.
As if to pacify Mac, Sloan went to the helm and started the engines. “Maybe just a few minutes.”
Mac noticed the shore power was still plugged in, and went to the outlet, where he unscrewed, then removed, the twist-lock plug. Hopping up to the deck, he disconnected the other end, as well as the freshwater hose from the pedestal. A minute later, with the utility lines stowed, the boat was ready to depart. Mac looked back at Sloan, who had remained behind the wheel with his gaze fixed on the dock.
“I’ll get the bowline, then we can go.” Mac moved forward, assessing the condition of the boat as he did. Despite his comment about the clutter, it was rare for a live-aboard to be so neat. Most decks were a mess of tanks for fuel and water, barbecues, potted plants, folding bikes, and kayaks. The Surfari had none of that. Mac could see the well-designed compartments strategically placed to hold gear. If he only could like and trust the man at the wheel as much as the boat, this might be a better trip.
With the bow free, Mac moved to the stern, where he released the crisscrossed lines and nodded to Sloan. Mac had given him no choice but to go.
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While Sloan idled out of the Bight, Mac checked out the rest of the boat. He wasn’t looking at the design and fittings, which he found to be well thought out, so much as the utility of the vessel. Ignoring the two staterooms and cabin space, Mac went right to the engines. He could tell before opening the hatches of the twin engines that the boat was faster than your standard motorsailer. Feeling the water move against the hull, he estimated they were going a respectable ten knots. One at a time, he checked the eighty-horsepower Yanmars for leaks. They were both new-looking and appeared to be clean and recently serviced. Moving back to the single-level deck, he stood behind Sloan, who sat in the captain’s chair located forward and amidships. Most of the cockpit was under the hardtop roof, well-protected from the sun. The wraparound windshield was well-designed, offering a two-hundred-seventy-degree view. Small vents allowed the breeze to flow through the cockpit.
He noticed Sloan fumbling with the controls. Without fail, Mac judged every boat he stepped on, and this one passed every test he could offer. It wouldn’t pull traps or get you to the Gulf Stream in half an hour, but otherwise, he gave it high marks. He could actually see Mel and himself cruising in it. Unfortunately, its captain didn’t pass muster.
Mac cringed and almost grabbed the wheel from Sloan as he cut the corner of the Bight, almost grounding them on the rocks. When the boat recovered, he set a course that would bring them around the inside of Sunset Key. “Once we clear the island, we’ll see what we can get out her.”
“Good deal,” Mac said, checking on the dual screens in front of the helm. He had a similar setup aboard Ghost Runner, and now that he had accepted the instruments and knew how to use them, he wondered how he had ever survived without them. Sloan had the portside screen set up as a chartplotter, showing the boat’s current position and the general area. The second screen showed every engine stat that you could ask for. Mac glanced from the tachometers to the oil levels, and with everything in the green, he looked back at the chartplotter.
“You ever been to the Tortugas before?” Mac asked.
“Not Fort Jefferson. I’ve been close, but stayed clear of the reefs.”
“Mind if I lay in a course, then?” Mac moved closer to the display.
“Go ahead. We draw five-foot seven underway.”
At least he knew that much. Knowing specifications was important, and certainly helped, but Mac could see by the awkward way he steered that the man’s nautical ability was not to be trusted.
Setting a course on the touch-screen display was as simple as touching spots on the chart, and within a few minutes Mac had laid in a general course that would get them within a mile or so of The Tongue, the area off the Bird Key Anchorage where he had found the diving bell. From there he would insist on steering the remainder himself. There was no way he was going to share those coordinates with Sloan.
Mac and Ned had found the narrow passage exactly as Van Doren had described it. There was no reason for him to think Lafitte’s two escort ships would not be in the same area. After finding the dive bell, Mac trusted Van Doren. He thought about extending the same courtesy to the man sitting next to him, but decided against it. For now, Sloan was an ally, but Mac was certain that status wouldn’t last once the first glimmer of gold came aboard. Treasure did strange things to your closest friends, never mind what it would do to your weakest ally.
They had just made the turn to the west after clearing Sunset Key, and now, heading away from Key West, Mac knew he had only a few miles before they would be out of cellphone range. Out of habit, he glanced at the controls, but there was no need. Sloan sat back in the padded captain’s chair, checking the water around them while the autopilot steered the course Mac had entered.
Taking his phone to one of the swing-out seats by the transom, he sat just outside of the shade structure and checked his messages. He was relieved when he saw that Mel and Ned had reached Marathon and were on their way down. The weather had passed, its only mark being the slightly less humid air. The seas had come down with the wind and were barely two feet. Mac expected with the path of the storms moving generally south, it would have cleared Marathon a few hours before Key West, and the conditions there would be better than here. He calculated that with the current sea state and Ghost Runner running at her cruising speed of twenty knots, they would reach the Tongue at about the same time, or even sooner, than the motorsailer.
“This your cruising speed?” Mac asked.
“Yeah, about twelve knots per hour,” Sloan said, clearly not wanting any input.
Mac couldn’t help but snort in disgust. Knots meant nautical miles per hour. Any real sailor would know that. Sloan had long ago run out of strikes against him, but this immediately went to the top of the charts. Trying to put it from his mind, Mac looked up at the mast, and then studied the sail controls. “Motorsail?”
Sloan’s face went white and he ignored the question, leaving Mac the distinct impression that he was a motor-only kind of sailor, one who used the mast as a social beacon rather than its intended purpose.
Sloan reached forward and tentatively hit two switches. The boat leaned heavy to port. Mac was caught off-guard, but had been around boats and rogue waves long enough to recover quickly. Sloan had released the main and jib simultaneously. Mac heard another winch motor and saw the foresail extend out from the forward stay.
With all the sail released at once, the Surfari healed over hard. The autopilot strained to correct the weather helm and failed, causing Mac to grab the wheel and do it manually while he found the controls to ease off the sails. A clearly flustered Sloan relinquished the captain’s chair, and Mac took over control of the vessel. Once he had it dialed in, the boat instantly reacted, picking up a good five knots, which would give them the additional speed they needed to make the rendezvous. Apparently, the boat knew more about sailing than Sloan. After checking his watch, Mac calculated their arrival. Seeing that it was just after noon, with six hours of daylight left and sixty miles of water to cover, if they could maintain this speed he might be able to get a dive in before dark. That would be good enough for today.
While the boat sailed itself, Mac sat back and tried to figure out Sloan’s motivation. Was it solely the treasure, or something else? With what Van Doren had described, the treasure was enough to lure any man. Mac knew the different symptoms of treasure fever. Many were excited for the adventure. Sloan had his jaw set like his life depended on finding it.
    
WHEN JC HAD SEEN the reflection in the coffee cup he had given as an offering to his ancestors, he was at first unsure what it meant. His relationship with the opposite sex was mercurial at best. After two bad marriages, and the wife of his most recent still haunting him, he preferred the company of fish to women.
Having fed his hostage, he had sat down in the circle to say a prayer. Bisected by the line where the ground met the wall of the crypt, the circle, scratched with crushed egg shells, represented his connection to his ancestors. The half above the ground was meant to represent the living; the half on the ground, the dead. He had just finished asking for their help when he picked up the still-full coffee he used as an offering, and saw her reflection in it.
Tilting it slightly, dumping half on the ground, he could see her face. Though he could not identify her, there had to be a reason she was here. The cemetery got plenty of tourist traffic, but most, after seeing the ritual circle, had avoided him. The bravest would meet his eye, nod, and walk on, either respecting his privacy or fearing his wrath. This woman was a little too interested, and he wondered if she was connected to the man inside.
The Key West cemetery was a far cry from most people’s vision of grassy lawns and manicured gravesites. With an estimated population of 75,000, many more than the living population of the key, the thirteen-acre cemetery was tight quarters. The only grass grew wild, and the roots of the banyan trees scattered for shade disrupted the even lines of many burial sites.
Visiting the crypt every day, JC knew his way around, and without looking back at the woman, he rose, took the coffee, and walked around the backside of the family crypt. Here, he stepped through the broken section of the cast-iron fence, crossed a patch of uneven concrete that was probably the site of a lost tomb, and crept behind the stacked coffins forming a mausoleum next to his family’s crypt.
He was behind her now, and since she didn’t move, knew he hadn’t been detected. With a quick prayer to the gods, he closed the half-dozen feet between them, drew the bait knife he kept sheathed at his side, and with just enough pressure to let her know it was a knife, pressed the blunt end against her bare shoulder.
The touch sent a shiver up his spine, and he immediately determined she was dangerous. The woman slowly turned to face him, and he smiled when he saw the look of submission in her eyes.
    
PAMELA FELT HIM BEHIND HER. The smell of fish gave him away. It wasn’t the same as when Mac and Tru came back from a trip. This odor was like a cheap cologne, not offensive, but still there. She tried to move, but found herself frozen. Pamela knew she’d made a mistake, but she had been mesmerized by the simple ritual.
If there were a degree given for life experiences in religion, Pamela would have a doctorate. Turned off by her Protestant upbringing, she started exploring at an early age. She’d always known she could feel things, especially when people were lying. Truth was what she sought, and with her innate ability to discern it, she filtered out the religions of the West pretty quickly. The Eastern religions fascinated her, and she had spent years cycling through them before deciding that they essentially were the same as the Judeo-Christian religions. They protected people by herding them, and then taking their money. Each one had their own processes and procedures, but they were all the same. Their aim was to make people either feel safe or guilty, give them a community, and take their cash.
Surprisingly, the Catholic religion held a strange appeal that she couldn’t shake. Its history of death and destruction aside, Pamela found a mysticism there. One that was picked up on by the Africans coming to the Caribbean with Santeria. She had only briefly been exposed to it before, but she knew what the circle was and that the man was conducting a ritual.
The cat slinking away should have alerted her to danger, but she had remained fixated on the circle. Before she realized it, the man was gone, and when the blade touched her bare shoulder, she knew she had overstayed her welcome.
“Get up.”
He used the blade to lever her to her feet. Pushing her forward, her hands landed against the wet stone walls. She felt something in his touch, though, something that took her just a second too long to identify. With the point of the blade pressing into her back, he used his free hand to open the lock, and before she could react, he shoved her inside. The door slammed shut just as she realized what the feeling was—he was as scared of her as she was of him.
The thought stayed with her for a long moment, until a voice caught her attention.
“Hey, babe. Good to see y’all came to get me.”
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With the major landmarks on the route—The Marquesas Keys, The Quicksands, and Rebecca Shoals—behind them, Mac started to focus on what was in front of them. They were less than twenty miles from Fort Jefferson. From his last trip, he knew there was no cell service, save for a private network that the National Parks people had access to. He’d taken a chance and hailed Ghost Runner several times on the Surfari’s VHF radio, but there had been no response. He hadn’t expected one yet. With the sails full and the engines running, the motorsailer was cruising at eighteen knots. He estimated that Mel and Ned, under the best circumstances, were running about forty miles behind them. Even with the antenna mounted on top of the mast, giving it more range, he doubted it would cover more than twenty miles.
Sloan had left the cockpit several times to refill his Yeti tumbler. Mac ignored him, fascinated by the electronic sail controls that continued to anticipate his adjustments a second before he did. He didn’t know what Sloan’s tumbler contained, but after the second refill, he could smell alcohol on the preppy’s breath whenever he leaned in to check the chartplotter.
“Care to disclose our final destination?” Sloan asked.
On the chartplotter, Mac had ended their route at the fort. He wasn’t sure what kept him from entering the final coordinates for The Tongue, the area Van Doren and his crew had dropped the dive bell in an effort to escape Lafitte’s ships. Whether it was conscious or subconscious, he didn’t trust Sloan. But there was little choice but to continue if Mac intended to dive the area tonight. With another captain, he might have discouraged the drinking, but with Sloan, he readily allowed it, even encouraged it, hoping it would fuzzy the man’s memory. In any case, Mac intended to trip the breaker and disable the electronics as soon as they arrived.
Delaying the inevitable, he checked the conditions, then when he could fabricate no other excuse, he reluctantly leaned over the screen and zoomed in on the area. Van Doren, without the aid of GPS and depth finders, had chosen an easily recognizable but hard-to-access location to ditch the treasure. Mac had spotted the dark, coral mass that Van Doren had named The Tongue from the deck of Ghost Runner. From the mast of a nineteenth-century ship it would have been easily visible. He studied the screen, trying to figure out the sequence of events that had led to the destruction of Lafitte’s ships. Van Doren’s journal had described how one ship had sunk after striking the chain boom that his crew had set, and the other, forced to change course by the wreck ahead, was forced into a nearby shoal. Van Doren and his crew had fled the scene, then outfitted and repaired their boat in Cuba before returning to salvage the diving bell, only to find a Spanish ship stationed on the site and two frigates ready to ambush him.
If he were to guess which ship still held her secrets, Mac chose the one the boom had taken down. Van Doren’s crew had stretched the anchor chain across the narrow channel just past The Tongue. By securing it to the gold-filled diving bell on one end and their ship on the other, Lafitte’s vessel would have sunk in thirty feet of water—too deep for the Spanish to salvage. The location of the boom was apparent. On Mac’s last dive, he had found the chain, and from the direction it lay he had plotted a course in his head to where the wreck should have settled. Mac knew that his calculations were far from a slam dunk. In the salvage business, should have usually meant you had no idea.
The direction and strength of the current on the day it happened would have affected the resting place of the ship, to say nothing of the two hundred years of storms that had swept the area since then.
Mac moved the cursor on the chartplotter to a spot in the sand. “We’ll try here first.” If Ned were here, he might have had a better suggestion, but Mac needed to start somewhere. He’d left the journal pages behind, thinking he knew them well enough and not wanting to risk the chance of Sloan seeing them. Now, he wished he’d brought them.
What was happening below the sea, as well as above, was a four-dimensional puzzle. Add into that a captain’s decisions while under duress and anything could have happened. One insignificant detail might provide an answer.
Treasure hunting was a needle-in-a-haystack kind of business, and Mac knew from experience how to manage his expectations. He had already dived the immediate area around The Tongue, finding nothing there except the diving bell and anchor chain. There was a good chance the wreck was gone, swept to sea by storms and currents or buried underneath several feet of sand.
The pitch of the engine changed as the autopilot adjusted course. Sloan stood awkwardly, clearly affected by whatever liquid the stainless-steel walls of his insulated cup held, and peered through the windshield.
Recognizing several landmarks, Mac realized they were within a few minutes of the waypoint. Whether he trusted Sloan or not in the long-term, Mac understood that whatever game Sloan was playing wouldn’t start until the treasure was found. Until then, he would be cooperative to a fault.
“You need help with the anchor or does this thing do it for you?” Mac asked. He had been engrossed with the push-button controls he had been using to sail the boat.
“If you could release the safety on the anchor, I’ll handle the rest.”
They changed places. Mac went forward while Sloan crept up on the waypoint. Looking down into the crystal-clear water, he could see the tip of The Tongue pass below the bowsprit. Looking back to see if Sloan noticed, Mac was relieved to see that he was focused ahead. At least for now, the location of Van Doren’s diving bell would remain a secret. Mac released the safety cable and moved back to the cockpit. He had already scoped out the storage areas and knew where the dive equipment was located. With the sun hanging low in the sky, he wanted to be in the water as soon as they anchored.
With the anchor set fifty feet off The Tongue, Mac pulled the buoyancy compensator and regulator from the storage box, setting them beside the fins and mask. There were two wetsuits there as well, but the man’s would be too small, and the woman’s even smaller. Though the water was close to eighty degrees, he would have liked the neoprene for protection. Calculating his buoyancy without the suit, he added a four-pound weight to each pocket of the BC and slid the harness over the tank. By the time he had the regulator affixed to the valve and the hoses sorted out, Sloan had cut the engines.
The rattling of the anchor chain told Mac it was time to go, and he moved to the tailgate transom. Pressing a concealed button on the starboard side, he waited while the transom lowered to the water. When it stopped, Mac guessed it added around thirty square feet to the deck. With the tank sitting on the deck and the dive platform created by the drop-down transom all at the same level, Mac sat with his feet over the edge, and worked his arms through the BC straps. Once secure, he slid the fins on his feet and gathered the regulator by sweeping his right arm low around his back. Checking the gauges one last time, he set the mask on his head and slid off the edge of the platform.
The first thing he noticed on entry was how relaxed he was. Depending on the style of the boat, entering the water was often the most taxing thing about a dive, and many divers were already panting, breathing hard through their regulators, and sucking the precious bottled air before the dive even started. The flush deck and transom of the Surfari had allowed Mac to suit up and enter the water with little effort.
Mac wasted no time sightseeing and, clearing his ears every few feet, dove straight for the bottom. The area was all sand, making assisted navigation a necessity, and he checked his compass before finning to the east in the direction of the anchor. Finding the rode, he followed it to the bottom and started exploring.
A large grouper flashed in front of his mask and he recalled the incident with the bull shark the last time he had dived these waters. He had dispatched that one with a 12-gauge shell from his bang stick. Sloan had no such weapons aboard, at least of the underwater variety. Without even a speargun for protection, Mac followed the ripples in the sand thinking they would lead him to the channel itself. He could tell he was on the right track by the contour of the bottom, carved out through years of tidal water running back and forth through the narrow pass. Staying close to the thickest ripples, he fought against the strengthening current until he saw coral encroaching on both sides, bringing the width of the pass from a comfortable fifty feet to a skinny twenty. Here, he guessed, Lafitte’s ship had sunk.
The ripples also told him it was not going to be easy to find the wreck. Their crests and valleys were tightly packed and steep, indicating that the current ran hard through the feature. From his experience, whenever this much water was moving, the bottom was constantly changing. Mac knew the wreck might be buried by tons of sand accumulated over centuries. As he cruised, first down the center of the cut, then to the eastern end where the coral infringed on the pass, he tried to remember Van Doren’s recollection of the water depth, again regretting not bringing the journal. The clue he needed could well be sitting on the table at Ned’s house. He only hoped the wreck had been protected by the coral; otherwise, the chances of finding it without equipment and more time, both of which would attract unwanted attention, were slim.
Mac approached the western coral mass. Reaching to within a few feet of the surface, he could easily see it tearing out the hull of a passing ship. He ascended to within a few feet from its top and started examining each section. His experience diving on wrecks told him that when looking for something two hundred years old, the minutia wouldn’t matter. Depending on the species, coral slowly grew at a rate of between one and six inches per year; over a few hundred years, the reef could encompass a wreck.
Mac had seen wrecks populated by coral within days of sinking. The older wrecks were often found by looking at the big picture from some distance away. He was looking for straight lines and shapes that didn’t appear in nature, but didn’t see any here.
Checking his air gauge, he saw there was still two-thousand PSI remaining in his tank. The red needle showing the maximum depth for the dive showed thirty feet on the depth gauge. Mac didn’t need a computer to know there were no issues with decompression sickness on this single dive. He calculated he had another thirty minutes of air before he had to return to the boat, enough time to check the eastern reef.
Turning away from the outcropping, Mac swam over the sand with his arm extended, compass in hand. When he thought he was near the center of the channel, he looked up and saw the aqua-colored hull of the Surfari. As well-thought-out as the sailboat’s deck and rigging were, the same attention to detail was found in the design of the hull. Instead of a fixed keel, the retractable-bulb style the designers had chosen was sleek and could be raised several feet. Aft of the keel, Mac saw the dual shafts coming from the engines. The propellers were folded back now, another performance feature that reduced drag while under sail. Toward the stern, instead of a single rudder, Mac saw dual rudders that would allow steerage while the hull was heeled over.
There was something about seeing the bottom of your boat while underwater that comforted divers, especially when it was where you expected to find it. Reassured, Mac turned his focus back to the water ahead and finned toward the dark area ahead. Even from this distance he could see the reef structure was different than the western side, which had a more consistent look with only a few types of coral.
As he approached the eastern reef, Mac started to get excited. He’d not seen the staghorn and elkhorn coral, whose tentacles reached toward the surface, on the other reef. This told Mac there was a structure there for coral to anchor to and grow. He didn’t want to say the words, even to himself, but it was a typical growth structure often found on wrecks. The next goal was to look for straight lines which usually meant cannon. The wooden masts and rigging would be long gone, having decayed or been eaten by the wood-seeking teredo worm.
Mac swam twenty feet away, trying to visualize what lay beneath the coral. In his mind, he pictured a ship coming from the north, hitting the boom, and sinking. With the orientation clear in his head, Mac swam around the structure, becoming frustrated when it wouldn’t reveal its secrets. Checking his gauges, he saw there was less than five-hundred PSI of air remaining. He needed to return to the boat.
As he swam back to the aqua hull, he tried to reassure himself. Puzzles were solved not only by making discoveries, but also by the process of elimination.
Just before surfacing he heard the sound of an engine.





