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Chapter 1
 
The clicker buzzed, waking both men simultaneously as line poured off the reel. Mac Travis jumped to his feet, the can flying from his hand and spilling warm beer on his chest as he went for the rod. Trufante stood behind him as he grabbed the rod from its holder, released the clicker and checked the drag. The fish was taking line at a rapid rate, but they were both awake now, staring at the water and waiting for the tarpon to show itself. Line continued to pour off the reel as Mac raised the rod and slowly tightened the drag, giving the fish enough resistance to tire, but not enough to break the 20-pound line. 
“Get off the anchor!” Mac yelled at Trufante, not realizing he was standing right behind him. “He’s taking too much line.”
The tall Cajun went forward and clipped the buoy onto the anchor line, then tossed the ball into the water and released the line from the cleat. Just as he released the line he stumbled letting it slide through his hands. He watched the end land in the water before he could tie a knot to catch the ball. The red buoy, used to mark the end of the anchor line for retrieval after the fish was landed, drifted away. Trufante rushed to the helm and started the engines, ready to follow the fish, the red ball quickly becoming a spec on the horizon.
Mac started to gain line as the fish tired, pumping the rod up and reeling the slack when he lowered it. The tarpon jumped, finally revealing itself, its silver scales sparkling in the sunlight, but Mac was ready. He leaned forward with the rod, giving the fish slack as the tarpon hit the water, landing on its side with a huge splash.
“Goes over a hundred,” he yelled at Trufante.
“Every bit. That pinfish he ate was a biggun’, too. Had to be good size if he could eat that,” Trufante called back to him. 
The two men worked in silence, Mac on the rod and Trufante at the helm, not needing to communicate after so many years together. They usually fished dolphin fish, which the tourists called Mahi Mahi, this time of the year. A good day in May or June, when the fish ran thick, could net each man $1,000, but the wind had been up for the last couple of days. Twenty knots was too rough to go out past the reef and into the Gulf Stream, which meant they were more restricted. Probably be ten to twelve foot seas out there today, Mac thought. 
They were fishing just past the 16-foot tower on Bullard Bank — the first or last navigation aid, depending which way you were coming, marking a coral hump in the shallows north of the Seven Mile Bridge. They were just into federal waters, three and a quarter miles off land. Several years ago, Mac and his mentor, Wood, had found this trench running through an otherwise featureless bottom while dumping coral and rock from their bridge construction operations. The cooler water provided by the additional ten foot depth of the trench attracted big tarpon seeking refuge from the warmer shallow water. 
While Mac worked the fish, he lamented over his latest fight with his girlfriend. Last night was the worst of many with his current live in. He would have broken it off long ago if not for her daughter. Damn shame what kids had to deal with. This morning, he’d given her the day to get out, and he planned on staying away for all of it. He’d probably drop Trufante on the dock and anchor the 42-foot steel hull trawler in Boot Harbor for the night. He thought it might be a good idea to ask Trufante to run by and do a little reconnaissance; see if she’d really left. Fifty/fifty chance he’d be making a visit to see the sheriff in the morning, to have her evicted. At this point, it was whatever it took to get rid of her.
The fish jumped again and splashed back in the water snapping his attention back to the fight. Mac could tell it was tiring, instead of making another run it was content to hold in the current with its open mouth, allowing the stream of water to replenish it. He swung the rod to the side, trying to turn the fish’s head, but it was steadfast. 
“Turn her toward the left,” he called to Trufante, wanting him to circle the fish with the boat. They had reached the point where the tarpon’s life was endangered, and it was no longer sport. Tarpon were a catch and release fish; although they could run over 100 pounds, they were inedible. He reeled in line as the boat moved in front of the fish, and held up a fist when the fish came alongside the boat, signaling for Trufante to go into neutral. He reached down and grabbed the exhausted fish by its mouth, turning the beast into the current, allowing water to wash through its gills. With his other hand, he released the circle hook embedded in its jaw. After a few minutes, the fish showed signs of life and he released it. 
If you could only release a woman like a fish, he thought.
 
***
 
Wulf looked through the binoculars, trying to focus as the boat on the horizon came back into view. It was a battle, with each wave moving him up and down three or four feet every time it passed. The movement was accentuated by the binoculars, and he had to set them down. When they hit the crest of the next wave, he put the binoculars back to his eyes. 
“Right on our spot. What are fishermen doing out here? It’s way past where they go,” he said, taking down the glasses and handing them to Eva, the woman next to him, as the boat fell into a trough. 
“It looks like a commercial fishing boat. I don’t like this,” Eva replied. “What happens if they hit our equipment?”
Wulf didn’t answer right away. He took off his hat, revealing a highly polished skull beaded with sweat. The wind rushing against his head cooled him. The couple continued to watch and wait for the boat to move out. They were a quarter mile off, hoping the waves would obscure them from the other boat. The last thing he wanted was to be seen by anyone.
“They’re just fishing, and it’s getting late. Give them a little time and we can check the equipment.
 
***
 
Mac grabbed two more beers from the cooler, and handed one to Trufante. He knew it would neither cool him or calm his nerves, but you only threw out your girlfriend once every few years. Normally the sober one, his drinking days well over, this drinking was an aberration, and his body wasn’t handling it well. Feeling the effects of the alcohol he didn’t know if he was in the wrong place or if the anchor ball was just gone.
He knew the boat should have been pointing right to it, but there was nothing there. The depth finder showed the trench and the GPS showed where they had been anchored on the split screen of the chart plotter. It should have been two boat lengths in front of them, but nothing floated on the surface of the water. 
“Where’s the anchor ball?” Mac looked from side to side, increasing his search area.
“Hell, I clipped it on before I tossed the line.”
Mac looked at him suspiciously. It wasn’t like Trufante lied, he just didn’t always tell the whole story. But it is what it is, he thought as he steered the boat in a circle, “Let me get on top of it, might be tangled in the line and gotten dragged under.” He moved the boat toward the waypoint on the screen. “Should be right here.”
They leaned over opposite sides of the boat, staring intently into the water. On a bluebird day, the bottom was easily visible, but the wind-driven waves from the past few days had churned the water into an impenetrable green. 
Mac shook his head. “No visibility. I’ll have to go down and get it.”
Trufante drank from his beer. “Why not just leave it? We can come back out another day and grab it. It’s just an anchor.”
“We won’t be back this way until we set lobster pots in six weeks.” They would fish dolphin every chance they got until the end of July and prep their traps for the August start of lobster season every day they didn’t fish. Unless a salvage job came along to break the monotony, this was the busiest time of year. “I don’t have a spare, and hell if I feel like spending on a new one, plus the chain and line.” Mac went into the cabin and emerged with a weight belt around his waist and skin diving equipment. He spat in the mask, rinsed it with sea water to prevent it from fogging, and placed it on his head. Moving to the gunwale, he sat and put on his booties and long fins. He had two sets of fins below — one shorter set for scuba, and these 4-foot-long fins for free diving. The extra length propelled the diver deeper faster, but were cumbersome when scuba diving. For right now, though, they would get him down to the bottom with the least amount of effort, saving his breath for bottom time.
“Cut the engine, I don’t want to become chum,” he yelled at Trufante and back rolled into the water. His head popped above the water where he floated on the surface, arching his back to keep his mouth out of the water and treading water with a slight movement from the large fins. He started to take deep breaths and, after a large inhale, kicked forward, pivoted at the waist and finned for the bottom. The four pounds of weight on the belt allowed him to stay neutral at the 20-foot depth, so that the only energy he used was a slight kick to propel himself. He allowed bubbles to slowly escape his mouth as he searched.
He found the anchor line floating ten feet away, extended out by the current. Trufante hadn’t tied a knot in the end of the line; the clip holding the ball had floated right off. Out of air, he took two powerful kicks and was on the surface, repeating the breathing ritual. Again he dove, this time directly for the anchor. Lungs full of air, he had enough time to make his way to the bottom before he realized that the line had caught on something foreign. 
He rose to the surface again, then dove one more time, now curious as to what had become entangled with the anchor. He reached the bottom and grabbed the foreign object. It was a box about two feet square, with about a dozen wires coming from it. Allowing one of the wires to slide between his thumb and forefinger, he followed it to a cylinder embedded in the coral. Several more dives found a network of cylinders spread over the entire bottom. 
Suspicious, he freed the anchor and followed the line to its end. When he got to the surface, he signaled Trufante to bring the boat over and retrieve the anchor. Back on the boat he opened another beer, swearing it would be his last and thought about what he had found. He was familiar with this type of equipment from his earlier years here working on bridges. A thumper and sensors were used to check for voids around the old bridge piers allowing them to be evaluated without disturbing them. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 2
 