THIRTY
Mac had to wait until the other boat stopped before it would be safe to surface. In an effort to keep their exploration a secret, he had decided against using a dive flag. That meant the boat coming toward him had no indication that there was a diver in the water.
Mac dropped twenty feet to the bottom to wait, figuring he could both conserve his air and avoid the dangerous propeller of the approaching boat. Checking his gauge, he saw the needle had dropped into the red. He had to squint to see there was only a hundred PSI left in the tank—ten minutes tops at this depth if he didn’t exert himself. But the current was getting stronger as it was funneled through the narrow pass, forcing him to fin to stay in place. The time limit brought another fear. They were within the boundaries of the Dry Tortugas National Park. If the approaching boat belonged to the park service, he could be in more trouble than just running out of air. After his last adventure here, he would be surprised if his picture wasn’t posted on the office wall.
With nothing to do except try to conserve his limited air, the underwater world claimed Mac’s attention. After countless dives, probably in the thousands if he were asked, he was still as fascinated as a novice diver on their first checkout dive. Even from the middle of the channel, the two coral formations to the east and west were still visible. The low light cast them in shadows and a chill ran up his spine. Though the water was just shy of eighty degrees, he had been under for almost an hour, and the heat had slowly drained from his body. It was hard to believe that a person could become hypothermic in tropical waters, but Mac knew firsthand that it only took a little over an hour to start losing dexterity. Then, between two and twelve hours into a dive, depending on a host of conditions, exhaustion would set in, followed by a loss of consciousness.
Having lived on and in the water for thirty years, Mac had a clock built into his brain. Like most who made their living from the water, he didn’t need to look at the tide or solunar charts. The rising and setting of the moon and its phase, and that effect on the oceans, was indelibly etched in his mind. But that timetable was for Marathon, over a hundred miles away. Besides the distance, the Dry Tortugas were the tail end of the line of demarcation between the Gulf of Mexico and Atlantic Ocean. This caused the tides to be variable, depending on how far down the chain of islands you were.
When he had entered the water, Mac had no idea of the tide. He had observed the current was slack from the surface, but that wasn’t always indicative of what was going on beneath the water. Over the course of the dive, he noticed the pull had shifted from the east to west, indicating a tide change. The ripples on the bottom were a sure sign of its swiftness, but Mac didn’t need that indicator now.
When he saw a shadow cruising in front of the eastern reef, it wasn’t just hypothermia that had sent the chill up his spine. The current, now noticeably stronger—carried him toward a pair of sharks cruising the reef. The increased water movement and the low light were both optimal conditions for the apex predators to hunt, and as Mac drifted across the sand, he saw the lead shark turn toward him. With nothing to grab onto, Mac was faced with two choices: Either fin into the current which would deplete his already dangerously low air supply, or surface and risk being made into shark bait by the propeller of the approaching boat.
He knew his best bet, although the harder choice, was to stay on the bottom. While watching the sharks, he had stopped paying attention to the engine. He could still hear it, but the sound had dropped in pitch. Mac tore his eyes away from the sharks and looked up at the surface. Seeing only the aqua hull of the Surfari, Mac turned back to the sharks.
They had both turned toward him, having either seen or sensed him. Though the bull sharks common to these waters were braver than the more common blacktips and reef sharks, lone sharks of any species were usually shy around divers, but with a pair hunting together, Mac knew he faced a problem.
The current had brought him close to the east reef, and within easy striking distance of the sharks. Mac searched the coral structure looking for anything to protect him. To his left, a huge brain coral rose ten feet from the reef. Mac had taken enough lobster from this kind of structure to know it was hollow and would have a hole underneath. With the current now smoking, it was all he could do to grab for an exposed edge. His hand slipped at first, and he struggled to find purchase. Mac felt his fingers abrade across the rough surface of the coral as the current pulled him. A thin stream of his blood floated toward the sharks. In seconds they would smell it. Mac fought harder, and finally pulled himself into the shadow of a small coral formation that blocked the current.
Eels and other predators often used the cover of large brain coral to stalk their prey, but Mac didn’t have enough time to check the void. The sharks had picked up his scent and, as if they were talking to each other, their heads turned, and two sets of eyes found him. Hugging the coral in front of him, Mac slid his body back into the hole. Using his fins to gauge the size of the opening and to scare any lurking predators out, and soon his legs were fully inside.
The tip of his fins met resistance just as his torso entered the cavity. He could go no further. Hugging the coral in front of him, he stayed low, hoping the reef would hide him. The sharks split up, but that gave Mac little relief. The beasts had a primitive intelligence. Maybe it defied science, but Mac had seen sharks communicate with each other when they hunted. Not the smaller blacktips or other reef sharks, whose hunting patterns seemed to be frantic and disorganized, but he’d seen bulls hunt together in an almost human way.
Though the predators preferred murky water, the fast current, low light, and easy prey on the isolated reefs surrounding The Tongue made these productive hunting grounds. As Mac hugged the bottom, he realized he was still bleeding. It didn’t matter how well he hid himself, the myopic sharks had a keen sense of smell and could locate him by the blood alone.
A quick examination showed a deep cut to his right hand. Sticking his hand into his BC, hoping the cavernous pocket would contain the blood until the sharks either lost his scent or found another target, his fingers found the secondary regulator he had stuffed there before the dive. Generally, he dove with a single regulator, finding the longer extra hose connecting the secondary octopus to the first stage on the tank to be cumbersome. Rather than remove it, which required a special wrench and a plug, Mac had coiled the bright-yellow hose and stuck it and the regulator in the pocket. Now, finding it, his thoughts flashed from the sharks to his air supply.
Sliding onto his side, he was able to expose the air gauge, which not surprisingly showed zero PSI. The needle hovered less than a sixteenth of an inch above the peg that established the bottom limit. It told him, though the tank was almost empty, that there was still a minuscule amount of air left.
The sharks were not visible, but Mac could sense them. As he scanned the water, he saw a disturbance above. A boat stopped and something dropped into the water that landed in the sand about thirty feet from where he hid in the reef. Mac didn’t have to look up, one glance at the anchor and rode and he knew Mel and Ned were here. His now-sporadic bubble trail would be the only way they could have known his location, and he doubted it would be visible in the choppy water. Mac wrote it off to luck that they had anchored so close.
Just as he thought about making a move for the anchor line and safety, his peripheral vision picked up a shadow crossing behind him. First the head, then the entire body of the ten-foot shark appeared. Mac knew what was coming and flinched as the shark spun, and though he knew their maximum speed was just above ten miles per hour, it seemed much faster as the shark flicked its tail, so close that Mac saw its pectoral fins twitch as it adjusted its course.
Bracing for the inevitable bump that preceded the bite, some instinct took over, and he pulled the regulator from his pocket. Just before the shark slammed into him, he pressed the purge valve. Bubbles spewed from the mouthpiece, disrupting the shark’s attack, at least for a second. But when the bubbles suddenly stopped and Mac tried to draw his next breath, he knew what had happened. With his air exhausted, the clock in his head started ticking.
Mac knew from freediving that he had about ninety seconds of air in his lungs. In his prime, he might have had closer to two minutes, but as a leading indicator of his age every year he saw seconds drop off. But that was under the best of circumstances, when he could build his oxygen reserve and purge the carbon dioxide from his lungs before submerging. Now, in the opposite scenario, his lungs were already starting to burn and he knew he had only seconds before the first convulsion hit.
Purging the air from the tank had confused the shark enough to deter the first attack, but Mac knew that it wasn’t over. Just ahead, he could see the shark shake its head, then get its bearings and, head towards him.
Mac was out of options and dropped the useless regulator from the death grip of his hand. With the little air he still held in his lungs, he picked up the inflator hose, pressed the release button, and blew enough air to partially fill the bladder of the BC. With the shark coming toward him, Mac recoiled and sprung from the cavity. Finning hard, he bolted for the surface.
He was free from the coral and had just taken his first kick when he felt something snag. Used to diving with lobster bags and stringers, Mac didn’t panic, but instinctively reached down to unhook the hose that had hooked on a piece of coral.
Despite the danger going on around him, he couldn’t help but notice the pitted ball that the hose had caught on. At first glance, it looked like a knob of coral, but the color was different, a dark bronze with green lines running through it. Mac knew instantly he was looking at history: likely the cascabel, or breech assembly, from an old cannon. The hose had caught on the knob. With his lungs burning and the shark behind him, there was no time to examine it further. Mac removed the hose and finned hard for the surface.
With the aid of his partially inflated BC, he reached the surface in a few kicks. His head broke free of the water as he gasped for air. It wasn’t over, though; he knew sharks were also surface feeders.
To make matters worse, he couldn’t see, his mask fogged by either his desperate breathing or the change in temperature. Only the vague outline of a boat was visible. Squinting, he could see the stern and two figures motioning to him from the dive platform. As he made a desperate attempt to reach it before the shark found him, Mac heard a blast, followed by a concussion in the water.
Everything went black.