“What the hell do you mean somebody just dove on the site? There’s enough equipment down there to trap a herd of buffalo. I don’t need to remind you of what top secret means!” Joe Ward, barely able hear the man on the other end of the line, slammed his fists against the desk in frustration. “Can’t you get any better reception? Sounds like you’re in a wind tunnel.”
“We’re following the boat now,” the man said. “I’ll go down in the cabin and see if the reception is better there.”
“Screw that. I can hear ~ don’t lose sight of him. You need to assume that he is going to cause trouble,” Ward did not like loose ends.
 “There is no way he could not have found the equipment. Whether he knows what it is I don’t know. From what we could see, he did not surface with anything. Don’t worry, we intend to find out if this is going to be a problem or not,” Wulf said. 
The call disconnected, and Ward sat back to think in the comfort of the Italian leather chair. He had gone to great lengths to sneak it into the office. And was well aware that if the wrong people found out the vice president of the United States had his butt ensconced in Italian leather, it would be a PR nightmare ~ but it felt good and he liked his comforts no matter how politically incorrect they were.  
His mind back on the problem he wondered how someone had stumbled on their test site? The odds were incalculable. Ward knew the area from his service days as a Navy pilot, stationed out of Key West during the Cuban Missile Crisis. He had flown many missions over the gulf side of the Keys. It was a desert ~ miles of nothing. The locals had their spots, but the test site they had chosen was in federal waters, at least 3 miles from land ~ and that was a long way to go in the gulf. 
He got up and paced. The Italian leather was not calming him today. He knew if you wanted a big payoff, you needed to take some risks, but he was out there further than even his pretty large comfort zone allowed for. The temptation to get a look at the brokerage statement for his blind trust, and the ease in which he was able to get it, had been to great to resist. Since Lyndon Johnson, office holders were not allowed to control, or even know about, their private holdings, when in a position to influence them. 
But his statement was locked in the bottom drawer of his desk. 
The irony of a large percentage of his portfolio being in oil stocks was not lost on the democratic VP, who could put politics aside whenever it came to personal gain. There was no conflict of interest in his mind when he steered things a little to his advantage as long as he spun it right. 
Hiring the two Germans had been harder. Finding the right combination of science and thug had taken time, but they were damned effective. Having acquired diplomatic immunity didn’t hurt either. Now they were close to finishing the preliminary testing. Once the results were in, as long as they looked favorable, he could push the permit for the test drill rig through back channels. And, if that succeeded he could move his personal agenda through the mire of Washington politics. If it all worked well this would be a model for environmentally safe fracking and his star would rise along with his brokerage statement.
The Keys had been tested before, with less-than-stellar results, but that was before the advent of fracking. The new method could extract gas and oil where it was previously unrecoverable, though the jury was still out on how environmentally sound it was. His angle was to spearhead the regulations governing this process. Once he could satisfy the environmentalists, permits would be issued. It was too big of a boon to the economy to ignore.  He had faith the oil companies would find a way to satisfy whatever regulations were placed on them.
The enticement of the Keys was getting past the three mile mark and out of state-controlled waters without getting into deep water; three miles out off Marathon, the depth was only twelve feet. That meant he’d be drilling in relatively shallow water, and that was important. Although the technology existed, and was currently in use, for deep-water recovery, it was expensive and risky. In shallow water, you could erect a permanent structure for less than a week’s worth of lease payments on a deep water rig ~ if you could even find one available.
Fishermen snooping around the site were not going to help this process and could implicate him. They had to be dealt with.
 
***
 
Mac pushed the throttle down and spun the wheel, turning the boat toward shore. A following sea was a beautiful thing with a beer buzz; especially after having been anchored for the past several hours, rocking in the wind-driven waves. The swells going in the same direction as the boat made for easy traveling, as long as you timed the boat’s speed with the waves. A fresh beer in his hand ~ one more he knew he shouldn’t have — he wondered if she was out of the house yet. He planned on dropping Trufante off and sitting out in the harbor. If she was gone, he would come back in; if not, he would anchor for the night. Alternating with thoughts of his ex were thoughts about the equipment they had found. Confident he knew what it was he wondered again what it had been down there for. Probably some seismic testing he decided and focused on the feel of the boat surfing the waves.
He steered the course engraved in his memory, ignoring the red and green navigation markers leading through the center of the Seven Mile Bridge in favor of a shorter course that took him below the fourth span of the old structure. He turned left and entered Knight’s Key Channel, this time keeping the red markers on his right, the sandbar clearly visible just on the other side of the pilings. The boat rocked as it approached the no-wake sign and proceeded at an idling speed toward the gas docks on the left. 
“That boat’s been following us for a while,” Trufante said.
“What do you mean?” Mac looked over his shoulder, the glare of the setting sun making it hard to see. It wasn’t like him to miss something that Trufante picked up on. He glanced down at the opened beer in the cup holder, and vowed it would be his last. “How long?”
“At least through the channel under the bridge. But I think before that.”
“Lots of people use that channel. It’s no secret,” Mac said.
“Whatever. Hey, drop me off at the gas dock. My bike’s there. I can head over to the house and see what’s up.”
Mac was glad to offload him. Although they were good friends he wanted to be alone. Trufante jumped off as the bow of the boat kissed the dock and, one engine in forward and the other in reverse, Mac swung the bow back toward the harbor. He pushed both throttles forward then, and idled back into the channel, toward a vacant mooring buoy bobbing in the distance just past the Boot Key Bridge. He pulled up on the white ball and set the engines in neutral, then he went to the side of the boat, gaff in hand. The buoy slid perfectly down the side of the boat, it’s line ready to be snagged by the gaff.
Just as he was about to grab the rope, he felt a tug of air at his arm and heard the crackle of a gunshot. He instinctively dropped to the deck and scanned the area, immediately seeing the boat that Trufante had pointed out just a couple of hundred feet behind him. Another bullet crashed into the deck beside him as he belly crawled to the cover of the wheel house and wondered why he was being followed and now shot at. Once there, he stayed low and crawled to the helm. He shoved the throttles forward, the engines roaring in response, and ran for the cover of Sister Creek. 
It was full dark now, the moon still below the horizon, and he ran without lights, trusting his memory to navigate him through the maze of canals winding through Flamingo Island off the Sister Creek channel. After all his years here, he knew each turn, though the maze of canals was so convoluted he still had to think about each one. He finally cut the wheel and made a hard left into the entrance, knowing the canals were his best bet to lose the other boat. 
He pictured the matrix of canals in his head, trying to remember the winding routes. There was only one canal that didn’t dead end, and that was where he headed. Another hard left and he took a second to glance behind ~ the boat was still there. Increasing speed, it had moved toward the end of the canal. He revved his engines and increased his own speed. Whoever they were, the people driving that boat were after him. And if the gunshots were any indication, they were shooting to kill.
Another left and he saw the outline of a point in the darkness. He gunned the engines and made for a large sport-fisherman sticking into the canal. Mangroves smashed the side of the boat as he pushed down the starboard throttle to full and reversed the port. The boat pivoted on its own axis, enabling it to make the tight turn. At this speed, there was no way the boat behind him could make it without knowing the layout or having the benefit of two engines. 
Seconds later, he heard someone scream and the sound of a crash. He grinned. They must have run head-on into the boat, unable to make the turn. 
But he had only seconds to get around the next bend before they saw which direction he had gone. Once out of sight, he could emerge from the maze and escape while the other boat was hopefully delayed by at least one wrong turn. He dared another look as he turned right; the other boat was nowhere in sight. A long minute later and he was back in Sister Creek. Ignoring the yells from the shoreline about his speed, he turned left toward the Atlantic and was quickly up on plane and out of the channel. The boat was still not visible as he turned toward the right and headed back to the Seven Mile Bridge. He’d lost them.
He took one hand off the wheel and checked his phone. There was no text or call from Trufante. Probably not to the house yet, though the idea of spending the night on the boat had just become a lot less attractive. He continued to run toward the center of the bridge. Blending with the other boat traffic, he turned on his navigation lights, relaxed and followed the channel markers out into the gulf. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 3
 