THIRTY-ONE
Mac fought through the pounding in his head and slowly, one at a time, cracked his eyes open. Her face was blurry at first, but his vision cleared, and he recognized Mel staring down at him. Mac wasn’t sure where he was. It was dark, making it even more confusing, but the scene around him slowly started to make sense. Trying to get up, his head exploded like bombs were going off inside, and he felt Mel pull him back down to the deck.
“Easy there, big boy. That was quite a shark after you.”
Mac looked up at her, seeing her lips move, but not hearing her voice. He tried to speak, but his mouth tasted like sawdust as he croaked out, “Water.” Mel brought him a bottle and sat back down beside him. He drank, swirled some of the liquid around in his mouth, and spit it out.
“The shark?”
“I think it’s still alive, just stunned. All we had was the powerhead and the shotgun. It all happened too quickly to get it with the bang stick, so Ned used the shotgun.”
Mac nodded his head, glad that the shark was still alive. He knew he was invading its territory, not the other way around. He’d killed sharks before, but it was for self-preservation, not sport, and he knew the predators played an important, if misunderstood, role in the ecosystem.
Mel handed him another bottle of water, which he sipped. “There were only seconds between when we saw the bubbles and you surfaced. I think Ned fired just when your head came out of the water.
“Saved your damned life is what I did. That shark was about to have a meal from your leg.”
He was starting to hear the words now, though a persistent ringing prevailed. “And I thank you.” Mac said it more to shut him up than offer gratitude. As his memory started to return, he was pretty sure he would have made it without being fired upon. Instead of a childproof lock for the weapon, he thought about an old-man lock for his trigger-happy friend.
“There’s something down there. Just before I came up—“ Mac started, then saw another face hovering over the group. Looking past Mel, it took Mac a long second to recognize Sloan, and he dropped back to the deck. Scrunching up his eyes to make it appear he was in pain, Mac studied the man and remembered his ineptness in sailing, and saying the phrase “knots per hour,” which he unfortunately would never forget. Every time he looked at Sloan from now on, he would see the words tattooed on his forehead.
Deciding to keep the find to himself for the time being, checking each muscle and joint for damage as he went, he carefully worked himself into a sitting position,. Finally, his back lay against the gunwale, allowing him to survey the deck. Dive gear was strewn to the side, lying where it had been removed from him. Seeing the yellow hose for the octopus brought back the missing pieces of his memory, and he reworked the incident in his mind. A picture of the knob that the hose had caught on formed in his mind. There was no doubt it was man-made. Shapes like that don’t exist in nature.
Although a night dive was not out of the question, he knew he needed time to recover, and Mel wouldn’t let him back in the water anyway, so he decided to be proactive. “Let’s wrap this up and call it a night.” Using the gunwales for support, Mac started to rise, breathing a sigh of relief when he finally stood without dizziness. That told him, in at least his opinion, that he didn’t have a concussion. He was sure Mel would differ, but that fight could wait, for now.
He fought through headaches and dizziness as he started towards the pile of gear, and he began to doubt his initial self-diagnosis. Moving slowly, he made his first mistake by trying to purge the regulator, realizing the tank was empty even as he did it. He sensed Mel’s critical eye observing him as he slowly moved through the process. Unscrewing the first stage from the tank valve, he blew into the screen, but left off the rubber dust cap that prevented water from entering the first stage. Mel raised an eyebrow, forcing him to review what he had done. He hated the pressure, but if he wanted her off his back, he would have to prove to her that he was okay. It was one thing to be grounded for the night; he had no intention of wasting tomorrow.
Backtracking, he set the stopper in place and tightened the valve stem to hold it. Glancing up at Mel, he continued by disconnecting the low-pressure inflator hose from the BC. Once the parts were separated, he took them to the transom, where he rinsed everything off. Reaching down for the tank, a wave of dizziness overtook him, and he fell forward onto the deck.
It was too late—and useless—to fight, and he accepted Mel and Ned’s help to the cabin. Once he was comfortable on the settee, he looked around.
“Where’s Sloan?” he whispered.
Mel brought her head closer, and he said it again. “It’s only us. I think he went back to his boat.”
Mac wanted to be certain and asked Ned to have a look. Once Ned was out of earshot, Mac was about to tell her what he had found, when she interrupted him.
“What’s up with that guy? He gives me the creeps.”
Pamela worked by instinct, and she appeared to have misjudged Sloan, but Mel’s senses were fine-tuned after working for the ACLU. She knew a fraud the minute she saw one.
“Could have told me that a little earlier.”
“I think your head’s still a little out of whack.”
“Maybe,” he admitted. Mac knew there was little point in fighting her. He would surely lose. The best he could hope for was that his condition improved overnight, at least enough to convince her to let him back in the water in the morning.
“I found something.”
Mel looked toward the empty doorway. “Give it a minute.”
Ned popped his head into the cabin. “He’s gone back to his boat. Pretty damned impressive rig he’s got there.”
Mac smiled and said. “If he only knew how to sail it,” then told Ned about Sloan’s use of “knots per hour.”
Ned snorted and gave him a knowing look. They both knew many sailboats never felt the thrill of their sails. If you classified “slow” boaters into groups, the sailboat owners would be dreamers; trawler owners, pragmatic, traveling anywhere at six knots, you had to have patience, but the wider beam of the trawlers at least allowed for some elbow room and comfort. Most sailboats were neither comfortable or fast. The Surfari was the exception, rather than the rule.
For a true cruiser, a sailboat was the logical choice. Unhindered by fuel requirements the sails provided freedom, but there were few sailboat owners with the skill to make even a simple Gulf Stream crossing under power, let alone under sail. Mac had just witnessed firsthand that having electronic controls, self-furling sails, and automatic winches didn’t make a sailor.
“Might as well bed down for the night,” Ned said, looking around the small cabin.
Aside from the double berth in the bow, Ghost Runner offered little in the way of comfort. “There’s twin staterooms on the Surfari,” Mac suggested, thinking Ned would be more comfortable aboard the motorsailer. Ghost Runner was mostly a utilitarian work boat. Electing against most niceties such as a comfortable seat at the helm, Mac had relented and allowed the forward, and only, stateroom to be done to Mel’s taste.
Mac needed to talk privately to Mel. Eventually, Ned would have to be included in the conversation. But once the old man knew they were sitting atop what Mac was fairly certain was at least a cannon, Ned’s curiosity wouldn’t let him stop until it was uncovered, and the extent of the find known.
If it weren’t for the problems presented by the missing Trufante and the threatening Warner, Mac would be happy in the knowledge that he had found something, and just as happy to leave it where it was. From his experience, nothing good ever came of bringing up the past.
Mac had another motive for pushing Ned to stay aboard the Surfari—keeping an eye on Sloan was a priority, as well.
    
JC WAS ALMOST GIDDY. Not an emotional state that many would ever attribute to him, but the gods had favored him with two hostages, and he finally had options. Though he hadn’t heard anything from Travis, JC didn’t expect to until morning. Travis had to know that Pamela was missing too, making the likely assumption that JC had her, as well.
He’d locked the woman in the crypt with Trufante, giving them the coffee he had brought for his offering to his ancestors to hold them over. The Cajun had nothing to say, but the woman was still fiery. He said a quick thanks to his ancestors for the substantial construction of the crypt; after closing the stone door her screams were muted to the point that a passerby wouldn’t notice. Even if they did, it was still Key West, where the barometer for behavior was skewed.
Things were looking up, and with a processing facility or not, his business would continue. With the bins in the bed of his pickup packed with crushed ice, he started to make the rounds of the commercial docks. He knew better than to expect much this soon after the front passed, but he needed to keep his face—and his checkbook—out there. The passing front had kept most fishermen in the bars. Several hours later, he had only one bin of yellowtail snapper and some stone-crab claws to show for his efforts. He swung by several of the local restaurants that often bought from him to offload his catch.
Other than capturing the woman, it had not been a profitable morning, and though he knew the face time was important, he was used to cash in his pocket, not the sympathies of the fishermen and chefs.
After selling the last of his catch, JC thought about, then decided against, contacting the priestess. She surely would assure him that his change in luck was due to the sacrifice last night. Things were indeed looking better, if you called the first step out of the basement an improvement. Yes, his luck was on the upswing, but it had a lot further to go before he would call things good.
As JC started to drive back to the cemetery he concluded that in order to really, really change things, he needed something big, and as he thought about the two hostages, he knew he had his answer. Travis would find out pretty quickly that he was serious when he saw his two friends were about to die.
    
SLOAN LAID BACK on the berth, wondering what his next move should be. Travis apparently had found nothing besides a shark or two, Eleanor was gone, and Pamela wasn’t here to replace her. The only person around was the old man, who kind of creeped him out; something about the way he stroked his beard when he studied Sloan seemed judgmental. He’d tried to start a conversation with Ned before he turned in, but the old man had only grunted.
Just when he thought things couldn’t get any worse, his sat phone buzzed. Rolling over, he pulled it from the compartment running alongside the berth and glanced at the screen. The message was simple: He had a deadline of nine tomorrow night to pay off his debt. There was no need for a threat; he knew what to expect if he didn’t come up with the money. Thinking back, it might have been a mistake to burn down his old man’s facility. At the time, the fire had served its purpose and flushed the drugs out, but that hadn’t turned out well. If he’d known then that he would be faced with a decision between living and begging for his father to bail him out, he knew his choice would have been to ask.
His old man would have paid, and Sloan admonished himself for letting his ego get in the way. Instead, he had kept his pride but backed himself into a corner. The ride from Key West to the Dry Tortugas had been plenty long enough for Travis to realize he was no seaman, and now it was three to one against him. His ploy of garnering their trust had been washed out with the bilge water.





THIRTY-TWO
JC stood outside the crypt. After a quick prayer to his ancestors, he opened the door. A cat bolted past him, and he stepped to the side, losing his balance in the process. Once he recovered, he breathed a sigh of relief when he saw his two captives still there. Trufante made a move toward the door, but JC was fast enough to close and lock it before the Cajun could reach it. With his back against the door, he slouched against it, breathing in, then out, not sure whether to curse the gods or to thank them.
After the near escape, JC continued with his plan to light a fire under Travis, but that meant moving the hostages. There was too much traffic through the cemetery to brandish a firearm, and Trufante’s quickness had surprised him. Worried that he wouldn’t be able to handle them both by himself, he would need help, but he also needed information. Trufante had been locked up for close to twenty-four hours. He wouldn’t know what Travis was up to, but Pamela might. The one thing JC was sure of was that Travis had left the island on Sloan’s son’s fancy-ass new boat, which had to mean something. While he didn't like Mac, he respected the stubborn fisherman, and JC knew there had to be a compelling reason that Travis had left with Sloan.
With a plan forming in his mind, he stood to his full height and moved far enough away from the crypt that the hostages couldn’t hear him. Pulling out his phone, he hit Rusty’s number and offered him a path to redemption. Now that JC had a boat and experienced captain on the way, he sat on a bench across from the tomb, staring at the circle he’d drawn that symbolized the connection to his ancestors. After promising them he would redeem himself, he worked through the rest of his plan while he waited for Rusty.
    
STOOPED OVER, with his long legs only able to take a step and a half in any direction, Trufante started to pace.
Pamela grabbed his arm. “Stop it. You’re driving me crazy.”
“Crazy is what we’re gonna be if we don’t get out of here. Spooky as all get up being stuck in this joint all night.”
“We need a way out.”
“I done checked every nook and cranny of this damned vault. Enough room for the cat, but that’s about it. Sucker’s stone and steel.”
They’d already tried calling for help with no result.
“He’ll come back. We just have to be ready.”
“Takin’ him out by himself ain’t no thing. I’ll be betting he brings a friend next time.” Trufante extended his forefinger and raised his thumb, making his hand look like a gun. “How ‘bout if the cat shows up again, we toss it when the door opens?”
Pamela moved to the crack that the cat used to slither in and out. “Worth a try.” She started making a mewing sound.
Trufante stood back, not wanting to interfere. He knew her well enough not to discount her abilities. A few minutes later they were rewarded when he heard the cat outside. Pamela moved away from the crevice, but continued making the sound. A second later a paw tentatively reached through the hole. Sensing no danger, it entered.
“Well, well. We’ve got us some claws for a weapon now.”
Pamela looked worried. She reached down, grabbed the cat, and started petting it. “What if it gets hurt?”
“Shoot. If I know one thing for sure, it’s cats always land on their feet. Ain’t no thing for whiskers here.” He grinned, showing his infamous grill, but it was lost in the dark crypt.
Pamela continued petting the cat, who was purring loudly and rubbing its head against her arm. Finally, she nodded her consent.
“I’m thinking he’ll be back around dark. Hasn’t brought nothin’ to eat all day. Feeling a little hungry myself.”
She turned, as if to protect the cat. “It’s not food he’ll be bringing. I get a real bad vibe from that dude.”
Pamela had his attention now. Even Mac had come around to seeing her talents. Sometimes the divining part was off, but the girl could read people. With the crypt darkening as daylight faded, he started searching the tomb for any rocks or projectiles he could use as weapons. Finding a few loose stones, he filled his pockets, not yet sure what to do with them.
“Maybe we could spook him with his own voodoo.”
“It’s Santeria, not voodoo.”
“Heard they do sacrifices and shit,” Trufante said.
Pamela clutched the cat to her chest. “Let’s be ready. I like your first idea better.” She looked down at the cat, as if to apologize for its fate.
The adrenaline rush from the escape attempt had worn off, leaving Trufante and Pamela sitting in opposite corners of the room. It wasn’t like they were apart, as the confined space was small enough that their feet touched. It was dark inside the vault, and quiet enough that the only sounds Trufante heard was their breathing, and the cat’s continued purring. Even the constant background sound of palm fronds rustling in the breeze was missing. Trufante felt this, and knowing it would be flat-calm, had an overpowering urge to be on the water.
Between their hunger, the darkness, and the quiet, they were lulled into a coma-like state, and were almost too slow to react when a key scratched at the lock. Fortunately, it was so quiet that the sound was magnified.
“He’s back,” Pamela whispered.
Trufante held a finger to his lips. Not sure she could see the gesture in the dark, as he could only see her outline against the lighter-color wall, he whispered a soft “Shhh.”
Pamela rose and moved to the door. The crypt was so small the builder had designed the door to open out, leaving her standing directly in front of the threshold. With the cat held in front of her, she readied herself to toss it the second the door opened.
The sound of the bolt turning echoed off the interior of the chamber. Trufante crouched behind Pamela, ready to take out whoever was there as soon as the cat and its claws did their work.
The hinges squeaked as the door cracked open. Trufante heard two distinct voices and had to make a quick decision. Moving closer to Pamela, he whispered for her to toss the cat and move to the right. He would go left, hopefully taking out the second man.
A few more inches of light penetrated the crypt as JC opened the door. Trufante could see Pamela now, and touched her shoulder, signaling that he was ready. The door was half open when she tossed the cat at the man standing there. With a blood-curdling screech from both the cat and the man, the feline latched onto JC’s face. Trufante didn’t wait, he blasted through the door like a heat-seeking missile, trying to take down the second man. In slow motion he felt himself barrel past the man, who had seen him and stepped out of the way. Tucking before he landed, Trufante rolled several times, scraping every inch of his exposed skin on the rough asphalt.
His momentum had carried him several feet past the two men. JC was on the ground, wrestling the cat from his face, while the other man held Pamela. Trufante knew this was his only chance and, not sure if all his appendages worked, dragged himself behind a low fence guarding another crypt. Pamela’s scream tore through him, but freedom was the only chance he had to save her now, and using the cover of the graveyard, he crept away. By the time JC had removed the cat from his face and recovered, Trufante was several sites away.
“Goddamned son of a bitch, go to hell. Where’d that freakin’ Cajun get to?” JC yelled. There was no apology to the gods now.
“Hell if I know.”
Pumped full of adrenaline, the men were speaking louder than they realized, allowing Trufante to hear the conversation.
“Bitch got some claws.” JC held the stunned cat by the scruff of its neck.
“Don’t you hurt that cat,” Pamela shrieked.
Trufante moved slightly and could see her now. Clawing at her captor, he rooted for her to escape, but the man was much larger and, with a blow to her head, subdued her. He turned to JC and Trufante saw it was Rusty. Cursing under his breath, he waited. A light, probably from one of their phones, swept the graveyard, forcing Trufante to duck down lower. It passed over his head, but he remained frozen in place. As long as he had eyes on them, he had a chance.
“She’ll do,” JC said. “Screw that goddamned son-of-a bitchin’ Cajun. Is the boat ready?”
“Fueled up before I came over. Just like you asked, but you didn’t tell me where we’re going?”
Trufante cringed when JC reached for Pamela’s face and grasped her jaw with his hand. “She knows.”
Trufante cursed to himself as the two men walked Pamela toward the street. When they were a hundred yards away, he started to follow. He was too far away to tell what had happened, but before they reached the gate leading to Margaret Street, he could see Pamela slump and Rusty take her weight. They left though the gate, which JC locked behind them, but that delayed Trufante only a few seconds as he quickly scaled the fence and followed them down Margaret.
With Pamela still limp, they moved slowly. Several passersby must have inquired about her, but whatever JC told them appeared to reassure them. In most places, two men dragging an unconscious woman through the streets might have been cause for alarm; in Key West, it was far from unusual. Trufante figured that JC had explained that she was just passed-out drunk, and here, there were few who would question him.
Reaching the marina, Trufante saw Rusty’s boat tied off by the fuel dock. If they were taking her by boat, he needed to move quickly, and took a chance of exposing himself rather than losing them. If they reached open water before he was in a position to follow, the game was up. Crouching slightly, he started running toward the other side of the marina and the slip assigned to his center console. Reaching it, he chanced a look back and saw the running lights on Rusty’s boat flash on.
The night was his friend. There were more reasons for Rusty to follow the rules of the sea than not. Getting pulled over by the Coast Guard or sheriff, both of whom patrolled these waters, would end badly for them. Trufante, on the other hand, had no choice but to run dark.
Once aboard, he reached into the console. The keys were where he’d left them, and after retrieving them from the hiding place, he turned on the batteries, went to the helm and started the engines. Looking back, he saw Rusty’s boat moving out toward the end of the seawall. Trufante dropped his lines and backed out of the slip.
Rusty’s boat, with its unique profile, and running light placed high above the wheel house, was easy to identify and follow. As Trufante expected, he kept his lights on. Trufante followed, giving him plenty of space. The boat passed the breakwater. After a few more minutes when he turned to the south, and then after passing Sunset Key turned west, it was clear to Trufante where he was going.
Trufante’s calmness concealed what he felt inside as he watched Pamela taken farther away. But with the seas flat, and Rusty’s boat clearly visible, he knew he had to control his emotions. Unarmed, it was the right play to stay well back. Making his move too soon would only result in harm to her. As long as JC only held one of them, there was an advantage, however slight.
As they moved away from Key West, they entered a dark abyss. Aside from the lights from a few private residences on the smaller keys, there was no sign of life. Once they passed Crawfish and Man Keys, even those few lights fell behind, and the only thing ahead, besides a bunch of shallows and deserted islands, was Fort Jefferson, fifty long miles away.
In search of better fishing, he and Mac had made this trip many times, and he thought about running out to sea and cutting in front of the slower boat. He surmised the only reason for their heading to the Tortugas was that Mac was already there. Trufante had been there when the diving bell was found, and knew where it was. Without the ability to call on his cell phone or the VHF, the only way to warn Mac of what was coming was to get ahead of Rusty and beat them there. He decided once they reached the Marquesas Keys, if they still held the same course, that was what he would do.





THIRTY-THREE
Trufante decided reaching the Tortugas before Rusty and JC was a risk, but his best option. Aside from Cuba and a handful of small Bahamian islands, there were no other viable destination for Rusty to be heading. Trufante had always been a gambler, several times to his detriment especially when hurricane Katrina had uncovered some of his bad bets when the storm slammed into New Orleans.
That same weakness to cut corners had gotten both him and Mac in trouble before, and although Mac was always patient and gave him another chance, Mel would sooner or later put her foot down. He knew she had tried before, but there are some things you just don’t force on a guy like Mac—firing Trufante was one of those. Mac’s stubborn streak had saved Tru several times.
Trufante liked to think of the risks as opportunities, and he saw one now. Faced with the choice of following Rusty, and having to be reactive when they reached their destination, Trufante decided it would be better to be proactive and get there first, talk to Mac, and make a plan. After checking the fuel gauge, he determined he had enough gas to reach the Tortugas, but not enough to get back, something he’d deal with later, even if he had to beg fuel from the park service at Fort Jefferson. Pushing down on the throttle, he turned to the south and headed at a forty-five-degree bearing away from Rusty’s course.
Running offshore would mean more miles, and hence more fuel, so once beyond the line of sight of the lobsterman, he flicked the switch, turning on the navigation lights, and cut his speed. With just enough RPMs to stay on plane, he turned again to parallel the projected path of the trawler. He judged Rusty’s speed at twelve knots. Glancing down at the tachometers, he saw that even at this conservative speed, he was running twenty knots. Adding a little pressure to the twin throttles, he worked the engine up to 4400 RPMs and watched his speed go up close to thirty. That was fast enough to get him to Mac with enough time to plan.
Trufante’s penchant for trouble often had people overlook his unique skill set. His cat-like agility and uncountable lives were well known, and in addition to his mechanical abilities, he could find fish when others failed, and run a boat like it was an extension of himself. The new electronics made a captain’s job much easier—under normal circumstances. Besides the now-commonplace chartplotters and color depth-finders, the engine controls showing fuel consumption in real time took some of the mystery out of running a boat. But there was a sense that enabled a gifted few to do all the above better with their innate senses than with the electronic counterparts.
It was this skill that had Trufante within sight of the fort a little over an hour later. He estimated he was an hour and a half ahead of Rusty—plenty of time to find Mac. He’d gotten here with mere glances at the electronics, but in these notoriously dangerous shoal-ridden waters, and without the aid of daylight to show him the water’s color, he, too, depended on the use of electronics. In the Dry Tortugas, knowing your destination in no way implied there was a straight course to it.
Stooping slightly, Trufante studied the chartplotter, adding more waypoints for the last few miles than he had used in the previous sixty. He set the route to reach the area that Mac called The Tongue. Two anchor lights appeared; one much higher, and likely a sailboat. The other he recognized as Mac’s trawler. Thinking that the sailboat was Sloan’s added a layer of complexity to the situation, but he chose, as he often did, to ignore the unintended consequences of his actions, and continued the circuitous route to Mac’s boat.
Cutting the engines, he coasted up to the port side of the steel-hulled trawler, using the bulk of its hull to conceal him from the sailboat. To his surprise, the deck was deserted, something very unusual for Mac, who was one of those guys who slept with one eye open. It was the early hours of the morning, but he’d never known Mac to let down his guard—unless something was wrong. Nudging the controls to offset the current’s effort to separate the boats, he utilized one of his own freakish skills, holding the boats together by setting one leg on each hull and bracing against the gunwales while tying off a line to hold them. Once secure, he hopped onto Mac’s boat, where he found and set the fenders over, then adjusted the lines, properly securing the boats together.
Looking into the wheelhouse, he saw no light under the cabin door, or any sign of life at all. He was about to enter when he heard his name whispered from the deck of the sailboat.
“That you, Tru?”
“Ned?” Trufante recognized the voice and sought out the old man.
“Yeah. Stay there.”
Trufante heard some activity across the deck and a minute later Ned stood next to him. “What the hell? This ain’t like Mac—not at all.” Ned moved to the transom, motioning Trufante to follow. His throat parched from the ride, Trufante grabbed a beer from the cooler by the helm and followed.
Even this far removed from the cabins of either boat, he whispered. “He’d tell you otherwise, but I’m thinking he got a concussion earlier. Diving accident.”
“Shoot. Figured something was wrong.”
“Guessing he’ll be alright come morning. What brings you here in the dark of night?”
Trufante was surprised it had taken this long for Ned to get to the point. The two men had known each other for several years, but had scant more than an uneasy acquaintance. The clash between academia and backwoods bayou left little common ground, not enough in either man’s eyes for trust. But when Mac or the Woodsons were involved, they put aside their differences.
“That fish dude, JC, he took me and then Pamela. I got away, but he’s got Rusty bringing him and Pamela down here now.”
“Slow down and give me the whole deal. Mac’s been secretive lately.”
“Where’s Mel?” Trufante asked.
Ned glanced in the direction of the cabin. “She’s keeping an eye on him.”
Trufante had to decide if he wanted to face her wrath or let her be. Ned made the decision for him.
“Lemme fetch’er. Had about enough of all these secrets.” He walked toward the wheelhouse and entered the cabin.
A minute later, when he emerged alone, Trufante breathed out in relief, but that was short-lived when he saw a light go on. Keeping his focus on saving Pamela, he steeled himself. The light shut off, the door opened, and Mel came toward them. Realizing the beer in his hand was not going to do him a bit of good with her, he leaned back and set the can on the dive platform.
Mel ran her hands through her bed-head. “What’s up, Tru?”
“JC and Rusty are coming down here to see what y’all are up to. They’ve got Pamela, too.”
Mel thought for a minute, which surprised Trufante. Despite her intelligence, she more often than not went off half-cocked with him. Ignoring her silence, he continued. “We’ve got to do something.”
She ran her hands through her hair again. “Would you give me a minute, please.”
“Right,” he said, stopping himself from reaching over the transom for his beer. The silence was unnerving, but with Mac injured, she held all the cards. Before she could reply, all three heads turned toward the cabin, where a light had come on. The door opened and Mac appeared. He walked to the cooler and pulled out two beers.
“Anyone else want one?” he asked. Crossing the deck, he handed one to Trufante and took the other for himself. “Thought it was you.”
Mel gave him a look, but remained quiet. Trufante respected the fact that she wouldn’t embarrass Mac in front of him and Ned. They moved back into the wheelhouse, both for the comfort and to make it harder for Sloan to eavesdrop if he was listening.
    
IN FACT, Sloan was. Hearing Ned get up, he thought at first the old guy had gone on deck instead of using the head, but after he didn’t return, Sloan had crept out of his stateroom and climbed the stairs to the deck. Trufante’s drawl was unmistakable and the worried tone of his voice had Sloan creeping closer. The fold-down transom on the Surfari allowed for a slightly higher freeboard than many sailboats had that were tapered lower toward the stern. Sitting on the deck, with his back against the gunwale, he had no worries about being seen and clearly could hear the conversation.
Overhearing that JC had taken Pamela unsettled him and he realized the strange attraction the woman held over him had a tighter grip than he had been willing to admit. Sending Eleanor off was far from a permanent split, nor was it because of Pamela. He had needed his girlfriend out of the way until he could take care of his problem. But it had forced him into a position he hadn’t planned, and he had to consider his options. Between Tru’s boat arriving and the movement of people on deck, appearing on his own boat would raise no red flags. Then he heard Mac’s voice, and when the group moved into the wheelhouse, he decided that deception would be the better choice.
The trawler’s enclosed wheelhouse covered their conversation, forcing Sloan to climb onto the foredeck and position himself near one of the small windows that vented the space. Cursing his father for further complicating everything, he listened to Trufante retell the story. Static from the VHF radio broke a silence that had fallen over the group. In these quiet waters it was an unexpected sound, made even more so when Sloan heard the voice hail Mac Travis.
With the advent and improved service of cell phones, the public hailing system had fallen by the wayside, at least in nearshore waters in recent years. The Surfari, like most boats, had one aboard, but Sloan generally opted for the more secure cell phone when in range, and his satellite phone when not.
“Travis,” JC’s voice carried over the water.
He hailed him by name twice more before Mac reached the microphone. “This is Ghost Runner. Please go to channel 72.”
Travis was using proper protocol in trying to get JC off the public channel 16, which he had hailed him on, to a more private channel. There weren’t many folks within listening range, but Sloan expected someone from the National Park Service over at Fort Jefferson was. Deciding it would be easier to eavesdrop on his own radio, he climbed back into the cockpit and moved to the helm. Turning on the radio, and setting it to channel 72, he listened to his father, surprised that he was being somewhat discreet.





THIRTY-FOUR
At first Mac suspected it was due to his head injury, but after a minute he was sure the echo of JC’s voice was real. Checking that the transmit button wasn’t engaged, he turned to Trufante.
“You got your radio on?”
“Don’t even know if it works.”
“Go check,” Mac ordered him. While he waited, he decided it would be a good idea to move Trufante’s boat. If JC didn’t know where the Cajun was, all the better.
Mac stayed silent, waiting until JC’s voice came over the speaker again. Just as it did, Trufante was back, shaking his head from side to side. The voice echoed, and Mac signaled Trufante to see if Sloan was eavesdropping. There was nothing illegal or even unethical in listening to open VHF stations. Fishermen used them all the time, often giving misinformation.
“I know y’all are sittin’ on something big down there. I can see ya, so don’t think about running.” Both Ghost Runner and the Surfari had their masthead lights on. Using the standard signal that a boat was at anchor was essential in these dark waters to avoid a collision. A dark boat would also foster suspicion if anyone was watching from the fort.
Mac scanned the horizon. The only visible lights were from the decorative tower on Fort Jefferson, along with several masthead lights marking sailboats anchored in the harbor. The overcast skies and glow of the moon actually made it harder to see than in a clear dark sky. It looked like the water after a school of mullet rolled in the mud.
The next voice startled everyone.
“Mac, it’s me. You’ve got to help.”
Pamela’s voice elicited a different reaction from each of them. Mac was glad, but knew JC would have no problem leveraging her life for what he wanted. Trufante, who had just returned, shaking his head in the affirmative, showed his Cadillac grin. Mel and Ned were hard to read.
“I hear ya, girl,” Mac said, trying to reassure her.
“Okay, Travis. Here’s the deal,” JC said.
The group moved closer to the speaker.
“I’ll be needin’ that quarter mil. You get that gold up and I’ll take the melt value. Ain’t countin’ none of that historical nonsense. Y’all do that, and I’ll let the girl go.”
Before Mac could respond, JC continued.
“And by the way, if the girl ain’t a big enough reason, that boy up at FWC been tossin’ your name around. And not in a good way. Work this out and I could maybe help you with that problem.”
Saving Pamela’s life would have been enough. Adding what JC thought was more incentive actually enraged Mac more than had the fishmonger left it out. He suspected JC and Warner had formed some kind of twisted partnership. It would be the only explanation how his business had survived.
“Bastard,” Mac cursed under his breath.
Trufante pointed to the Surfari, reminding Mac that Sloan was listening. His first inclination was to go directly over and beat the crap out him, but that could wait. For now, he had an advantage over Sloan. He still wasn’t sure what his game was, but Mac would hold the card until he needed it. He nodded to Trufante that he understood.
Mac picked up the microphone and held down the transmit button. “We’ll be doing some exploration in the morning. Don’t piss your boots until you hear back from me.” He shut off the radio, ending the conversation while he had as close to an upper hand as he was going to get.
“You’re going through with it?” Mel asked.
With Sloan listening, Mac had to be careful what he said. “Not much else we can do. At least it’ll buy us some time.”
Mac knew the speculation could have gone on all night. Glancing over at the center console, he decided to make Trufante and Sloan disappear for a while. There was no privacy aboard a boat and getting rid of the center console was to their advantage.
Making sure he made enough noise to wake the dead, he called over to the Surfari. “Need a hand, Sloan.” It hurt even to ask this much help from him.
Sloan popped his head out of the cockpit, just a little too quickly for someone who had been asleep.
“Tru’s here. I want you to take the dinghy and follow him to the harbor off the fort. Leave his boat there and come back. Probably going to need gas from the rangers there anyway.” He said it as an order.
With both boats’ spreader lights temporarily causing a white-out condition to obfuscate the departure of the center console and dinghy, Trufante and Sloan motored away from the site. Mac had told them to run dark once they were away from the glow of the lights.
Once they were a quarter mile off, he shut off the spreaders, and gathered Mel and Ned in the wheelhouse.
“I found what I think is a cannon earlier.” Mac watched their faces and saw what he suspected: Treasure fever.
“Why didn’t you say anything earlier?” Mel asked.
Ned’s eyes lit up.
“Sloan was listening in to our conversation. I heard an echo from his radio and sent Tru to have a look. I’m just not sure about that guy.”
“I hear you there. So … what’s your plan?”
Mac hated it when she started a sentence with so. “I don’t have one yet, but I know that crafty old bastard’ll be watching. We make it look good in the morning and see what’s really there.”
“You’re in no condition to dive.” She paused. “And what about Sloan?”
“I’m feeling a whole lot better. That bit of sleep did me good. As for lover boy, I’m not sure about that yet. Somehow we’ll have to draw him out and see what he’s all about. I do have some serious boat envy, though.”
“It does look pretty sweet. I have a few ideas about that,” Mel said.
“Better get some rest,” he said, starting for the cabin.
“I’ll keep watch until they get back,” Ned said.
Mac almost regretted telling him; there was no way now he was getting back to sleep.
“That’d be good. Once they’re back, kill the lights, and see if you can spot JC.” Mac closed the cabin door.
Mac lay down, knowing sleep would be a long time coming, if it did at all. He could tell Mel was awake, and probably had an alarm set to check him every hour, per whatever concussion protocol recommended it. He appreciated her concern, and he would have done it for her, but what he needed was sleep, not to be woken up every hour to tell her how many fingers she was holding up.
When she woke him the first time, he was surprised he had fallen asleep so easily. The second time he was groggier, and the third he was just angry. That’s when she knew he was all right and canceled the protocol.
    
ON RETURNING, Sloan waited for his night vision to return before heading back to his boat. Travis had gone below, leaving Ned alone on deck. He tried to draw the old man into a conversation, but all he got was a grunt in return. By the time his vision had returned, Trufante was snoring on a starboard side-bench and Ned was staring off to sea. Moving across to his boat, he realized there was nothing to do until daybreak.
Daylight was visible in the gap between the porthole and curtain when movement aboard the trawler woke him. Sloan glanced at his watch. It was already seven, but on only five hours of sleep, he was groggy. After a quick cleanup in the head, he skipped the hair gel, and picked out his least preppy and most workmanlike board shorts. With his hair unkempt and wearing a plain white t-shirt, he hoped to blend in, or at least not be a walking billboard of how different he was from them.
Moving down the companionway, he noticed the door to Ned’s cabin was slightly ajar. Easing it open, he saw the unmade bed. Late to the party, he climbed up the stairs to the single-level living area and walked onto the deck. He’d come to grips with his situation and made a plan before falling asleep last night. The breeze was light and the skies fair, perfect conditions for his getaway, but first he needed the treasure.
He hadn’t gotten where he was by being emotional, and that was how he was acting. Sending Eleanor away could be seen as a pragmatic move that allowed him to deal with his problem without her knowing, but he knew that was a lie. He had sent her away because of Pamela. With his father here, and his worlds colliding in no-man’s land, he was faced with two clear choices: get what he could and run, or face his father and save Pamela.
Reason, in the form of his genetic makeup, had taken over and he started to plan his escape. He’d have to be patient and let Travis lead him to the treasure, but once he knew where it was, he would dive himself and recover enough to pay off his debt and reserve enough drop-dead money that if something like this happened again, he was secure. Call it smugglers’ insurance. Once he had the treasure, he was out of there, using his advantage of sail over power to head south.
It was a calculated risk, but his Ivy league education and shady morals allowed him to make it an acceptable one. Trufante in the center console was his primary worry. With a top speed more than twice that of the Surfari, the Cajun could easily catch him if it turned into a chase. The odds were favorable, though, that Trufante had likely not gassed up since Marathon. Even then, based on fishermen’s predilection for only putting in the fuel they expected to burn, his tanks were probably not full when he left Key West. Based on that assumption, Sloan calculated that an hour’s head start would put him twenty miles ahead. With the closest fuel dock sixty miles away, every mile Trufante chased Sloan would, put him that much further from Key West. The twenty miles would turn into a forty-mile fuel expenditure. The two trawlers were likely fuel starved as well, and not nearly as fast. Heading south into the Florida Straits would quickly put him out of their reach.
Crossing to the trawler, he said his good mornings while evaluating the situation. Dive gear was strewn across the deck, but that wasn’t what interested him. It was Mel and Travis, alone in the wheelhouse, having what looked like a heated conversation. Wanting to get a sense of what was going on, he moved forward to the galley, where he smelt coffee brewing.
    