Wulf banged the wheel again. “These blasted canals are all dead ends.”
“If you would just take it easy for a minute, I can get us out of here,” Eva said as she scrolled through the screens of the chart plotter. “Look at this mess. Only an American could make something like this.”
“Never mind. Just get us out of here,” Wulf said as he waited impatiently for directions. They had overplayed their hand, and he knew it. Following was one thing, but shooting at him in the harbor, and a high speed chase through no wake zones, had pushed this to a dangerous level. Joe Ward’s impatience had infected him. It would have been more sensible to watch first and then do damage control based on the threat. By nature he was rational, some said his utter lack of emotion scared them. Ward was the opposite, often acting on impulse and this troubled him. 
He ignored the calls from residents on their docks, waving like the lost tourist he was, as they checked their boats for damage caused by the chase. With Eva’s directions they soon wove their way out of the network of canals. 
“Hold on here for a second. I need to hijack a WIFI signal.” Her thumbs flew across the screen of her smartphone. “I got a picture of the boat, with the registration numbers. It’ll just take me a few minutes to get a name and address once I hack into this network.”
Wulf stood by the wheel, admiring her. Aside from being beautiful with an athletic body, she had a full house in the brains department. He pulled out his phone while she worked and texted an update to Joe Ward.
“Got it,” she said a few minutes later. “Mac Travis. I’ve got his address pulled up here on the map.” She held the phone out for him to see. “Lives on a canal. We can take a ride by and see if Mr. Travis is there.” His phone buzzed but he figured it was probably Ward looking for an update and he ignored it. Throttle down he turned the wheel to head for the dot on the map. 
 
***
 
Fifteen minutes at idle speed brought them in sight of the house. The seawall had a small flats boat against it, but no sign of the larger boat they had been following. “Must have gone somewhere else. That’s what I would have done,” he said.
“Maybe we ought to have a look around,” Eva said, “Someone else may be here that could be useful to us.”
“True.” He motored past the house, dark in the night. Just as he was passed, though, a light went on. “Interesting. Maybe he doesn’t keep the boat here.” Two houses down, he saw a house that was shuttered, the seawall empty, a fishing boat hanging from davits. Perfect. He pulled up to the empty dock and waited as Eva tied off the boat. They stepped onto the dock and snuck down the side of the empty house toward the street. Once there, they looked both ways, to see if they had been seen, and started walking toward Travis’s house. Wulf grinned, then reached down and took her hand. It would just look like they were a couple, out for a walk. The perfect cover. 
When they reached the house in question, he stopped her and backed them into a bougainvillea plant growing against the house. “There’s a motorcycle out front, and some lights on. What do you think?”
Before she could answer, the front door opened and a tall man exited. He headed toward the bike, searching the pockets of his cargo shorts as if he’d lost something. Wulf didn’t wait. He reached behind his back and grabbed the 9mm sig from his waistband, already moving for the man. Three long strides and the gun was pointed at the back of the man’s pony-tailed head. 
“Slowly, step away from the bike and back into the house.” He nudged Trufante with the barrel in the direction of the door, “Open it.”
Trufante opened the door and walked inside; Eva followed right behind him.
Wulf closed the door and turned on the entry light. “You are?” he asked, gun pointed at Trufante’s head.
“Mac Travis,” Eva asked looking at the screen on her phone. 
“Dude. What’s all this? His old lady send you creeps to scare him off? Name’s Trufante. Alan Trufante. It’s his house, alright. But like I said ~ I ain’t him.” Trufante laid the creole on thick, smiled, and extended a long arm to push the gun away. 
Wulf pulled his arm back and swung the gun at Trufante’s head, connecting with the temple and sending him to his knees. “Shut up and answer my questions. About this Mac Travis. This is his house? Where is he?”
“Hell if I know. I’m just the help. Come to see if his girlfriend moved out, is all. Don’t know where he is.
“Search him.” Wulf kept the gun on the him as Eva went to him, checking the pockets of his cargo shorts.
“There you go, little lady, search there all ya want, but there’s nothing there but me. Lost my phone somewhere, if that’s what you’re looking for. But feel free to keep looking.”
Wulf turned on him in disgust, spun the gun in his hand, wound up and hit him head with the stock. “We need to regroup. This is getting us nowhere.”
 
***
 
Mac turned west just before the number twenty-four red marker, and held the course at 290 degrees through the unmarked water. His thoughts were dulled by the beer, but he could navigate this route from experience. The depth finder remained on from habit, and showed nine feet of water under the boat. He adjusted course slightly and passed between two mangrove-lined humps, barely out of the water, then went back to the original bearing. Several small keys and banks outlined in the dark by the rising moon passed by as he traveled another ten minutes, then turned again, and coasted up to a lone piling. The island looked dark and deserted as he tied the boat off, slapping mosquitos from his neck, and hopped into the knee deep water to wade to shore. 
The beach, if you could call it that, was a mere two feet of sand at high tide, but now showed five feet of sand and rock, as the tide was out. He moved toward an area of mangroves and pulled at several branches. They came free easily, exposing a well-worn trail in the moon light. A glance back toward the boat and he headed down the path, waving his hands in front of his face to keep the no-see-ums out of his eyes. He stepped into a clearing, glancing at the small shack to the left and a two-story house to the right. Light came from the bottom of several windows, visible only underneath as the louvered shutters cast the light down. He went toward the stairs, and staggered slightly when the door opened. 
“Travis? That you?”
Mac looked up and saw an older man standing at the top of the stairs, dressed in a white t~shirt and boxer shorts. “Yeah. Should’ve called first,” he slurred.
“Been drinkin’, from the sound of you. Get your butt in here and we’ll see if we can’t straighten you out. Never mind on the call, got no phone, and I shut down the solar a while ago, so the VHF radio is off.” He turned and walked back in.
Mac made the top of the stairs and opened the screen door. Light flickered from a glass-shaded hurricane lamp, revealing a cozy room with a kitchen to the left and a sitting area on the right. Bookcases lined the mahogany-clad walls. 
He wandered the room, the pictures and books bringing back memories. Wood sat at the table, a note pad and several books open in front of him. There were pictures of a girl growing up ~ Mel, Wood’s daughter, now a lawyer in D.C., and her friends. Large grins and big fish and some construction sites. Wood had been an engineering contractor working on the bridges connecting the Keys, as well as Mac’s mentor, having adopted him as a young commercial diver. They’d worked together for years but their contact had been minimal since Wood retired. Both men tended to stay to themselves.
“Got anything to drink? My head hurts.”
Wood gave him a look. “There’s some tequila under the sink, maybe do you some good to have a shot. But I were you, I’d be pounding some water and leaving the alcohol alone.”
Mac went for the tequila, despite the advice. He ran some water into a large glass as well, knowing it would mitigate the hangover sure to follow tomorrow.
“That girl again? Every time I see you lately, it’s like this. You need to get rid of her. Get some peace.”
“Well, that’s underway right now. I gave her until tonight to move. Trufante is supposed to call and let me know if she’s out.” He pulled the phone out of his pocket and checked the screen for any message he might have missed, but it was still blank.
“Tru? You still hanging out with the Cajun? You know he’s bad luck. Some old Creole witch must have attached some bad juju to his soul or something.”
“Well around here, you take what you can get. You taught me that.”
“True enough. Take a load off and tell me what’s eating at you.”
Mac downed the shot and took the glass of water to the table. “There’s something else going on here. Me and Tru were out on some tarpon by that cut we used to dump at. Damn if we didn’t get a hundred pounder.” He drank half the water. “Anyway, anchor got caught up on something and I had to go down after it. There was a bunch of testing equipment down there. You know, the kind we used to use to check old piers. But this stuff was bigger and there were a ton of sensors. Then Tru saw a boat following us on the way in and damned if they didn’t start shooting at me.”
Wood looked up from his books. “Now that’s got my attention.”
Mac told the story of the chase through Flamingo Key. 
“Bastards shot at you? Now there’s a twist. What say you get some sleep and we’ll take a run out there tomorrow and see what’s up. Not like I’ve got anything scheduled anyway,” he laughed. “I could use a little excitement. There’s a couple of tanks in the shed. Get some sleep, we’ll top the tanks in the morning and go have a look.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 4
 