“YOU THINK you’re in good enough shape to dive?” Mel asked.
“Damned right. I feel fine,” Mac replied.
“At least you’re back to your grumpy self. That’s a good sign, I guess.”
Mac moved out of the way to let Sloan pass, saving his reply. He gave Mel a questioning look when Sloan turned to the coffee maker, which she returned with a shrug. They hadn’t yet decided what to do about him. That would have to wait until after the current problem.
“It’s twenty-odd feet down there. I could see where a deeper dive might be a concern, but that’s the same pressure as standing here.” Mac figured throwing some science at her might end it, but they both knew there were risks, even in shallow water.
“Since there’s no stopping you, Ned’s going with you.”
“Great. The old and the crippled together,” Mac said, smiling.
“I’m staying up here to keep an eye on Sloan and Tru. With those two topside, there’s probably more of a risk up here than down there.”
She was right. Although she was a better diver than Ned, she could handle whatever might happen on the surface. Trufante, as good as he was on top of the water, was not much good under it.
“Okay. Me and old folks.”
With that decided, Mac went to the cockpit to tell Ned. After the brief conversation, Mac got the feeling he was looking at his future self when he saw the excitement on Ned’s face. Mac looked over at Trufante, who was shielding his brow with his hand, scanning the water.
“Yeah, they’re close,” Mac said, guessing he was looking for a reflection or sign of the boat where JC was holding Pamela. “I need your head here.” Mel would keep him out of trouble, but Mac needed him focused.
“Set up the pressure washer,” he said in his normal tone, then quietly added, “I think I found something yesterday.”
“Dickhead doesn’t know?”
“No, just Mel.” Mac saw the smile return to Trufante’s face.
“You gonna play it straight up and give JC what he wants?” Trufante asked.
“We’re not going to do anything to endanger her.”
“Good enough. Want me to keep an eye on sailor boy, too?” Trufante asked.
“Mel’s got him. I need your attention on the dive.” The deck of a salvage boat was a mess of hoses and lines. It took someone who knew the purpose for each one to keep them clear without endangering the divers below. Mac turned away and started to check his gear, deciding it would be a good idea to get in the water before Mel changed her mind.





THIRTY-FIVE
Mac and Ned each had their own reasons for getting in the water quickly. Now that Mac was a little worried about himself, he was convinced that Mel would see through his armor and ground him. Ned knew he only had so many dives left in him, especially one that might have historical significance.
It was also a good time to dive. After being down there twice when the current was ripping through the narrow pass, Mac had checked the tide tables. Their planned dive was at slack tide.
Both men were anxious, but entering the warm, clear water settled Mac quickly. Every few feet, worried about how the pressure was going to affect him, he cleared his ears—whether they needed it or not. Although they were not going to be crossing the atmospheric barrier where decompression was an issue, water pressure could still be a problem, especially on ears and sinus cavities, at shallow depths.
Reaching the bottom, he glanced over and gave Ned the okay signal, then dropped the pressure-washer wand in the sand. Wood’s old dredge would have been more efficient, but Ruth’s storm surge had taken it. Ned returned the signal and Mac looked around, trying to find the coral head where he had hidden from the shark. At first, after he couldn’t find it, he was distressed, and wondered again about the clarity of his thinking. This wasn’t the first time he had been disoriented underwater. At one time, he had used three coral pinnacles off Marathon as a cache. An anchor dragging through the reef had caught on one, and changed the landscape enough that he had never found the spot or what it contained again.
Mac tried to relax and floated with the gentle current. He could sense nothing wrong with his head, though he knew he would probably be the last one to know if he made a bad decision. Slowly, he finned around the eastern outcropping and studied the reef, knowing he would have to check each structure from all angles before moving on. Still, though he knew he was in the right area, he came up empty.
Thinking back on how the shark had appeared last night, he moved into the channel and approached as if the shark was still there. Moving toward the outcropping in this way, he immediately recognized the coral head and finned over. The bronze knob, which until yesterday had been covered for two centuries appeared. Mac removed a brass clip from a D-ring on his BC, reached around and tapped it against his tank to get Ned’s attention.
There are few ways to communicate underwater. Masks with two-way communication devices, though they had come down in price, were still expensive. Had Mac known what they would be doing, he might have invested in a set, but the spontaneous nature of the search hadn’t allowed him the thought or time to buy any. Underwater slates were the next-best form of communication. For Mac, this was like jumping from the space age to the stone age. He’d never had the patience for them. Without either device, he relied on hand signals. Fortunately, Ned had dived with him and Wood enough that they understand each other.
Mac had Ned wait by the outcropping while he retrieved the pressure sprayer. Before picking it up, he checked his air gauge, and surprised to see it was only 1500 PSI, about half a tank. He glanced at his watch. The elapsed time was only twenty minutes. From experience he knew that in water this shallow his air consumption should have been much better. Mac stopped and focused on his breathing and pulse, which appeared normal. Now he wondered if he had checked his air pressure before entering the water—and couldn’t remember. That wasn’t an indictment in itself, but another clue that the concussion was affecting his judgment.
With the wand in hand, he dragged the hose over to the coral head and signaled for Ned to move behind him. Pressing the trigger, he waited for the line to fill before it shot water at high-pressure around the bronze piece. It took only a few seconds before the silt cloud ruined the visibility. Mac had worked under these conditions before, and though it was disorientating, he moved the wand by feel, expanding the circle, clearing sand until he was satisfied he’d uncovered enough to warrant the wait for the silt to settle.
After a few minutes he started to see the outline of the cannon in the sand. Ned tapped him on the shoulder and gave an okay signal. A thumbs-up might have been more appropriate for the find, but that would have meant they were to surface. Mac could see the excitement in his eyes. Ned pointed to an area, outlining what he thought should be the next spot to be cleared. Mac waited until Ned was behind him before pressing the trigger again. As he worked, he could feel his heart beating quickly, but he was sure it wasn’t because of the concussion—it was what they had found.
    
SLOAN HAD MOVED to the gunwale adjacent to his boat to stay out of the way while waiting for the motor of the pressure washer to kick in. This would tell him that they had found something, and the silt would camouflage his own dive. Though he had pretended to pout, being excluded from the dive had been no surprise. Patiently he waited, checking his watch every minute or so to gauge the elapsed time. Twenty minutes passed and he started to worry that there was nothing there. It wasn’t until Mac and Ned were thirty minutes into the dive that he heard the hum of the motor. It was time to move.
Glancing at Mel and Trufante, he saw they were watching the water and the hose—both looking away from him. Spinning his body across the gunwales, he landed on the deck of the Surfari and, staying low, moved to the locker that held the dive gear. Checking one more time, he saw Trufante and Mel were still fixated on the water.
He had to move quickly and get into the water before they spotted him. If he was seen gearing up they would surely try and stop him from diving. On the boat, encumbered by the heavy tank and equipment, he would be like a stunned fish outside a bait ball—defenseless. An experienced diver, he quickly slid the BC onto the tank, and within a minute had the first stage and low-pressure hose connected. He loaded the weight pockets and, hoping the noise from the pressure-washer motor would cover the sound of air rushing into the BC, squeezed the button and partially inflated the BC. Slipping the tank and gear over the side, he attached the valve to a waiting line, grabbed his mask and fins and followed the gear into the water.
So far there had been no indication that he had been spotted. He slid into the BC, strapped it in place, and put on his fins. Just as he was about to put his mask on, the pressure-washer motor stopped and a dead quiet settled over the scene. Before he was spotted, he put the mask on and, with the inflator hose over his head, released the air and dropped below the surface.
It was immediately evident why the pressure washer had stopped when he saw the silt cloud. Using it to his advantage, he quickly finned to a coral head on the western side of the channel. Finding a formation to hide behind, he decided to wait out the two men, then investigate what they had found. Concealed by the large coral head, except for the telltale air bubbles there was little risk of being discovered. In training, divers are instructed to never hold their breath underwater, but he quickly discarded the safety measure and did so, checking on Travis and the old man to make sure they weren’t looking his way before exhaling the bubbles into the water.
A few minutes later, when the silt settled, Sloan could tell that they had found something. The pressure washer started running again, and he slid behind the coral head, breathing freely now as the bubbles would be invisible to the two men in the silt cloud. Checking the computer built into his console, he saw that almost fifteen minutes had elapsed. That put Travis and Ned at forty-five minutes under. Settling back to wait, he hoped in a few minutes he would have the answer to his problems.
Finally, Travis and Ned started their ascent. Checking his own air, Sloan saw that even though he had barely moved, he had only 500 PSI remaining, but it really wasn’t a factor. The silt had settled and the water was once again gin clear. That created another problem for him. With what he estimated was around sixty feet of visibility, there was a very good possibility that his bubbles would be seen if he used his scuba gear to check out the find. It was a risk to freedive over, but he needed to know what was there without being discovered.
Sloan unbuckled the straps, pulled the velcro band free and, with the regulator still in his mouth, slipped out of the BC. He lay the tank against a large brain coral, took several deep breaths, and released the mouthpiece. Finning forward, he started floating higher in the water column and just about lost control when he realized his mistake.
It took every ounce of air in his lungs to make it back to his BC, where he grabbed the regulator, stuffed it in his mouth, and replenished his lungs. When he felt he had recovered, he pulled one of the weight pockets out of the BC and, with it in hand, breathed up again, and released the mouthpiece. This time he was able to stay neutral and quickly finned toward the site.
A fine layer of silt had settled on what looked like the barrel of an old cannon. That was discouraging, at least from his perspective. Some might be excited to find an artifact of historical value, but he needed something he could quickly turn into cash.
His lungs were burning and he was just about to return to his gear when he saw it—the reflection of light off a gold bar. Reaching down, he tried to remove it, but found it embedded in the coral. A convulsion quickly took hold and he was forced to abandon the find and return to his air source.
Back at his gear, Sloan sat on the bottom, slowly inhaling through the mouthpiece until his breathing normalized. Though he would have liked to have another look, he knew he had to return to the boat, hopefully before he was missed. With the hull visible directly over his head, he replaced the weight pocket and added air to the BC, allowing it to lift him.
At least there were no guns pointed at him when his head broke the surface of the water on the starboard side of the boat, away from the trawler. Not wanting Travis or his crew to know he had dived, he hadn’t used the drop-down transom and, with the line he had set earlier, tied off the BC and climbed over the gunwale.
Grabbing a towel, he dried off and moved toward the trawler. The conversation stopped abruptly when they saw him, but it appeared his ruse had been successful. Dropping back into the salon of the Surfari, he reflected on his position.
There was something down there and it was better than cash. He’d have no trouble just handing over the gold bar—or bars—to his suppliers. Now he needed to figure out how to get Travis before he did.





THIRTY-SIX
It was a tense afternoon for Sloan. He was excluded from the private conversations after the two additional dives Travis had done. Nothing had been recovered, though, and he was dying to know what was going on down there, but he knew it was too dangerous to make another dive and risk being seen. Even if he could slip overboard at night, his light would be like a beacon to anyone sitting in a boat above.
So, Sloan waited, eavesdropping on whatever bits of conversations he could. He quickly found the best source was the loose-lipped Cajun, who talked incessantly when Mac was below. Mac had made two more dives with Mel, leaving Ned topside with the Trufante. The current dive had confirmed the discovery of the gold bars, and also the difficulty in extracting them from two centuries of coral. From what he overheard, they expected to retrieve the bars first thing tomorrow.
That timing didn’t work for Sloan’s time frame or escape plan. He needed the gold tonight. When he heard Travis and Mel surface from the third dive, he eased over to the gunwale, moving closer because of the sound of the air compressor filling the tanks.
“We got one more shot today. I’m thinking we can get them loose, but we won’t have enough air to bring them up,” Mac said.
“That’ll be your fourth dive. I know it’s only twenty-odd feet, but I’m worried about your head,” Mel said.
“Hard as ever,” Mac said.
“Yeah, we’ll see about that. I’m not so sure about the honor system when you’re involved.”
Sloan had to do something. He was too close to success. If his timing was right, he would dive right before sunset, concealing his movements on the surface, and enough visibility below to recover the bars without a light. By the time he was ready to make his escape, twilight would drop a cloak of darkness on the operation.
But Mel pulling the plug on Mac diving for the day would seriously hamper his plans.
Staying out of sight, he slipped back into the Surfari’s salon, then re-emerged onto the deck making enough noise that he was noticed. Without asking permission, he crossed the gunwales and set foot on the trawler.
“How’s it going down there?” he asked as he approached the group.
The silence was expected. “Heard the compressor running and thought you might need a hand.” He had, of course, offered before, but in light of Mel’s worries, hoped they might either accept his offer, or commit to the dive. He got his wish when Travis shook his head.
“Ned and I’ll go. No offense, just don’t like working with new people.”
“None taken.” Sloan tried not to smile. This was the best-case scenario. “If y’all don’t need me, I might head out shortly.”
“Your choice,” Mac said, moving to the compressor. He shut it off and started to disconnect the tanks.
After growing up as the odd man out, for the first time not being wanted was paying off. Now, all he had to do was get into the water unobserved and recover the gold bars. “Okay then, I’ve got some things to do before I go. See y’all later.”
“Right. Appreciate your help,” Mac said, turning his back on Sloan. He purged and disconnected the last valve, stowed the fill hoses in the compartment, and closed the lid on the compressor. Sloan took the dismissal as an easy chance to leave and start getting ready. He wasn’t lying when he said he had some things to do, but they weren’t what Travis and his crew thought. What he needed was something to bring the gold to the surface.
    
ON HIS FOURTH DIVE, Mac headed directly to the site where they had discovered the cannon. Moving past it, he picked up the pressure-washer wand and, as soon as Ned was behind him, started clearing more material from around the gold bars. He missed not having the dredge he often used for these kinds of recoveries, but it, along with thousands of dollars of gear, had been swept away in hurricane Ruth’s storm surge. Rather than blast the loose material around the salvage area into a silt cloud, much of which settled back into the same places, the dredge displaced the material far enough away from the site that the visibility wasn’t disturbed. But, after the three previous dives, the work was becoming automatic, if not efficient, and Mac’s mind started to wander as the pressure washer did its work.
Mac had already known that two of Lafitte’s ships had been wrecked by Van Doren, as well as their approximate locations, based on his journal entries. There’d been some luck involved to find the cannon, but it was the gold that had been the big surprise. Ned had read a later part of the journal, and he told Mac the story.
Van Doren and his crew had several interesting adventures prior to their ship, The Panther, being blown up, the treasure aboard lost but then recovered by Van Doren and Crew through his subsequent deal with Lafitte. According to Ned, their previous adventure had been to the mountains of Haiti, where they had recovered over a ton of gold bars, Lafitte’s share of which lay beneath his feet. It gave Mac some satisfaction that the treasure belonged to Lafitte and not Van Doren.
Mac was fascinated by Captain Van Doren, not only for his political savvy. Those same gold bars had been used to unseat the government in Haiti. He had done the same in Great Inagua. It was his early grasp on diving equipment and procedures, as well as his intuitive reasoning on decompression sickness, that truly fascinated him. Mac promised himself that once this was over, he would find out what ultimately happened to the captain and crew. It wasn’t unusual for innovators like Van Doren to be left out of the history books. In many cases, without the simultaneous communication we now take for granted, discoveries were often made at or near the same time, and it was usually the inventor sponsored by powerful people or governments on the continent who got credit.
Mac was brought back to the task at hand when he felt a jerk on the pressure washer’s hose. Looking around to see if it had become entangled in a piece of coral, he saw the line floating freely toward the surface. Grabbing it and going back to work, he started blasting water around the outline of the bars that had become part of the reef. Ned had moved away, exploring lower down on the coral outcropping. Mac knew Ned was trying to envision how the ship had lay before the reef had encompassed it. Steel-hulled ships were hard enough to spot; wood ones nearly impossible. Coral grew slowly and wood decayed quickly. Before the new reef could support the doomed ship, it had fallen to pieces and caved in on itself. Interpreting how that looked was a whole lot harder than looking for an entire wreck.
The cannons would have been on the main deck, or the gun deck just below it. Underneath that would be the holds containing whatever riches were aboard when the ship sunk. With the gold sitting just below the cannon, Mac assumed the gun deck had disintegrated and dropped the cannon into the hold where the gold was stored. Often the treasure was scattered across a wide area. Just finding the gold bars, which they were slowly uncovering from under centuries of growth, was a gift.
Another violent tug almost pulled the wand from his hand, bringing his attention back to the present. Mac looked up again, only to feel the line sharply jerk again. It wasn’t Trufante, who, after years of working together, knew their signals. Alarmed, he looked up to see the bottom of a boat moving away. Between the noise of the pressure washer as it blasted away the centuries of sand, and the silt cloud, he had missed the boat’s arrival.
Studying the shape and length of the hull, he knew who it was.
    
TRUFANTE’S GAZE followed the hose into the water. He could see it for quite a ways, but the visibility slowly faded, leaving only the dark reef and lighter sand. From his position on the boat, he had a good idea what they were doing. Diving had never been his thing. Though tempted to spearfish, getting wet was not in his DNA, but he’d worked the deck for years and he could imagine what was going on below.
Tru and Mel’s eyes were pulled to the point the hose entered the water, as if attracted by a magnetic force. It was their only connection to the men below, and they continued to stare while their ears were tuned into the sound of the motor behind them. They both jerked to attention when it stopped.
“Letting the silt settle,” Trufante said. “They must be on something.”
Mel leaned over the side, as if the extra few inches would reveal what was happening twenty feet below. When the pressure washer kicked back on, she looked up, and pointed. “Boat coming.”
Trufante squinted, following her finger. “Goddamned Rusty.” He abandoned his position along the rail and went to the cabin, where he grabbed the shotgun from the rack. Pulling it down, he checked the chamber and found it loaded and ready. Returning to the cockpit, he held the gun by his side, out of sight from the approaching boat.
“Don’t do anything stupid,” Mel warned him. “We’ve got divers down.”
“And he’s got Pamela.” Trufante felt Mel make a move and reach for the weapon, but he pulled it out of the way. “I hear ya.” He tried to reassure her.
Trufante could see Rusty at the helm, with someone next to him who he assumed was JC. Rage boiled in his veins as he waited. There was no sign of Pamela, but he knew the type of boat and expected she was locked in the cabin. A hundred yards out, Rusty dropped speed and coasted toward them.
Mel made a move for the large red ball by the transom. “Get the fenders and lines ready. Until we know what they want, we need to hold our cards close. And that includes the gun.”
Reluctantly, Trufante set the shotgun under the gunwale. The boat moved closer and, without a word exchanged, they were quickly tied off.
“Where’s Travis?” JC asked.
“Where’s Pamela?” Trufante countered. He felt Mel place a hand on his arm and relaxed slightly. Parlays weren’t always bad—just usually. He waited.
“Seeing y’all been anchored here for the better part of a day, I’m thinking you found something. Thought I’d put a clock on it and get this business finished.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. After fumbling with the screen for a minute, he handed it across to Trufante.
Trufante felt Mel move closer as he reached for the phone and looked at the screen.
“Son of a bitch!” Trufante screamed, and reached for the shotgun. Mel tried to stop him, but after seeing Pamela tied upside down to a piling, her hair brushing the water, there would be no playing lawyer games. Just as Tru raised the barrel, Rusty emerged from the wheelhouse with two pistols. Looking like an old west gunslinger, he had one pointed at Trufante, and the other at Mel.
Trufante didn’t waiver. “Take me to her.”
“Heard there’s a gang of bull sharks ‘round here. Y’all can be chum, or you can be smart and stay alive. Help out your buddy Travis and end this.”
Trufante’s finger twitched, torn between taking a shot and risking it all for the satisfaction of killing JC. He forced himself to back down. Whether Rusty returned fire or not was too much of an unknown. He looked over at Mel, who was doing something with JC’s phone. He had no idea what, but he tried to stall to give her time. “Take me and let her go.”
JC grinned, ending the standoff. “Maybe in light of your attitude, you’d be better off with her.” He held his hand out for the phone. Mel paused for just a second. It was enough for Trufante to know she had just done something, and he made a guttural sound to distract JC.
Rusty kept one gun aimed at Mel, who handed the phone back, while he motioned for Trufante to come aboard his boat. JC grabbed the shotgun from Trufante’s hand. He stepped across to Rusty’s boat.
“Might want to tell Travis the tide’ll be coming in soon. He wants his friend back, he might ought’a hurry.”





THIRTY-SEVEN
Jerking on the hose, Mac hoped to signal whoever was topside that he understood, and dropped the wand to the ground. He saw Ned’s bubble stream cruising around the bottom of the outcropping. Mac first tried the brass clip, but Ned was both hard-of-hearing and consumed in his search. Worried about what was going on above, Mac kicked hard in the direction of the bubbles, and reaching out, grabbed the tip of one of Ned’s fins to get his attention. Ned appeared startled and Mac could see his brow furrow around the mask seal as Mac signaled with the thumbs-up sign for them to surface.
Ned took the cue, assuming something was wrong, and started to ascend quickly. Mac grabbed him again, and moving his hand, palm down, side to side indicated that they were in no rush. It wasn’t the case, but Mac had no idea what awaited them on the surface, or if whoever was up there knew he and Ned were in the water. Weaponless, he would use whatever element of surprise he could.
Slowly, they rose through the water column. With an eye on how the current was running as they approached the surface, knowing it could well be different than on the bottom, he finned into the current toward the bow of the anchored trawler, trusting that the large flare of the hull above would conceal him. Then, riding the current back to the stern, he would have a chance to focus on what was happening, and who was aboard.
Just before they broke through the surface, Mac signaled to Ned to remain where he was. Ned gave him the okay sign, and Mac released the air in his BC, wanting to be under his own power as he approached the boat. Finning up slowly, he allowed his head to break the surface. All he heard was quiet. Something was definitely wrong if Mel and Trufante were not at each other’s throats.
Remaining quiet, using the current to his advantage, Mac silently floated to the stern, breathing freely without the noisy apparatus. When he reached the dive platform, he climbed aboard, startling Mel. He saw the distress on her face as it appeared above the transom.
“You okay?” He mouthed the words in case some was aboard.
“Yeah, not hurt, but we’ve got trouble,” she replied in her usual voice.
Mac stuffed the regulator back in his mouth and held up a finger. Noticing his gauge was pegged into the red, he took a breath and descended. As long as it was safe aboard, he needed to get Ned back on the boat before his air ran out. Finding Ned by the anchor line, Mac signaled for him to come forward as he kicked for the dive platform.
Mac climbed up onto the platform first and asked Mel to help Ned. Climbing over the transom, he dropped his tank and BC on the bench and started questioning her.
“Didn’t you hear the boat?” Mel asked. “I jerked the damned hose.
That explained the signal, but he knew now was not the time to tell her he hadn’t understood it. “Must have been caught up clearing the cannon.”
“It was that fisherman, Rusty I think, and some old creep. Trufante knew both of them—imagine that. They’ve got Pamela and the old man showed us a picture on his phone of her tied upside down to a piling. He’s using the tide as a ticking clock to force this.”
“What about Tru?” Mac asked.
Mel ran her hands through her hair. “Took him at gunpoint. Damned fool had to try and start something.”
“We’re making progress, but with the tools we’ve got ... It’s going to take a whole lot longer than the tide change to retrieve it.”
“I did see a marker number in the picture.”
”That’s a start. Any landmarks?” Mac asked as he walked over to the freshwater wash-down.
“Just water.”
Mac hosed himself off while he processed the information. He knew unless it was a really high number, without anything behind it, that the marker could be anywhere. “Would have been nice to see a copy,” Mac muttered as he stepped toward the electronics.
“I airdropped it to myself before I gave his cell back to him.”
Mac grabbed her phone, studied the picture, and moved to the chartplotter. Mel and Ned were on either side of him, watching as he manipulated the zoom on the chart to five miles out. A green “7” was pretty common, but out here, there were only a few marked passages.
Mac reached into the compartment above the helm and handed Mel a pair of binoculars. “Can you do a quick scan and see if any boats are in sight?” He expected JC to be shrewder than that, but it would also eliminate several possibilities.
Mel handed him back the binoculars. “Nothing besides a few sailboats in the fort’s harbor.”
Mac looked at the screen. The northern tip of White Shoal stared back at him. Just off Loggerhead Key and on the backside of the fort, it was remote enough not to attract attention from the park service, and close enough for JC to keep an eye on them. Moving the cursor from their present location to the marker, he saw that as the crow flew, it was just a mile and a half away, but that straight line crossed several dangerous shoals. Working around the hazards and staying out-of-sight of the park-service rangers would add miles to the trip.
Glancing over at the Surfari, Mac noticed the two paddleboards strapped to the roof of the cabin. It was a neat feature of the sailboat that he had admired before. The boards were just what he needed.
Mac stared at the distance between the trawler and the invisible marker. “I’m taking the boards and going after them.” He looked around. “Where’s Sloan?”
She shrugged. “That’s your plan? I think your head’s still messed up.”
“If you’ve got a better idea, let me know.” Mac started getting ready, collecting a knife, the pistol, and a waterproof, handheld VHF radio as he crossed the gunwales to the Surfari. With any luck, JC would have moved on and left them, making for an easy rescue.
    
SLOAN HAD HEARD the conversation across the way and slipped Eleanor’s BC into a gear locker. He looked up as Mac appeared on deck. Not wanting to be seen by his father, he’d stayed in the cabin modifying the gear to bring the gold to the surface.
“Sloan,” Mac called out.
He left the cabin and walked into the cockpit.
“I need to use your boards.”
“What’s up?”
“I think we figured out where JC has Pamela and now Tru. It’s our best chance to get them.”
“What about the dinghy?”
Mac thought for a second, watching it bob in the waves behind his boat, then decided against it. Even with the skinny-water ability of the RHIB, if the engine’s lower unit grounded, he would be stranded. “Boards are better.”
Sloan fought to keep the smile off his face. Getting rid of Travis would make his plan a lot easier. “Sure thing. If you think it’ll help.” He rose and walked onto the gunwale where he could reach the buckle of the tie-down straps.
Mac climbed up the other side and the two men quickly had both boards on the deck.
“Got paddles and a leash?”
“Sure.” Sloan pulled the paddles and leash from the cavernous starboard hold that was built to house fishing rods and other long items. He handed them to Mac, who slid one paddle under the bungees of the smaller board, then connected the two SUPs together with the leash. He slid the pistol, knife, and radio under the bungee straps of the larger board.
Sloan lowered the transom and helped Mac slip the boards into the water. “Good luck. Anything else I can do?”
“Just hope they’re still alive,” Mac grunted as he took his first stroke. It had been a long time since he’d been on a board, and it took him a few minutes before he felt the familiar rhythm.
Sloan watched him paddle to the north and cross the first shoal, then looked back to the trawler when he heard the groan of the windlass pulling the anchor rode aboard. Mel and Ned were leaving, too. It couldn’t get much better than this. He waited until he was sure the trawler was not coming back before pulling out the modified BC and his own gear. He was geared up and ready to dive when he realized that it would be dark soon. Dropping the gear, he found his dive light in the storage locker.
Ghost Runner had moved off, but an unexpected wake found the Surfari, rocking it just enough to knock over Sloan’s gear. The heavy steel tank with gear and weight attached slammed into the deck. On impact, air shot from a burst hose. Before he could do anything else, Sloan needed to shut off the air. It wasn’t hard to see the problem as the high-pressure hose that fed the gauges violently whipped around. It was like fighting an angry snake and it took him several minutes to wrestle the tank into a position where he wouldn’t be struck by the hose and gauges while he turned off the air.
Sloan picked up the console and saw it was ruined, but this was only a minor setback. Removing the first stage, he tossed it aside, and went back to the locker to get Eleanor’s gear. What had started as a minor equipment malfunction now turned deadly when he turned around and saw a rifle pointed at his head. To make it worse, the man behind the gun was his father. The noise from the air blasting from the tank had concealed his approach.
“Thought it was you and that silly-ass boat of yours when I came by here earlier.”
“Travis went after Trufante and Pamela. He figured out where you have them tied up.”
The rub rails of the two boats touched. “They don’t concern me, now that I have you.” JC leaned over, inspecting the deck of the sailboat. “Looks like you’re going diving. Goddamned son of bitch, go to hell if Travis didn’t find something. Now maybe you ought to go fetch it up for me.”
“There’s nothing there. I was just going to get the anchor. Tried to pull it and it stuck.”
“Never could lie to me. Even when you thought you were getting away with it, I knew. It’ll take Travis damned near an hour to get there by boat if he don’t want to be seen by them rangers. Tide’ll be over their heads by then. The god’s are gonna be extra happy when they get them two fools I tied upside down on the piling. Now, looks like you’re going to get me some goodies to add to the offering.”
“You old fool. He took off on a paddleboard. Travis is probably cutting them loose as we speak.”
“Goddamned motherf’ing son of a whore,” JC steamed, then muttered what sounded like an apology under his breath. The barrel of the rifle hadn’t wavered, leaving Sloan’s best option to jump in the water. He looked over at the man by the helm. Something about his look told Sloan that he was a fisherman, not a diver. “Travis did find something.” There was no point lying.
“Damned if he didn’t,” JC said. “Now, go work for all those expensive lessons I got you and see what it is.”
Sloan played the only card he had. Under the watchful eye of the barrel of the gun, he installed Eleanor’s first stage on the tank and, wary now after the first hose had exploded, faced the gauges away from him while he turned on the air. The system held pressure, and he checked to see how much air remained. The gauge showed just less than 2,000 PSI. “Must have been your wake that knocked over the tank and burst the hose. Gotta change the tank out.” He held up the console for JC to see, like he knew what he was looking at.
“Worked out pretty well for me, ya think. Couldn’t hear me comin’ over all that racket.” JC waved the barrel of the gun at the gear. “Y’all do what you need to, but I’d be putting a little effort into it. Next high tide ain’t but six hours away.”
Sloan understood the threat. He unstrapped the last fresh tank from its holder in the locker, pulled it out, and swapped gear. A few minutes later he was ready. While he slid into the BC, he debated taking the modified BC, but decided against it. He regretted switching tanks now and, slipping out of the BC, made a quick decision.
“I ain’t playin’ with you, boy,” JC said.
“Just in case there’s something there … “ Sloan pulled out Eleanor’s BC and showed him how he had rigged it.
“Always knew you had some smarts, but I gotta keep an eye on you all the same.” Sloan flinched when JC asked Rusty to sink the inflatable. Flashing a knife over the transom, the fisherman did his bidding. Laying open each section with the knife, by the time he climbed back aboard, only the rigid floor remained above water. Several seconds later, the weight of the engine dragged the boat under.
Sloan continued to ready himself. Losing the dinghy meant little to him; in actuality, it would only slow his escape. Looking back at the gear, Sloan took the partially used tank and slid the BC over it. Tossing the rig in the water, he sat on the lowered transom and slid in after it.





THIRTY-EIGHT
Mac set the blade and pulled back hard. With his muscle memory returning, he quickly settled into a sustainable stroke allowing him to eat up the water between him and the marker. Heading northwest, he noticed the water turned a deep, dark shade of brown, the warning sign that it was only inches deep. Several times already his paddle had sunk into the mud. Changing to more of a sweeping stroke, he paddled to the blue water ahead. Before he got there, he left the wind shadow caused by Garden Key and the old brick fort and felt the brunt of the northerly wind on his right side.
The waves weren’t big, maybe a foot, just enough to be a nuisance. Without a rudder, Mac was forced to use the paddle for steerage as well as propulsion to prevent the wind from blowing him off course. He had enough experience in man-powered crafts to alter his heading to the north-northwest, neutralizing the crabbing effect of the wind. Steering while trying to move forward required him to paddle entirely on his left side to counter the conditions. The exertion caused his muscles to burn. He knew the next stage of exhaustion would be cramps, but he put that from his mind as he continued.
Every now and then he’d take a handful of strokes on the right, but even with all his weight on the rail, he was quickly off course and had to abandon the tactic. Gutting it out on the left side, he finally saw the piling in the distance. Now that his goal was in sight, the paddling seemed to become easier, but his anxiety grew with each stroke. He knew the tide was coming up fast; what he didn’t know was if he would reach them in time.
Picking up his stroke rate while maintaining the power, he started to tire, but was within a quarter-mile now and could see the bodies hanging from the pilings. A sound startled him, and he looked to the left to see Rusty’s boat coming in fast. Between the boat approaching from downwind and his focus on paddling, he had missed the sound of the engine. Mac dug in even harder, hoping the circuitous route the boat would have to run to avoid the shallows would allow him to arrive first.
    