Wulf’s stare was enough to get Trufante talking, a technique he found almost as effective as torture - almost. 
“I don’t know how to reach him. I told y’all already,” he said as he squirmed to get comfortable, his hands and feet bound behind his back with duct tape that Wulf had found on Mac’s workbench. “If I had my phone, I would call him for you, but I already told you I lost it.”
Wulf went to him, grabbed his ponytail, and shook his head. “Maybe if we shake your brain around in your head, you will remember.” 
Eva grabbed his arm. “Wulf, Stop it! You know I searched him, and he doesn’t have it.” She caught the meaning of his look. “Really? Do you know my phone number, with it stored in your cell phone?” She waited while he shook his head, then turned to Trufante. “Maybe we will catch more flies with honey than with vinegar.” Leaning forward, she brushed her breasts against his face. “Maybe if you think for a minute, you will maybe help us find your friend.” She brushed his ear with her tongue. “I wouldn’t want to see my friend do something bad. I’m starting to like you.”
Trufante squirmed more, uncomfortable for other reasons now. “Shoot, you can scratch that itch some more, sweetheart.” He looked up for her reaction. “But the only way I know if he’s on the boat is the VHF, and I’m telling you right now it’s probably not on.” He tried to get comfortable as Wulf went for the radio. 
They both watched as he went to the microphone sitting in a stand on Mac’s desk, turned on the radio, and adjusted the squelch. He turned the dial to sixteen — the general hailing channel — and looked at Trufante.
“Just call out for Mac Travis. Boat never got named. But you know the Coasties will hear you and I’m thinking you don’t want them around,” He looked at Eva and smiled. “I still got that itch.” She remained distant, however, watching Wulf as he dropped the mike and glared at Trufante. Since the advent of cell phones, VHF was mostly used for emergencies and Coast Guard communications. Boaters rarely kept the units turned on anymore unless they were out of cell range. “He is of no use to us,” Wulf said as he went toward him and checked the restraints. “Let’s leave him here. We can check back in the morning and see if the boat is here. Otherwise, we will check the test site.” 
 
***
 
Trufante watched as they walked away. He was focused on Eva’s butt as they went to the front door, but with a parting glance that sent a chill through his body, Wulf looked at him and turned off the light leaving him in darkness. Sitting bound on the couch, waiting for his eyes to acclimate, he tried to envision a means of self-rescue. Mac’s house was originally built like most houses in the Keys — up on stilts. The older houses were made of wood, the newer concrete, but they were all built the same way, to avoid property loss in the storm surges that accompanied hurricanes. Mac’s dated back to the older wood variety, and like many homeowners, he had enclosed the downstairs without a permit. It was now a large workshop, with a small office and a rollup door in the back leading to the dock. The front of the house had a two-story atrium, leaving the old exterior staircase inside. 
Eva was forgotten now, as he braced himself and rolled to the floor landing with a thud. If he could make it to the workbench there was bound to be something he could free himself with. Then he could find Mac and warn him. Hog tied, the only way he could move was to roll. He slowly made his way out of the office and started toward the workbench. Every few feet was an effort, and he cursed his long limbs, as they made it harder to gain enough momentum to complete the maneuver. He was getting dizzy, probably dehydrated from the sun and beer. Resting for a minute, he started to rock back and forth, getting ready to make his next move. With a grunt, he tightened his core and sent his body over, only to smash his head against one of the two columns supporting the main floor in the center of the room.
 
***
 
The sun hit Mac in the face and he jerked awake, lifted his head, wondered where he was. Then his brain caught up to his head and he had to lie down again. He was thinking of nothing more than the pounding in his skull when Wood walked in and slammed the door.
“Morning sunshine. I was wondering when you were going to wake up. Haven’t seen you drunk like that since the old days ~ and not often then.”
Mac scrunched his eyes closed, gritted his teeth, and shook his head, hoping to shake the cobwebs free. “Crap, this’ll never happen again. Sorry.”
“Hell, boy, I don’t get much in the way of entertainment out here. Believe me, it was the highlight of my night. I’ll get some food going and fix you something for your head. Then we can take a ride and have a look at the trench.” 
Mac watched as Wood went to the kitchen and lit the propane stove. He opened a small refrigerator, also powered by propane, and removed some eggs and two lobster tails. Very slowly he sat up, realizing he wasn’t going to die, but that today was going to suck. Wood had cut the lobster tails into small cubes and was sautéing them in butter, now, and the smell made Mac realize that his only nourishment yesterday had been beer. Once the lobster had browned, Wood added the eggs. While the mixture cooked, he went back to the refrigerator and took out a beer. He removed an old paper-clad bottle of Angostura bitters from the shelf over the sink, removed the cap, and shook it into a glass. Then he cracked the beer and poured it on top of the dark liquid, rubbed his beard, and shook some more of the liquid in. 
With a grin, he handed the concoction to Mac. “Here.”
Mac took the glass and gagged as he brought it to his mouth. 
“Don’t be a pussy. It’ll fix you one way or another. Best to just down it and get it over with.”
Mac raised the glass again, clenched his gut as if that would help, and drank the potion. His head spun and he almost threw it back up, but somehow kept it down. Finally he belched. 
“There you go. Bitters and beer. God damn if that won’t cure all.” Wood had used the old bartenders cure, originally made with club soda, but he had refined it by using beer instead, adding a little hair of the dog to the cure. He went back to the skillet and flipped the omelet over, cut the gas and plated two portions. “Here you go.” He handed the plate to him. “Daylight’s burning. Best get it down.” 
Mac belched again and pushed the plate aside. “Whatever was in that —”
“Never mind that. Clean up here. I’ll load the boat.”
Twenty minutes later, dishes washed and a quick cold water shower helping to revive him he opened the front door. The sound of the generator straining under the load of the compressor greeted him as he went down the stairs. Wood was outside the shed, watching the gauge on the old compressor as it struggled to fill two SCUBA cylinders.
“That thing still works? It was a beast back in the day,” Mac said as he went over to help.
“Never mind that. Here, finish them off. I’ll grab the rest of the gear.” He disappeared into the shed. 
Mac checked the gauge again and turned off the compressor. The generator settled back into a comfortable idle. “Want me to shut it off?” he yelled at Wood. 
Wood emerged with a basket full of dive gear. “Nah, let her top off the batteries. You got your stuff on the boat, or do I have to outfit you too?”
“I’m good.” Mac grabbed a tank in each hand and started down the path toward his boat. 
“Negative on that. This operation needs a stealth factor,” Wood said. “We take the skiff. That old hull of yours’s been seen. Be like having a target on our back.” He went down another path with the gear. 
Mac followed until they reached a small clearing where an aluminum skiff sat on an old truck axle, its tires sitting in two ruts running into the mangroves and roughly finished with concrete. He went to the mangroves and moved several branches out of the way, revealing the ruts running through the small beach to the water, then handed the tanks up to Wood, who was in the hull stowing gear. Once Wood was satisfied, he hopped down and, one man on each side of the boat, they started to push. The tires moved easily through the ruts, the axle carrying the light boat into the water, where it slid off. Mac cranked a winch to pull the axle back into the clearing and replaced the mangroves. He turned back to look at the camouflage job. Satisfied, he went to the boat. 
Wood was already in the boat when Mac pushed it off the beach and hopped in. Using a twenty foot long push pole, Wood propelled the boat through the shallow flats. The bottom, covered with turtle grass waving in the current, was less than six inches below the light boat precluding the use of the motor. Soon he set the pole into clips and lowered the engine. 
The motor coughed once and started. Wood stood at the homemade center console and reversed the boat out of the flat, then turned and headed around the point to Mac’s boat where he picked up his gear. While Mac sorted the gear, Wood had already turned the boat into the channel and started toward the trench.The wind had laid down overnight, leaving the water a glassy calm. Mac looked east as they ran, knowing this would have been a profitable day in the Gulf Stream. After a big blow like they just had, weeds and debris rafted together, making perfect spots to pick off schools of dolphin. But he shifted his gaze back toward the open Gulf waters. They had to figure out who shot at him and what their connection to the equipment in the trench was before he could focus on fishing again. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 5
 
“What do you mean you lost him?” Joe Ward’s voice blasted. Wulf and Eva sat in the truck, staring at the phone set on the console between them. “Give me the name and address, I’ll have someone run some background on him.” They watched the phone waiting for his orders, “I think we ought to get the data from the box right away, just in case he gets curious.”
It was the logical thing to do, Wulf thought. He would take the extra step and remove the equipment altogether, himself, but he knew better than to suggest that to the impatient Ward. “Okay. We will head out now and get the data.” He relayed the information he had on Mac Travis and pushed the end button.
“How much longer does that equipment need to be down there?” he asked Eva.
“It should be there for long enough to take another four or five series of tests. Every time we run the equipment, it is set to go a little deeper with the pulse. It takes time to build a picture, especially that deep. What are you thinking?”
“About taking the whole thing apart. It’s not enough just to get the data. If this Travis gets curious, or worse, sends the authorities out there, the machinery can be traced back to us through the serial numbers or witnesses,” Wulf said. “It won’t take long for them to follow the money back to us.”
“I see your point, but Ward would not want to waste the time. It will take two days of work to reset the equipment. Much easier to eliminate the threat. Maybe we should go back to his house and see if he’s gone back there. If nothing else, we could take his partner for a ride with us, maybe use him to draw Travis out.”
Wulf started the truck and backed out of the parking space. Ten minutes later, they were in front of the house, the motorcycle still parked where they had left it. They got out and went for the front door, opened it, and entered the dark space. Wulf went to the office and turned on the light. 
“He’s not here!” he shouted.
Eva turned on the workshop lights, “There he is.”  She went to his inert body on the floor, and was greeted by a grunt when she kicked his side. “Still alive?”
Wulf went toward the prone figure, reached behind him, and cut the duct tape with a knife that had appeared in his hand. He stood over Trufante as the man shook out his extremities and tried to stand. Without a word, he pressed the blade of the knife into the back of the Cajun’s neck. 
“Easy, there. You are going to help us find your friend Mac Travis or …” he twisted the knife in parting the skin enough to draw a trickle of blood. “Now, we are going to take a walk to the truck. I think you know what will happen if you try something stupid.” He pushed the blade in again to make his point.
 
***
 
Mac’s stomach had settled, but he was still thankful for the calm winds. Whereas yesterday the seas had been a wind-driven three foot chop, today the water was glassy smooth. They had been running for ten minutes when Wood pulled back on the throttle and slowed the boat. Mac knew the routine to find the trench without a GPS, and watched the Wood as he lined the green number two marker up with the Bullard Bar tower and followed the line until he was past both markers. He continued on the same compass course for another few minutes before checking the depth finder. The grey lines on the screen suddenly shot downward as the transducer mounted on the hull saw the trench, and that was that. 
Mac didn’t have to wait for Wood to tell him what to do. He went to the bow and tossed the anchor, the line slid out through his hands as the boat backed away. Conditions like this didn’t call for much scope in the line, but Mac stayed conservative and always let out extra. He tied the line off to a cleat, and the men silently assembled their dive gear. Mac was first into the water. Wood followed close behind with the spear shaft and a Hawaiian sling in his hand. They both finned toward the anchor, checking to make sure that it was secure before looking around. Visibility was close to 40 feet this morning, and both walls of the trench were within sight. 
Mac could see several test sensors and followed the wires from the sensors to the large box he had seen yesterday. He looked over at Wood who was examining one of the sensors, removed the dive knife strapped to his thigh and smacked the back of the tank. Wood heard the signal, set down the cylinder and swam over to Mac and the box. They exchanged an unsure glance and, needing to communicate, Mac gave Wood the thumbs up signal to ascend. 
They broke the surface and inflated their BCs. “What do you make of it?” Mac asked.
“You’re right. Hydrophones and a receiver, don’t know …”
Wood was cut off by the scream of an engine sounding like it was coming at them. Mac looked around but with his head at surface level, he could barely see above the small waves. “Boat coming.”
“Think we better get out of the water, just in case your friends have come back. We can get a better look from up there anyway.”
 Mac finned hard towards the skiff, Wood following behind him. The boat was too light and small to allow them to climb on with full gear, so they eased out of their inflated BC’s while still in the water, clipping them off to the anchor line. The gear bobbed on the surface, waiting to be retrieved, while they hurriedly swam toward the back of the boat and climbed over the transom. Mac stood, with his extra six feet of vantage above the water, he shielded his eyes from the sun and located the boat. 
“There.”
“Coming right at us - damn it to hell,” Wood said as he started the engine. “We ought to scram out of here.”
Mac already had the anchor line in his hand. “Hurry up. Take me to the tanks,” he called to Wood.
With an eye on the horizon watching the other boat close on their position, Mac leaned over the side and tied a quick knot in the end of the line. He picked up the inflator hoses and released the air from both BCs. The weight of the tanks dragged them to the bottom.
“Good thinking. We can come back and get the anchor and equipment later.” Wood had the boat in gear and up on plane before Mac could sit. 
They both glanced back at the other boat, still heading to the site. Mac breathed deeply trying to catch his breath, hoping they hadn’t been seen.
 
***
 
“It’s not the same boat, but it was on our spot,” Wulf said as they approached the test site. Trufante strained to listen. 
“What do we do? Go after them or check the equipment?” Eva asked. “Maybe we should ask our friend here if he knows who they are.” She went to the transom, where Trufante had been re~taped, and tore the piece from his mouth. Smiling, she leaned over to brush her lips against his. “Sweetheart,” she paused with her mouth hovering over his, “Do you know whose boat that was?” 
He stuttered something, his gaze fixed on her breasts. It was really hard to concentrate with her like this. “Got some glasses? They’re pretty far off.” Couldn’t hurt to have a look ~ maybe get a little more honey from the girl. He looked her over again as he waited.
“You need to look out there if you want to look at these,” she said as she directed his attention away from her and to the horizon, where the boat was quickly moving out of view. “Wulf, hand the binoculars over so he can get a better look.”
Trufante took the binoculars, brought them to his eyes and adjusted the knobs to bring the boat into view. “Wood.” The word was out of his mouth before he knew it. He put the glasses down quickly, hoping no one had noticed his recognition. 
“What did he say?” Wulf asked as he turned the boat to follow. 
“Something like wood.” She turned to him, unbuttoning her blouse. “Please tell me what you said.” She moved closer, but Wulf grabbed her shoulder moving her out of the way.
“Enough.” The boat slowed and Wulf came toward him, Eva took the wheel and continued the pursuit. He was forced to avert his gaze from her to the approaching threat. 
Wulf hovered over him as close as Eva had but without the same effect, “Enough of the honey. This is how it’s going to go from now on.” His head slammed into Trufante’s nose.
His head hit the transom and he feigned unconscious.  He thought about getting up but this was going badly and he needed some time to figure a way out of it.
“I know you are tougher than that,” Wulf said as he grabbed his pony tail and lifted his head, knife back in his hand. “Now, what do you know?” He pulled the blade against his neck.
The blood trickled down his chest as the blade sliced through the skin. “It was Wood,” he blurted out, then slumped against the transom, his hand to his throat. It was a bleeder for sure, although from his cursory examination not enough blood to be fatal. He lay there wondering what would happen next. Giving them Wood’s name was one thing - good luck finding that hermit, he thought. But he swore that he wouldn’t give up any more information - no matter what they did.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 6
 