JC SAT on the gunwale following Sloan’s bubble trail until it dissipated. Finding the boy here and his disclosure that Travis had actually discovered something had been a blessing from the gods. He knew they were fickle, and wondered if the human sacrifice, and acting without the blessing of his priestess, would help him or hurt him. The fog of war had encompassed him when he and Rusty had tied Pamela, and then Trufante, to the piling. Bloodlust had overcome him, and he was starting to regret it. Adding to his angst about the sacrifices, he realized that even if Sloan didn’t recover anything, he now knew where the cache lay.
“Rusty, mark the numbers. We need to go after Travis.”
Once he had marked and annotated their location, Rusty spun the wheel and reversed their route, steering through the channel on the west side of Garden Key. Once past the red “6” marker, he headed directly for the piling. Knowing it was deep water right up to it, he accelerated, but before he was halfway there, JC saw the figure of a man who seemed to be standing on the water. With a grin on his face and a touch of malice in his heart, he got Rusty’s attention, and pointed at Travis. Rusty changed course and headed directly toward him.
MAC SAW the boat coming for him, but there was nothing he could do except paddle harder. While it was still a distance off, he could see that it was Rusty’s boat, which forced him to make a decision. It would take him longer to reach the piling, but his own safety was in jeopardy. He would still be exposed, but he could use the shallows of White Shoal to interfere if JC meant to take him down. Bullets, though, were another matter, and he could only hope that he was still valuable enough to keep alive.
If he wasn’t already out of breath, Mac would have let out a sigh of relief when he passed over the shallow shoal. High tide was a double-edged sword, allowing him to pass over areas that would be exposed at low tide, but it was also the detonator for the time bomb that JC had set for Trufante and Pamela. Pushing even harder, he grunted with each stroke as he fought both the wind and the pull of the shallow water against the board. The smaller board trailing behind only added resistance, and he thought about cutting it loose, but the single board wouldn’t hold the three of them. With an eye on the approaching trawler, he estimated that despite his efforts, Rusty was going to reach him before he made it to the piling.
That revelation didn’t matter. Mac was within a few hundred feet of the piling when the trawler, which had been coming directly at him, cut hard to starboard and slowed. Mac immediately knew what he was up to. Many boaters slow for paddlers, but that’s exactly the opposite of what they should do. A boat running on plane puts out a much smaller wake than one plowing ahead at low speed.
The first wake swept under him, lifting the board several feet into the air. Mac was ready, and braced with the paddle, rode over the crest, but before he could regain his position, the second wave hit, pulling the other board under water, and forcing him to his knees. Even with the lower center of gravity, he felt the drag of the trailing board as it fought its way back to the surface. This low to the water, he lost all his leverage on the paddle and was swept away from the piling. The trawler had run its course and was in the process of turning back for a second round when Mac realized he was actually safe. If JC wanted him dead, as he was defenseless against a firearm, he’d be dead by now.
The revelation renewed his confidence, and rising to his feet, he pulled hard toward the piling before the trawler returned. Seeing his determination, the trawler passed, sending another wake. It’s force broken by the shoal, Mac took it in stride and headed for the piling. The board and boat arrived within seconds of each other.
Mac was focused on the two bodies tied to the piling and was thrown off balance by the wake of the trawler as it slowed. He had to react before he could see if Pamela and Trufante were alive. By the time he recovered, he saw JC standing at the transom of the trawler. He appeared to be looking up at the sky and talking, but Mac was unable to hear him over the rumble of the engine.
Mac approached and grabbed onto the gunwale. “Cut’em loose. I’ll give you what you want.”
“You’re a lucky man, Travis. They’re still alive.”
Mac looked over at the piling. Trufante had one eye open and a strange look on his face. The water was just an inch below his nose. Another few minutes and it would have been over for them. Pamela appeared unconscious, but Mac was hopeful she was alive.
“Good, then let them go. I’ll give you what you want,” he repeated.
“Goddamned son of a bitch, go to hell. Of course you will.” JC called an order to Rusty, who set the boat in neutral, then returned to the transom, where he looped a dock line around the piling. He tied an end to the port and starboard cleats at the transom. Once the boat was secured, without a word, JC stepped up on the gunwale and started cutting Pamela loose.
Mac released his grip on the trawler and with two strokes was by the piling at the same time that Pamela hit the water. He waited just long enough to see if she could swim, but when he saw no movement, he dropped into the water. Diving under, he pulled her to the surface and draped her upper body over the board at the same time that Trufante landed next to him.
“You good?” Mac called over to the Cajun.
“Right on. Just a little head rush.” Trufante reached the trailing board and pulled himself onto it.
Mac climbed onto the board with Pamela, careful not to dump her as he straddled it. Facing her, he held a hand to her mouth and nose. Her breath was cool against the back of his wet hand. Looking over at the trawler, he saw JC watching them with an amused look on his face. He seemed almost happy.
“I do feel remorse, Travis, but between my ex-wives, my gods, and that damned son of mine, I have an enormous need for cash.”
“I told you I’d take care of it.”
“Y’all just hang out for a bit.” JC freed the line from around the piling and brought it aboard. “Enjoy the scenery. I got something to check on and I’ll be back for you—or not.” He turned and walked back to the helm and pushed down on the throttle.
Mac and Trufante fought to control the boards as the large wake from the departing boat tossed them into the piling. Finally, it died out and Mac turned his attention to Pamela. She seemed to be coming around. Using the leash, he pulled the boards together, allowing Trufante to help her. While the Cajun revived her, Mac scanned the water, finally seeing Ghost Runner just where he expected.
A few minutes later, Pamela was sitting up, and he turned his attention to where JC had disappeared. Sitting on the board, he could barely see a quarter-mile away. In order to get a better view, he stood and scanned the water. From the elevated position, he could see the wake from Rusty’s trawler showing white against the darkening water. He was heading for the channel on a course that looked like it would take him back to The Tongue.
Mac stood and waved his paddle in the air when he saw Ghost Runner approaching. A few minutes later, Ned coasted to a stop. Mac hopped aboard, then helped Trufante and Pamela. Reluctantly, he left the boards, as the boat was already crowded, and told Ned to head back to The Tongue. Something was happening there, and he needed to find out what it was.





THIRTY-NINE
Mac was at the wheel of Ghost Runner en route back to The Tongue while Ned cleaned and loaded their small arsenal. Mel had checked out Trufante and Pamela and deemed them fit for action. Mac had decided on an indirect approach, using the back door; instead of the marked channel that passed the back side of the fort, he chose to follow Loggerhead Key and come at the site from the west.
The route would require him going through the narrow pass that Van Doren had used to escape from Lafitte’s ship, but it was high tide and the chart showed six feet of water—Ghost Runner drew five. With a positive tide, he would have several feet under the hull. His concern about the narrowness of the pass was alleviated by having seen the channel from underwater; he had a mental picture of the deadly coral heads. Even with his knowledge, the transit was not without risk. A one-degree course difference on their approach could spell doom, and he wondered how Van Doren had managed it without electronics. There was nothing to use for concealment, and he would be in plain sight, but at least he’d approach from the opposite direction that JC would expect him.
Mac formulated a plan as he closed on the narrow pass. There had been a subtle shift in the old man’s behavior. Releasing his captives and the confession about his circumstances was out of character. Mac intended to exploit his present state of mind, and attempt to make a deal. It would be a contract with the devil, but at least he knew that going in.
With the length of Loggerhead Key behind him, Mac turned toward the south, then northeast, circling back to The Tongue. He saw the mast of the Surfari and another boat anchored over the site. Mel confirmed with the binoculars that it was Rusty’s trawler.
“How’re they doing?” Mac asked.
“Tru asked for a beer, so I’m guessing he’s fine. Pamela’s a little shaken up, but she seems to be coming around. She was up there a lot longer than Tru, and by herself. We haven’t always seen eye to eye, but she’s pretty tough.”
That was a little bit of an understatement. Mel and Pamela had an unusual relationship. They rarely got along, but after being held hostage together by a human trafficker, had formed a bond stronger than their disagreements.
Mel looked through the binoculars again. “I’m assuming, since you’re running right up on them, that you have a plan.”
“Of sorts. He’s already shown that he’s not going to kill us, and he doesn’t have anyone to dive.” It was a strange thing about fishermen. Many, like Trufante, were averse to the water. Mac was counting on Rusty being one of them, too.
“There’s a deal to be made there,” Mac said.
“Why not just walk away while we’re all in one piece?”
Mac was glad that the near-deaths of Trufante and Pamela had cured her treasure fever. She was right in a way, and though he was loathe to admit it, after seeing the gold bars he thought if he recovered them, he would have the means to deal with Warner.
“We’re so close. If it’s not easy, we walk.” It was a vague promise, but she seemed to accept it. Mac turned to Ned, who was across the cockpit.
“You got the guns ready?”
“Pistols and paddleboards ain’t a good mix, but I’ve got it cleaned up and the shotgun ready. If there’s real trouble though…”
Trufante appeared in the wheelhouse, interrupting Ned, though he didn’t need to complete his thought. Mac knew JC was armed. At best it would be a standoff. “We’re coming up on them.” Turning to Trufante, he asked him if he was okay.
“I’m good.” Trufante turned to look at JC’s boat. “Gonna give that old fishmonger a little payback?”
“Gonna see what he’s up to.” Mac was unsure what JC was even doing here without a diver. Then Mac thought about Sloan.
“You good enough to get the tanks pumped up and the dive gear ready?” he asked Trufante.
“Good to go. A beer might help some.”
Mac ignored the comment and studied the approach. It was quite a bit more difficult coming at it from open water as from the anchorage. With his fourteen-foot beam, and the pass only twenty feet at its widest point, and with no landmarks, at least on the surface, there was little margin for error. “Can you go up to the bow and call out if you see anything?” he asked Mel.
“What am I, cannon fodder?”
“He’s not going to shoot us.”
“You’re so sure, you go up there.”
Mac moved away from the wheel, relinquishing the helm to her. After showing her the course, he stepped back and left the wheelhouse, then climbed the gunwale and started forward. With only minutes of daylight left, the water was already dark, not quite the ink-black it would be in a few minutes, but dark enough to conceal its secrets. Mac was glad for the dives he had made, only hoping he could recall the formations well enough to guide them through.
Leaning into the rail by the bow pulpit, Mac used his knees to absorb the impact of the waves as Mel continued to the channel. Mac stared into the water, hoping for any kind of clue that might save his boat. In this situation, despite the thousands of dollars in electronics he had recently installed, he was as blind as Van Doren had been. Depth finders had become more accurate, and he had side-scan sonar, but these still didn’t look forward, only back. Many a boater, relying on the readings from the transponder on their stern, had grounded.
They were within a hundred yards of JC’s boat when Mac saw something in the water. The beam of a dive light easily pierced the dark veil. It had to be Sloan. JC was visible now, too. There was no way he could have missed Ghost Runner’s approach, but from the direction of his gaze, he was staring at the light. With Rusty and JC visible on the trawler, it had to be Sloan in the water.
Mac was deep in thought watching the dive light, and nearly missed the dark outline barely visible in the water. The eastern outcropping was just feet from their starboard side when he called a course correction for Mel. The boat turned slightly, avoiding a coral head large enough to tear through the steel hull.
Once clear of the reef, Mac looked across the void at JC, who had yet to acknowledge him. With Sloan in the water, the playing field had changed—again. Mac regretted not keeping a better eye on him. Now that he thought about it, there had been plenty of opportunities for Sloan to see what they were doing. From the location of the light in the water, Sloan clearly knew what they had found. But it was too late to look back.
Even if Mel was right and Mac couldn’t justify being here, Sloan’s presence in the water would not permit him to leave. Mac was fine if no one ever recovered Van Doren’s gold bars, but he wasn’t okay with Sloan and JC taking them. Though there was no love lost between father and son, there was apparently enough between them to form a business partnership.
They were hemmed in now, with little leeway on either side of the trawler. Mac called back to Mel to idle around the lobster boat in order to place them in open water. Before he could do anything else, Mac needed to ensure he could escape.
Looking back to the stern, he saw Ned, Trufante, and Pamela all staring into the water. He, too, had taken his eyes off JC, and when the first bullet struck the wheelhouse roof, he dropped to the deck.
“Gun it!” he called to Mel, while he crawled back to the cover of the wheelhouse. Several more shots struck the boat before they pulled out of the effective range of the weapon. Though a bullet could travel more than a mile, shooting from a moving boat was wildly inaccurate, even at close range. Sitting a hundred yards from the trawler, Mac felt safe.
Mac asked Mel to drop speed. It was time to see what Sloan was up to. With her circling far enough back, they weren’t enough of a threat for JC to continue firing, and he had already revealed a reluctance to kill them. More than likely he just wanted them out of the way until Sloan surfaced with the gold.
Mac grabbed a fresh tank. Within minutes, he was geared up and on the dive platform. Trufante brought him a scooter, a cylindrical apparatus that powered divers long distances with little effort. The outcropping was well within the batteries’ range—if it was charged—but Mac was going anyway. Loaded down with the scooter, dive light, and speargun, he waited.
“Turn the bow toward him,” he called to Mel. Waiting for the boat to swing away enough to hide the dive platform from JC, Mac slipped into the water. Having added extra weight in order to hug the bottom, he sank through the dark water. Once he hit the sandy bottom, he set aside the scooter and, using his core as a brace, pulled back the three bands on the speargun. Once they were set in their notches on the shaft, and not wanting to risk a misfire, he set the safety. With the lanyard of the dive light around his left wrist and the speargun attached to a clip on his BC, he picked up the scooter and squeezed the trigger.
Powered forward by the almost silent engine, and sans light, he was close to invisible. Staying close to both the bottom and center of the channel, he sped toward Sloan. What he would do once he arrived would be dictated by the other man.
Sloan didn’t see him until he was only feet away, giving Mac time to assess the scene. Sloan was working a pry bar against the coral, trying to dislodge one of the gold bars. Several already sat in a cradle fashioned from a BC, rather ingenious for an impromptu lift. Though quiet, the scooter still made some noise, mostly from the disturbed water, causing Sloan to look up when he took a break.
They sat there for a long second, staring at each other. Mac signaled with a raised thumb for them to surface, but Sloan ignored him and reached down, pulling against the bar he had been working on. He loaded it in the BC and, without a fist stage or low-pressure hose on the tank, removed his regulator. Holding the mouthpiece to the manual-inflation port, Sloan hit the purge button.
Air blasted into the BC, elevating it off the bottom. Mac had only seconds to act before the gold saw the light of day for the first time in centuries. Dropping the scooter, he unclipped the speargun and aimed for the bladder of the BC. It was several feet off the bottom now and starting to rise faster. Mac aimed and shot, but Sloan had seen his intent and thrown the pry bar at him. The water slowed its momentum, but not before it hit his arm. It just enough to affect his aim, and the spear flew harmlessly past the BC.
Sloan immediately took off after the gold. Before he was out of reach, Mac dropped the speargun, reached up with one hand, and grabbed for Sloan’s fin. He knew the man’s legs were much more powerful than his own grip, but hoped it would slow Sloan down enough for him to retrieve the speargun shaft. As he gripped the fin, he felt the shaft pull backwards, as if a fish were on it. It was just enough for him to lose the grip on the fin. Sloan turned back to him. Even in the dark water, Mac could see the anger in his eyes. Reaching down his leg, Sloan pulled a knife from a sheath on his calf. Flipping it upside down, he slashed at Mac, who caught Sloan’s wrist with his free hand. Mac was about to release the line connecting him to the shaft so he could fight with two hands when he saw a large lionfish embedded on its tip.
In that brief second, Sloan repositioned himself and slashed again, this time focusing on retrieving the shaft. Mac was a second late in reacting. The blade sliced his shoulder. It was too dark to see much, but there was no doubt his blood was rising to the surface. Mac saw the knife coming at him again and finned away from the strike, but Sloan kept coming. Mac sunk to the bottom, just out of reach, and pulled hard on the line. The shaft reached his hand just as Sloan’s knife flashed toward his hoses. Blocking the blow with the shaft, Mac pulled back. Sloan slashed again. Mac tried to retreat, but found he had his back against a coral head. There was nowhere to go.
Pulling the shaft to the side, he grabbed it with both hands and swung it like a baseball bat. The water restricted the power behind his swing, but the lionfish hit Sloan, embedding its spiny and venomous dorsal fins into the side of his face. Mac could hear him as he screamed through his mouthpiece. Sloan’s knife fell from his hand and he dropped to the bottom as he tried to extract the painful spines from his face. While Sloan struggled, Mac grabbed the knife from the sand and slashed Sloan’s hoses, leaving them both concealed in bubbles.