Joe Ward’s mind was spinning. The plume of smoke pictured on the front page of the Washington Post had him in a panic. It came from the Deep Water Horizon offshore oil rig, now dumping oil into the Gulf of Mexico. There had been hourly briefings since the accident yesterday, but the facts were vague. Most people were in full cover-your-ass and exploit-the-disaster-for-political-gain mode, rather than thinking about how to fix it. You didn’t need a crystal ball to see that no matter how big of a disaster this really turned out to be, the administration was going to use it to further their agenda of shutting down domestic oil and gas production. He was more pragmatic, his opinion swayed both by realism and by the heavy holdings in gas and oil companies in his blind trust. Thankfully not BP stock, but even so, he needed that industry to keep on keeping on. 
The financial advisors had asked questions before taking control of the trust. How socially responsible do you want to be; how do you feel about foreign investments and environmentally sound companies. He had answered just make money to all questions. The portfolio had done well, but it nagged him now that he had access to so much power and inside information. His mind, used to making deals with itself, couldn’t resist the temptation to align potential political interests with his holdings. The oil and gas sector was a perfect example. The country was polarized. From the failed campaign of drill baby drill to the sustainable energy platform of the current president; the one he had won on, he had to remind himself, Ward knew his path to victory in the next election was to steer things towards the middle. His opinion mattered little in the administration, intent on their goals, so he would work with what he had. His years in the House as well as his current position as president of the Senate allowed him to steer votes and legislation. Energy was going to be a big issue in the next election and he needed a record on the right side of history. With the advent of fracking, the United States could once again regain its role as one of the top energy producers, and that was money in the bank to him. 
 That was the reason he’d sent Wulf and Eva to test the waters off Florida. If the tests they were running proved that there was recoverable oil in the shallow waters off the Keys, he could lobby for test drilling there - and probably get it in federal waters. The environmental risks of shallow water drilling compared to offshore drilling were minimal. It would take more time than he planned after the Deep Horizon disaster, but the American public had short memories.  
For now, the risk was far greater than the reward. Offshore drilling was going to be a bad term for a while, and he needed to distance himself from it. The first step was to pull the plug on the Florida operation and hide all evidence that it had ever existed. The second was to get a backchannel message to his financial advisors to hold the gas stocks. Most brokers’ first reaction would be to sell in a disaster, but Ward was sure that this was going to raise the price of gas and that would only benefit and increase the profits of the oil companies. With gas reaching record highs the oil companies would pour money into research and development, the cost to pacify the environmentalists now cost-effective. Then the oil companies would lobby to reopen the offshore wells. If he had a shallow water alternative ready to go it would boost both his bank account and his popularity. 
He picked up his cell phone and texted Wulf. “Cancel operation; remove all evidence ~ NOW.”
 
***
 
Eva saw the screen light up from where the phone sat on the seat behind Wulf. She grabbed the phone, read the text message, and tapped Wulf on the shoulder, placing the phone in his hand as he turned toward her. 
“What now? That man changes his mind more often than … achh never mind. Maybe it’s for the better. Finally the man makes a good decision. I knew the oil rig explosion would be bad for this project. It’ll be years before they allow another offshore well. We will go back to the site and collect the equipment, dump pretty boy here and find this Mac Travis. Maybe we can finish this and get out of this blasted climate, maybe go back to Germany for the summer.”
“You may be right,” Eva said as Wulf slowed the boat and turned in a wide circle. 
“Let’s get the gear ~ then we can deal with this Travis,” Wulf glanced back at Trufante. “But what about him?” His eyes scanned the water, settling on the 16-foot tower marking Bullard Bank. They could work faster without having to worry about their captive getting in the way or escaping with the boat. The tower was the perfect place to temporarily maroon him while they pulled the equipment. He idled toward the marker, one eye on the tower, the other on the electronics. As they approached, the depth finder became useless, showing flat bottom only two feet deep. They would hit something before the transducer would register it. Eva went forward to look for obstacles in the water; the bottom clearly visible as she glanced over the side. 
“Don’t know what y’all are up to, but I would raise the motor if I were you. Just make sure water’s coming out of the piss hole and you can damn near pull the prop out,” Trufante said.
Wulf nodded and hit the switch to lift the motor. 
“Stop!” Eva yelled. “Corral heads.”
The area was riddled with obstacles even more dangerous at the current tide. They were fifty feet from the tower when he looked around and decided there was no where for Trufante to go. Why take the risk of running aground or having a razor sharp piece of coral slash the hull. He set the throttle to neutral, went toward Trufante, took the knife and cut the tape. “Out. You can wait here while we work.” 
Trufante gave him a wild-eyed stare. “You can’t leave me here!” 
Wulf was in no mood to deal with the Cajun. “Shut the fuck up and get off the boat!” He moved toward him with the knife, his intention to scare him, but Trufante put up a hand to block and looked like he was going to fight back. Wulf closed the distance, his temper past he point of no return. Trufante must have gotten the message as he nimbly got one long leg over the gunwale before the blade came down in the thigh of his other leg. Before Wulf could strike again, he put the injured leg over the side and started wading for the tower, blood trailing behind him. 
The boat backed away from the tower, following the same course it had used to enter the shallow water. Once the water darkened, Wulf turned and moved toward the test site. He circled the clear waters, his eyes glued to the GPS and depth finder. 
“Here!” he yelled to Eva, who was waiting with the anchor. She dropped it and the boat swung slowly as the anchor grabbed. “Let’s get to work.”
 
***
 
“Slow down. They turned.” Mac was looking behind them. “Looks like they’re going back.” He watched the boat make a large circle and head back toward the trench. 
Wood slowed and turned the boat 180 degrees. “Now let the hunted be the hunter. Let’s go see what those bastards are up to,” he said as he pushed down on the throttle. The light boat quickly planed out and started skimming across the small waves as he turned toward deeper water. “We know where they’re going. I’m gonna head wide of the tower at Bullard’s and take them from the blind side.”
“Then what? You gonna shout at them? All’s we’ve got is this sling,” Mac said, pointing to the Hawaiian sling on the deck. 
“If that equipment is worth killing for, it means they’re doing something illegal, far as I can see. We need to get some leverage on them. The only way to do that is to catch them and see what they’re up to. We don’t have time to go back and get armaments or even get the law out here. Whatever reason they turned around, we need to figure it out. Had to be damned important for them to give up the chase.”
Mac knew he was right. They were after him for what they assumed he had seen in the trench yesterday. If they were brazen enough to shoot at him in the harbor, they would find him eventually. Marathon was a small town, and his boat was well known. A couple of inquiries and they would be knocking on his door, if they hadn’t already. He thought about Trufante, reached into his pocket, and checked his phone again, wondering why he hadn’t heard from him. 
“Snap out of it,” Wood called to him. “Tower’s over there.”
Mac shielded his eyes from the sun. “I can see their boat just past it.” He looked at the tower, straining his eyes at what looked like a heron fishing at its base. “Got glasses?”
Wood lifted the top of the leaning post behind him, and Mac removed the binoculars, then focused on the boat. “Looks like a woman on board. Pretty sure there were two of them yesterday. The man must be under. No dive flag though ~ go figure.”
“I’d be pulling that stuff and getting the hell out of here is what I’d be doing,” Wood said. “Don’t know what the end game is but it looks pretty suspicious from here.”He slowed the boat as they moved into shallower water around the tower. “Son of a bitch.”
Mac followed the direction of his gaze and swung the glasses in that direction. Now he saw that what he’d thought was a heron was actually a man. And … how on earth … “Head over there,” he snapped. “That’s Trufante.”
“God damn boy has a nose for trouble. Looks like he’s hurt, too. Got blood dripping from him.”
Mac went forward and guided Wood toward the tower, using his outstretched hand to signal the direction he wanted Wood to steer. They coasted up to the base and Trufante came toward them, his shirt off and tied to his leg in an attempt to stop the bleeding from some sort of wound. Blood was dried in a line from the cut on his throat to his chest. 
“Use a ride, if you don’t mind,” he said, revealing a grin that could fit on a semi truck. 
“I do. But get in anyway,” Wood said. 
Trufante stepped over the low freeboard of the skiff. “ ‘Preciate it. Got a beer?”
They ignored him, and Wood swung the bow around and headed our of the shallow water. “Anchor’ll be over there. We could get the tanks real quick and hit them underwater.” 
Mac looked over at the boat and thought he met the cold eyes of the woman on board. “She’s looking right at us. Must have seen us take Trufante off the tower, too.” A head broke the surface of the water by their boat, and Mac watched her lean over and grab something from a man in the water. He was sure she said something to him, and saw his head turn in their direction. “They’re pulling the gear.” Instead of diving, the man handed up his fins and climbed the dive ladder off the transom. Once on the boat, he lifted an arm and made a gesture to wave them off. Then he reached into the console and pulled a gun. 
“Gun!” Mac yelled, just before the bullets pierced the aluminum hull of the boat. A shot hit the engine, causing it to sputter, and the three men hit the floor using the light metal hull as a shield. But it wasn’t going to hold for long. And if he’d hit the boat low enough, they’d start taking on water. 
“He got the motor. We need to get out of here.” Mac said.
“Think the son of a bitch hit the gas line, God damn lucky shot,” Wood said. He reached up for the throttle and pushed down. Nothing happened. 
Mac wondered why the man had stopped shooting. The last bullet had been a long minute ago. He looked towards the boat and saw the two figures hunched over. The man rose with another weapon.
“Flare!” Trufante screamed. The orange trail was coming right at them.
“Jump!” Mac screamed as the flare hit the water. He looked over at the gas pooling on the deck. “He hits the boat it’s gonna blow.” 
Another flare shot towards them.
“Told you that boy’s bad luck,” Wood said as he dove off the bow, sling in his hand.
Mac and Trufante followed quickly as the flare lit their boat. They swam as hard as they could, glancing behind at the orange glow coming from the boat expecting it to blow any second.
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 7
 
Wulf set down the flare gun with a grin. “That ought to take care of them.” He went to the helm and started the engine.
“We don’t have all the equipment,” Eva said.
“We got the box with the data, and most of the collectors.” He would have preferred to recover and destroy all the equipment but they had to cut their losses and get off the site before the boat blew and the Coast Guard showed up to investigate. 
“What do you want to do about them?” She looked at the men in the water and the glow coming from the boat.
“It’s not worth going closer. That boat’s going to blow any second now. Let’s call it a win and get out of here. We can call Ward when we are clear of the site and have him wire the money into our account. Then I am planning on losing his phone number.”
Her grip on the stainless steel grab rail tightened as Wulf accelerated and turned toward land. The boat was going full speed, bouncing off the small waves, and Wulf was enjoying the ride, but the satisfaction of a completed job eluded him. He glanced over at Eva, standing next to him, wondering if a few drinks might put her in the right mood. But even that thought didn’t bring him the excitement that it should have. There were too many loose ends, with the men in the water and the sensors on the bottom. He would report to Ward that the job was complete, but also see if he had any more information on Mac Travis. Tell him there was a lead on something unrelated that he wanted to follow up on. 
Then he would hunt him down and erase all evidence they had been here. 
Eva leaned into him, bracing herself from the boat’s reaction as it hit the wake of another boat. He put his arm around her, distracted now from those nagging loose ends, and pushed the boat to a higher speed. The sooner he got back to shore, the sooner he could get the information on Mac Travis, and the sooner it would all be over.
 
***
 
The three men treaded water on the surface. “Make for the light. We can get out of the water, at least, before ding dong here brings the sharks in,” Wood said as they looked at the trail of blood streaming from Trufante. 
Mac knew there was nothing they could do to help Trufante until they were out of the water. He nodded at Trufante, making sure that he had heard Wood, and started swimming toward the tower. It took ten minutes of swimming until his feet hit the sandy bottom. Standing in the waist-deep water, he looked back toward Trufante and saw, to his horror, a fin slice through the water. By the time he could yell a warning there were three fins. They looked small, but in a group, sharks became braver, and would ravage the man once the first hit him.
“Hurry up! See if you can stand!” he yelled at Trufante. He saw him struggling, his stroke nothing more than a dog paddle as exhaustion and blood loss seemed to be affecting him. The fins were moving closer, the sharks butting each other, working themselves up for an attack. 
Before he could think too much about it, Mac went for his friend. He ran ten yards and then dove toward the helpless man. Several strokes later, he ignored the bump against his thigh and grabbed for the Cajun. With an arm around his neck, he turned him on his back and started to side stroke toward shallow water, where Wood waited at hip depth to retrieve him. 
The two men had Trufante between them, helping him to knee-deep water, when he stumbled. The sharks were still coming, their backs now visible in the shallow water, but there was a smaller chance of them taking Trufante down if he could stand. 
Wood stepped forward, placed the end of the shaft into the rubber holder, then pulled back on the surgical tubing. Mac watched breathlessly, still trying to get Trufante up. If they didn’t get out of the water, or take the sharks out, they were toast. Wood aimed the weapon and released, and within moments the shark was flailing, having taken the steel tip in the head. 
The other sharks instantly turned on their own and Mac breathed out in relief. The three men stared at the churning water, turning red as the injured shark was torn apart. They turned their backs on the massacre and waded the last 20 yards to the tower, where they sat on an exposed coral head. 
“Let me take a look at that,” Mac said as he went toward Trufante. He removed his t~shirt and started tearing strips away. “The neck looks OK. Might leave a scar.” He leaned over to look at the wound in his thigh. “But this doesn’t look good. At least the salt water cleaned it.” He prodded the sides of the wound. “Going to take some stitches and a good antibiotic to fix that one.” He tied a strip of his t~shirt around Trufante’s leg and looked up at the guy. “At least that’ll slow the bleeding.”
“Sounds good. Maybe the hospital will give me some pain killers too. That’ll work. And a scar never hurt with the ladies.” He grinned.
“When you two are done playing Florence Nightingale, do you think we could figure out how we’re going to get out of here?” Wood snapped. He looked over at his boat. “In fact … God damn if that’s the first piece of luck we had.” The flare was out, and the boat was still intact. “Only problem is that the current’s taking her away from us.”
Mac glanced at the boat, and then at the water, still dark with blood. They couldn’t take an injured man back into that. “Tru, you better sit this one out. We’ll come back for you,” he said as he started for the water. “Think we can find those tanks?” he asked Wood.
“What you got in mind?” Wood followed him into the water. 
“If we can find the dive gear, I’ve got an idea.” Mac was wading out, waist deep now. He checked for obstacles, dove forward and started swimming for the trench. They looked like synchronized swimmers as Wood dove at the same time and matched the younger man stroke for stroke. Settling on a side stroke to best conserve energy they worked through the water, anxiously glancing back to make sure no sharks were following. 
Ten minutes later, they hit the darker water over the trench. Mac breathed deeply and dove. A long half minute later, he emerged. “Can’t see it. You got any idea where the anchor is,” he asked Wood who was treading water beside him. 
Wood made a movement with his head. “Over there about 50 yards. Line’ll be floating back with the current, should be pretty shallow.” He started to swim toward the spot he had indicated stopping often to submerge and check for the line. Mac followed behind him. 
Mac started to worry as the seconds ticked by. It had been over a minute since the last time Wood had gone under.  Once a legend as spear fisherman, Mac had witnessed the man take the Hawaiian sling down and stay under for several minutes, but that had been years earlier. Just as he was about to go after him, Wood’s head broke the surface and an arm emerged with the end of the anchor line. 
“Just like I told ya,” he panted. They floated in the water allowing Wood time to catch his breath. 
Both men were treading water, glancing in the direction the boat had gone, hoping they were too far away to realize the boat hadn’t exploded. Mac recovered his breath first, took the line from Wood and started pulling hand over hand until they were directly above the anchor. He took a deep breath and dove for the bottom. Relief overcame him as the bright yellow tanks caught his eye. He swam towards them and grabbed the inflator nozzle on the first BC. The bladder inflated just as his breath failed, and he was quickly on the surface. 
He rested using the buoyancy of the gear to hold him. Once he had caught his breath he positioned the BC so it was upside down, tank valve facing him. Arms inserted into the holes, he flipped the tank on his back and swept his right arm behind him to recover the regulator. With the mouthpiece in his mouth, he blew out purging the seawater. A few breaths and a nod to Wood, and he let the air out of the BC and descended to retrieve the other tank. 
Both men were now bobbing on the surface, the BC’s supporting them. They stayed there and breathed easily, not having to work for the first time in twenty minutes. Mac looked over at the boat which was drifting further away. Sideways to the current and wind, the hull acted like a sail. 
“Better go after it. The winds got her,” Wood said as he started to swim on his back, kicking furiously.
“It’s not happening like this,” Mac knew they would never reach the boat. On their backs they offered a small profile for the wind to take, but the boats was much larger. It was like a dingy taking on an America’s Cup boat.  Without fins, they had no hope of catching it. He thought of their options as they swam, starting to worry as the boat slid slowly away. Wishing he had a scooter or his free diving fins an idea came to him. With their BC’s inflated and no need to dive, he could use the high pressure hose for power. On the “this is stupid and never been done before scale” he knew it had little chance of working but with a quick glance up he saw the boat receding over the horizon. With nothing to lose he reached down and unclipped the release on the high pressure inflator hose, grabbed the knife clipped to his BC, and cut the end of the line. Three thousand PSI streamed out of the hose as it whipped around. He gained control of the hose and folded it back on itself to cut off the air flow. A small stream of bubbles still flowed, but it was under control now. 
He handed the knife to Wood, who gave him a questioning look but repeated the process on his equipment. They spit out their regulators so they could communicate and turned onto their backs.  Mac set the air hose by his leg and released the bend. Air shot from the hose, propelling him forward. It took several minutes to get the airflow and position correct, but soon the men were approaching the boat. 
Mac’s air ran out twenty yards from their goal. He ditched the tank and swam for the boat, pulling hard against the water to get there before it drifted any farther. Wood, a small supply of air remaining in his tank, met Mac at the transom. 
“Maybe I taught you a thing or two after all,” he said as they used the propeller fin for support to climb into the boat. Both men laughed as they relaxed and got their breath back. After several minutes Wood glanced over at the engine, “Now, let’s see what we can do about this.” He held up the broken gas line and thought for a moment, then went to the center console and started fishing around in the compartment underneath the helm. Knife and screwdriver in hand he went back to the motor. With the knife he cut the bad section of line and tossed it on the deck. Next he removed the connector from the engine, and installed it on the good line. A nod back to Mac at the helm and the engine cranked but did not start. Wood squeezed the primer ball and signaled Mac to try again. This time the engine spun and coughed. One more squeeze and it started. 
“Let’s go get that boy of yours and find these sons of bitches,” he said as he picked up the spent flare from the deck and tossed it overboard.
Mac had a hard time keeping a smile off his face as they ran toward the tower and Trufante. Despite the danger he relished the satisfaction of their improvised rescue. His celebration was short lived as they approached the tower, realizing they may have won a battle, but the war was not over. Trufante waded toward the boat as it coasted up to the tower, the rising tide allowing the skiff enough water to get closer. He set his good leg over the transom and Mac went to help him, but the Cajun shook him off. 
“I could sure use a beer,” he muttered.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 8
 