FORTY
The cloud of bubbles was short-lived as the tank ran dry. Sloan lay in the sand. He looked unconscious. Mac had a decision to make, and he needed to make it quickly. Whether Sloan was alive or not was not the immediate issue—he was out of air. If Sloan were to have a chance, Mac knew he had to get him to the surface quickly, where he intended to hand him off to his father. Maybe the old man would release his grasp on him if Mac saved his son. If not, Sloan’s blood would not be on Mac’s hands. Checking behind him, he saw the BC loaded with the gold bars sitting in the sand by the reef, but his priority had to be Sloan. The man had turned out to be his enemy, but Mac was not a cold-blooded killer.
Moving toward Sloan, Mac calculated how long it had been since he had cut the hose and Sloan had taken his last breath. Everything had happened so quickly that it seemed like a long time, but he knew it had only been a minute. As long as Sloan had the regulator in his mouth, he was unlikely to inhale seawater and drown.
Mac approached the body carefully. He’d dealt with lionfish before and knew exactly how much pain a puncture from one of their many sharp spines could inflict. If the victim was allergic to their venom, anaphylactic shock would lead to a quick death, but generally their sting caused only localized pain and swelling—unless one of their larger fins had gone directly into a vein. As Mac closed the gap, he became suspicious. Sloan was too still. Convulsions were an involuntary contraction of the diaphragm caused by too much carbon dioxide. When Mac had been younger, and a better freediver, he had been able to hold his breath without convulsing for almost two minutes. Sloan easily could be playing possum.
The darkness also played to Sloan’s advantage. Mac couldn’t see whether his eyes were open or closed until he was less than two feet away. He reached out for the tank valve, which he intended to use as a handle to haul the man to the surface.
A hand swung out and grabbed the regulator from his mouth. Mac instinctively bit down while he recovered but, desperate for air, the adrenaline running through Sloan’s system gave him the needed strength to pull it free. Mac sucked desperately as it was pulled from his mouth, trying to inhale as much air as he could.
The second the regulator was gone, his chest started to tighten. If Mac had no air, he was not going to allow Sloan any, either. Using his fins, he kicked against Sloan as he made a desperate grab for the floating hose. Mac’s timing was off by a long second, allowing Sloan a deep inhale before he felt the force of Mac’s kick. Sloan extended his hand again for the regulator, but it was barely out of reach. Oxygen deprived, Sloan did the only thing he could. The single breath had given him enough strength and clarity to ditch his tank and pull the lionfish from his face. Even though the surface was less than thirty feet away, the extra weight was the difference between making it or not. With the BC and tank on the bottom, Mac watched as Sloan crouched down to gather momentum before he bolted.
Mac swung his right arm around his back in an attempt to retrieve the regulator. His first attempt missed, but his training held true, and on his second attempt he felt the hose against his bicep. Continuing the sweeping motion, the hose slid down his forearm until the regulator hit his hand. Slamming it into his mouth, he breathed deeply and assessed the situation.
Allowing Sloan to reach the surface would change everything. JC was armed. A stroke of morality, or a message from his gods, had kept him from killing Trufante and Pamela, but Mac could not count on the same benevolence to happen twice. Seeing his son in danger, there was little doubt he would use deadly force if necessary. Mac had to subdue Sloan before he reached the surface.
Sloan was halfway through the water column when Mac reached down for the speargun. Between setting the shaft and the bands, there was no time to load the speargun, so he just grabbed the shaft, which with lionfish still embedded on the tip. Invigorated by the air in his lungs, he finned hard for the surface. Sloan was within a few kicks of breaking through when Mac, using the shaft as a lance, hit Sloan’s leg with the remaining dorsal spines of the lionfish.
Sloan immediately grabbed for his leg, allowing Mac to reach out and pull him backwards. Again, Mac was surprised by his strength as Sloan pulled the fish from his leg and continued up. Mac had only seconds, and with the shaft back in his hand, kicked hard to the surface. He clearly could see the dorsal spines sticking out from Sloan’s leg. All that was left of the fish were the spines in the anal fin.
Sloan’s head broke the surface. Mac was only a second behind. He had to do something quickly before JC saw his son. Inflating his BC to give him leverage over the struggling man and, free of the resistance of the water, he was able to swing the shaft harder this time. Using the anal fin as his barb, he slammed the fish into Sloan’s neck. The reaction was instantaneous. Sloan slumped over and dropped below the surface.
Before he descended to retrieve Sloan, he scanned the surface and took a bearing on Ghost Runner. The struggle had disoriented Mac and he wasn’t sure which boat was where. Surfacing near Rusty’s boat would just deliver both of them to JC. Deflating his BC, Mac descended, hoping JC hadn’t noticed. Without the dive gear to weigh him down, Sloan was floating about halfway to the bottom.
Mac was within a dozen feet of him when he saw a dark spot in the water. Before he could react, it transformed into the rough shape of a shark. Attracted by the both men’s wounds, it was no surprise when a twelve-foot bull slammed into Sloan’s body. Mac didn’t watch as it backed away to prepare for its final assault. With blood streaming from his own shoulder, he was at risk as well.
Bolting for the surface, he stopped when he heard the unmistakable sound of a propeller cutting through the water. Slowing his ascent, he looked down in time to see the shark make another run at Sloan, then drag him toward open water. Seconds later they were gone.
Though the direction sound traveled was undetectable underwater, Mac had little doubt this was JC. He must have seen the struggle on the surface and followed Mac’s bubbles. Looking back at where Mac remembered it being anchored, he saw the bulb keel of the Surfari with its anchor line extending in front of it. Behind the sailboat he saw the steel hull of Rusty’s trawler heading directly toward Ghost Runner.
Staying ten feet underwater, Mac finned hard, having to cover the hundred yards he previously had transited with the scooter by his own power. With his shoulder aching, making the arm almost useless, the swim, and fight with Sloan, exhaustion was quickly overtaking him. He’d been here before though and putting his mind in another place, Mac fought the fatigue and reached his boat. Once underneath the hull, he surfaced on the side away from the direction where JC was approaching. Spitting the regulator out, he called for help. Three heads popped over the gunwale. JC’s boat was only a few yards away when he reached the deck, but Mac could see the confusion on the man’s face.
“Where’s Sloan?”
In between gasps of air, Mac told him what had happened, surprised to see what could be taken as a smile flash across his face, before his usual grimace returned.
Coming from the cabin, Pamela broke the silence. “What happened? I can feel something.”
Trufante went to her. “You okay? We was pretty worried there for a while.”
She looked at JC. “I forgive you. Whatever just happened, I think the gods are happy now.”
    
JC STARED at the woman he had almost killed, wondering if she knew what had happened to Sloan or if she really did sense something. That feeling he’d had since meeting her was one of the reasons he had released her. If his years had taught him anything, it was that the gods chose their own intermediaries.
“Come here, young lady.” He motioned the barrel at her.
Pamela looked at Mac who nodded. Slowly she approached the gunwale.
“What do you know about the gods?”
Pamela was quiet for long enough that JC started wondering if he had misjudged her.
“Nothing really, but I can sense things about people sometimes.”
“And what is it you’re sensing about me now?”
“Seems that a black cloud has lifted from around you. One that’s been following you for years.”
She was right. He had felt it. With the devil child gone, maybe he was at peace. That all worked, but there was the matter of his burned-down building and the greedy FWC agent. “Thank you. Maybe we can talk later.” He had learned long ago that you had to be careful with someone with her ability.
“Sure, one thing, though,” Pamela said.
He looked at her, but when their eyes met, he looked away—a sure sign of her power. “Yes?”
“That foul mouth of yours needs to stop. You’re hurting your aura.”
This was getting too mystical for him, but he realized that since his son’s body had dissapeared, a curse word hadn’t fallen from his lips. “Maybe you’re right.” Dismissing her, he moved on to the rest of his problems.
“We’re tied together in this, Travis. That FWC agent has us both by the balls.” JC paused and looked at Pamela. “Excuse me, but you know what I mean.”
Travis moved closer. “Why don’t you put that gun away and we can talk.”
It had only been minutes since Sloan’s demise, but JC had never felt like this, or if he had, it was thirty years ago, before Sloan was born. He lowered the barrel, but kept his grip on the rifle. “Go on.”
“Payback is more your game than mine. I’m in if you figure a way to take Warner out—short of killing him.”
JC had seen the distress on Travis’s face when he realized he had killed Sloan. Mac had felt more remorse than JC himself. “Whatever happens, we’re gonna need some of whatever it is you found down there.”
“I’m good with that. Getting tired of being poor and I don’t guess you’re going to run off and tell the state.”
“For once we agree.”





FORTY-ONE
They spent the next day pulling gold bars from the seabed. Wary about recovering the treasure so close to Fort Jefferson and the watchful—or prying—eyes, depending on your perspective, of the rangers there, Mac had pushed the crew. Several times, they stopped when park-service boats were sighted, but without the telltale blowers of many salvors, they just looked like two fishing boats tied up in a known anchorage.
It was quite a bit of work, requiring multiple dives from Mac, Mel, and Ned. Rusty and Trufante handled the heavy work on deck, while Mel and Pamela refilled tanks and guided hoses. By sunset, the fish boxes of each trawler were loaded with their shares of gold bars. Exhausted, and quite a bit wealthier, they relaxed with a beer almost as if they were friends. Gold has a way of either uniting or destroying people. At least for the present, it was working for the better.
The split had been without incident. They estimated the weight in gold at close to a thousand pounds, half of the ton that Van Doren had recovered, and along the lines of the split he had negotiated with Lafitte. Though it was probably cast in the 1700s, there were no mint marks or apparent provenance, making it even more valuable. Without any historical markings, it was just gold, and it looked damned pure. There would be no need to melt down or broker historical coins or jewelry.
JC seemed like a different man. He’d lost his bitter attitude, but his business acumen remained. Weighing the bars on a fish scale and tallying the results had kept a smile on his face all day.
One problem remained though, and when the thrill of the catch, or in this case the recovery, of the treasure wore off, the problem of Warner remained.
Mac finished his beer and rose to get another. “We still got to deal with Warner.”
“Son of a bitch needs to be taught a lesson.”
Even JC’s swearing had been moderated. With the black cloud gone, he was almost likable, but Mac knew he had to remain wary. “We could use some of the gold and set him up. Kind of like a sting.”
“He’s not the only one on the take in that group. They’d protect him like a mother protects her young,” JC said.
“Got a better idea?” Mac asked, looking at the group to see if anyone else needed a refill. Trufante raised his bottle. When Mac looked over at Mel, he knew the look on her face.
“Hear me out now before you two go off half-cocked.” Mel waited, glancing from Mac to JC. When they each nodded, she continued. “What are the options?“
Mac hated the lawyer tone she was using, but he knew how her mind worked and eventually she’d get where she was going. It wasn’t only him, and he smiled when a glance over at JC revealed a look of consternation on his face.
Mel continued. “So—kill him, maim him, get him fired, blackmail him, ruin him? Seeing a trend here?”
“Son of a bitch can’t come at us from the grave,” JC said.
Mel stared him down and continued. “Spin it backwards. This isn’t some third-world banana republic. He’s corrupt, but what’s the chance that his replacement will be, too? If he or she is, can we cut them at the knees before they can get into a position of power like Warner has? That guy knows where all the bodies are buried.”
“I get all that, but what are you thinking?” Mac asked.
“We promote him. He was crying about being stationed down here. You want to get rid of him—get rid of him.”
Mac watched JC as he processed her idea. It was unique and Mac instantly recognized that it would work for his situation, which was more of a personal animosity than the graft that Warner was taking from JC.
“Works for me. My biggest cash drain’s on the bottom of the sea. With the gold in my fish box and some other buried assets, I get me a cheaper wife, and I’m good.”
Mac saw Mel glance over at JC and assumed it was about his feelings for his son. Without knowing the circumstances, JC could be judged badly, but he and Mel both knew what Sloan was, and he, at least, had to agree.
“How do we go about this?”
“Leave that to me.”
With tired muscles and smiles on their faces, they turned in shortly after dark, ready to get an early start in the morning.
Anchoring in open water at night places you as close to nature as you can get. There is something primal about the feeling of helplessness if the ocean turns against you, but the night was quiet and uneventful. At dawn, the coffee brewers in each boat fired up, and the crews readied their boats for the trip back to Key West. The only problem was Rusty’s stubbornness, insisting on running his own boat. Mac totally understood and placed Ned and Mel in command of Ghost Runner. Trufante and Pamela would take the center console, anchored just offshore of the fort. He’d have to beg gas from the rangers there, but it wouldn’t be the first time they had to provide a boater with less-than-adequate math skills enough fuel to reach Key West. Once everything was squared away, he crossed over to the Surfari for the trip back.
With all of the gold aboard the trawlers, the boats agreed to stay within sight of each other for the trip back to Key West. They needn’t have bothered, as the weather was a fine as it gets this time of year. Between the low humidity and seventy-degree weather, once they started to run at the agreed-upon fifteen knots, it felt almost cold. By mid-afternoon, Key West was in sight, and they split up, all in agreement on what the next step was going to be.
Mac didn’t mind not having any gold aboard. In fact, wealth had always seemed a burden to him. He knew that money didn’t buy happiness, but he’d learned that it did buy freedom. That elusive feeling of being unencumbered by debt or favors owed. He didn’t “need” the money, but he started to think, as he monitored the boat’s systems and watched it sail itself, that it might not be a bad idea to hold onto his share of the riches this time.
The sailboat gave him an idea. He was familiar with how well it sailed, even under Sloan’s inept guidance. The boat’s hydraulic and electric-sail control systems for sheeting and furling the mainsail, self-tacking genoa, and bow sprit gave it a different vibe than traditional sailing, something that he frankly had no taste for. Running this ship was more like setting a trolling spread, something he was happy doing. It was more than the systems though; it was the range.
Mac and Mel had talked about traveling, but both knew they were more adventurous than most tourists. The only way for the two of them to travel was the hard way. Ghost Runner, for everything she was, lacked the range to cruise. To Mac, being limited by fuel capacity and consumption, and having to plan for stops to refill the tanks, was like riding a horse with a bit in its mouth. A one-tank trip was all he generally had the stomach for. The Surfari solved all those problems. She had a decent range as a motor vessel, but the sails gave the boat freedom.
When the breakwater protecting the harbor appeared, he had to start paying attention and dropped, or rather, self-furled the sails and increased the RPMs to compensate for the loss of wind power. Navigating around the point and into the harbor, he called the marina and requested a slip. Rusty had changed course to the east when the channel split, running around to his Atlantic side-anchorage on Stock Island. Trufante and Ned were behind him, and the three boats were assigned slips close to each other.
They met at the Half Shell for dinner, and to his surprise, they saw JC walk through the door. Though his attitude might have changed, he still wore his uniform white boots, allowing Pamela and Mel an uncommon shared moment. He saw them and moved toward the picnic table. Ned slid over and he sat.
“Everything’s safe and sound.”
Mac was startled that the frown usually etched in his face had changed to a smile.
“Unloaded that damned bar, too. Just gotta ditch the expensive wife, and I’m a free man.”
“Got the boat by the end of the dock,” Mac said.
“That’ll be yours now. The black cloud is gone, I don’t need anything to remind me of him.”
Mac was silent, until he felt Mel’s hand squeeze his thigh. “You mean it?”
“I do. Y’all put her to good use.”
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