“We’ve got to get him to a hospital!” Mac yelled at Wood, the sound of the motor and wind making it impossible to communicate at normal levels. They were running parallel with the Seven Mile Bridge, just passing between the number nineteen and number twenty markers. The fastest way back was to have turned into the Knights Key Channel before the markers, but Wood had other ideas. 
“I’ll stitch the son of a bitch up at my place and then you can take him home. Bad juju, that one.” Wood looked over at Trufante, who was drinking a warm beer he had found in a compartment filled with fishing gear. “Can’t even wait for a cold one.”
Mac resigned himself. It was Wood’s boat after all, and he knew how much he hated making appearances on the mainland. Especially with a passenger suffering from a knife wound. Questions were sure to be asked, if not at the dock, then at the hospital. 
 
***
 
Wulf slowed the boat and glanced around. “We’ve got to dump this stuff.” He glanced at the pile of equipment on the deck. “It’s too risky to take it back in.” He set the throttle to neutral and reached for the chart that had remained untouched since they rented the boat. It was still in the compartment under the wheel. It didn’t have much detail, aside from red pen marks around the near shore obstacles to avoid, but the small green mangrove islands near Horseshoe Key caught his eye. 
“We can ditch the equipment in the mangroves on one of these islands. No one will ever find it there.” 
Eva nodded as he pushed down on the throttle and changed course. They ran across Moser Channel and headed west through the East Bahia Honda Channel, then turned to the south, where he stopped again to survey the smaller Keys covered in mangroves. No solid land was visible, just the green bushy branches of the mangroves, their exposed roots showing the high tide line. 
“Guide me in here.” He pointed toward the two dots that marked Sandfly Key, and shot toward the island. White birds took to the air as he approached. “That looks good.”
Eva set the chart down and went towards the bow. Belly on the bow and head over the water she gestured with her arms to guide the boat through the shallow waters. It was the twitching of her butt that he watched as her glutes contracted in the direction she was pointing. At her direction the boat serpentined through the shallow water, avoiding obstacles until the bow hit the sandy bottom a few feet from the closest Key. 
Wulf took his eyes off Eva’s butt and went to the pile of equipment on the deck. He was about to throw the first of the sensors into the mangroves when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw the aluminum hull shining in the sun. It looked like it was coming right at them. It couldn’t be them, he thought, shocked, but he continued to watch. As they approached, he realized that it must be. He could just make out the three men. How had they got back to that boat? How was the boat still afloat?
He shook his head and cursed, then pulled back and backed off the bank. The smaller boat continued moving at full speed, spray flying from the waves as it moved the water aside. He realized now that they weren’t  coming directly at him, but his radar was on and his brain churning. Finding the boat this far from land was a blessing that he was not going to overlook. He could easily outrun them in the bigger boat and he knew they had no weapons. 
This was the chance to tie up some loose ends and he liked to tie up loose ends. Gun by his side, he pushed down the throttle and pursued them.
 
***
 
“What the hell?” Trufante yelled. “Who in their right mind would be hightailing it through there at full speed?”
Mac turned to look behind them and saw the boat on their trail running fast over treacherous waters. The bottom here was uneven, the sandbars that projected above water at low tide were invisible with the rising tide, making it more dangerous. Wood had taken a course through a channel to get here, but the boat chasing them was flying over the flats. The tide was on it’s way up and his hopes of them grounding were fading. “Crap - it’s them and they’re gaining on us!”
“Almost home!” Wood shouted as Mac’s boat came into sight. “Both of you listen. We’re gonna lower the boom on them.” He turned towards Trufante, “Jump out and head for that coral head over there. It’s just out of the water ~ see it?” 
“Me? I’m injured!” Trufante shouted back.
“You’re going to be dead if they catch us.” Wood yelled.
Trufante rolled over the side, landing badly on his injured leg. While he trudged through the shallow water, Wood took the boat toward the beach, tilting the motor back just before it hit bottom. Their momentum carried the light hull onto the sand.
“Get the winch,” he yelled to Mac. “Let loose the axle, pull all the cable out and run it over here.”
Mac didn’t ask questions. He knew what a boom was. Before steel hulled boats became common, harbor entrances were protected by chains set in place to be raised when enemy ships approached. The attacking boats would plow through the steel chains at high speed and have their hulls torn open. He hoped over the side of the boat and hit the sand running. The winch cable screamed off the reel as he pulled it toward Wood. 
“Get it out to him and loop it around the coral.”
Mac ran through the water toward Trufante. Ten feet from the coral head, he hit a deep hole and sank to his chest. He yelled directions at Trufante and tossed the end of the cable to him. The Cajun grabbed the cable, pulled it tight around the coral head, and clipped it to itself. Mac looked up, knowing the boat was close. It was a couple hundred yards away and still running full speed at them.
He waded back to the beach, where Wood was furiously cranking the winch cable back in. The boat was getting close now and a gun shot hit the beach next to them. Mac moved the tiring Wood out of the way and cranked as fast as he could. Another shot hit the dirt by his feet just as the slack came out of the line. He checked the lock on the winch and dove for cover. Wood was nowhere in sight as he looked up at the speeding boat. The man had lowered the gun, preparing to take his attack to the beach. But before he could slow, the boat suddenly jerked as the engine and part of the transom were torn off by the boom, throwing both occupants into the water. What was left of the hull skidded to the beach.
Trufante waded toward the beach with the woman dragging behind him, her hair in his hand. He grinned and tossed her to the sand, then looked toward the water, where the man was staggering toward land, blood streaming from his head. 
Mac waited until the man was knee deep before going after him. With nowhere to run and obviously injured, he waited for him to approach. As Mac was about to grab him the man slid the knife into his hand and cut downward at his side. Mac saw the knife and jumped back, neatly avoiding it. He crossed his wrists, deflecting the blade down, and back stepped with his left foot. Before the man had time to recover, Mac had slammed his right knee into his face. He staggered backwards, dropping the knife, and trying to get his bearings, but Mac pulled the man’s left arm behind his back and applied pressure. He perp-walked him out of the water to the beach and pushed him down next to the woman. 
Wood emerged from the trail, carrying a shotgun and a coil of rope. He focused the barrel at the pair and tossed the rope to Mac. “Tie ‘em good. Guess we’ll be going to shore after all.”
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