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TREASURE

OF THE

SANTA CRUZ DEL VEGA

Jim Herrington
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More than a year had passed since Joe King and Joyce Dean ended their fruitless search for a cache of lost treasure at the site of the old city of Bagdad, Mexico. Even though the cache of money had already been found in the distance past, they were surprised to learn a fortune had been in Joe’s possession all along. 

Three silver coins, given to Joe by his late friend Juan Garza, son of Ramon Sanchez Garza were rare commemorative heirlooms; a special minting to commemorate the marriage of Juan Juaquin Santiago and Juanita Diego, of Spanish royalty.

Only one hundred of these coins were struck in the Spanish mint near Tampico, Mexico. They were listed on the cargo manifest of the Spanish Galleon, Santa Cruz del Vega, along with a solid gold statuette of Madonna, the Virgin Mary. 

Joe donated one of the rare coins to the University of Texas. And, after a successful legal battle with the State of Texas, used funds from the sale of the two remaining coins to an undisclosed, wealthy collector of rare coins. The funds from the sale was used as startup equity for the shared ownership of J & J Exploration and Marine Salvage.

Joe and Joyce were also successful in securing an agreement with the University of Texas in establishing the Juan Garza Scholarship fund financed by a percentage of future revenue from unclaimed antiquities discovered in Texas territorial waters, by J & J Exploration and Marine Salvage. The State of Texas agreed to provide limited capital assets to be used exclusively for J & J search operations. 

Close friends and business partners, they share a condominium on the southern tip of South Padre Island. Joe maintained his association with his former employer, Cliff Baker’s Aerial Spraying near Harlingen, Texas.

According to the tale told by Ramon Sanchez Garza, the three Spanish coins, determined to be listed on the Galleon’s manifest, were given to him by pirates in exchange for his burro. The encounter with the pirates occurred on Brazos Island at the southern tip of Texas, offering the first clue to the location of the Spanish Galleon, Santa Cruz del Vega.

Any similarity to people, events, and places, portrayed in this writing is purely coincidental. Additionally, agreements or contracts expressed in this story with any entity and/or individuals connected with the State of Texas is fictitious. 

~
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CAST OF PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS
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Joe King   Owner of J & J Exploration and Marine Salvage

Joyce Dean   Co-Owner of J & J Exploration and Marine Salvage

Professor Higgins (Harold) Curator of The Marine museum in Edinburg

Sheriff Lancaster  Cameron County Sheriff

Margarita Lancaster  Wife of Sheriff Lancaster

Deputy Ballard (Charles) Chief Deputy of Cameron County

Cliff Baker   Owner, operator of Baker Flying Service (Ag Operations)

Royce Lee   X-Navy Seal and fixed wing pilot

Robert Terrell (Bob)  X-Navy Seal and rotary wing (helicopter) pilot

Charlie    German Shepard (rescue dog)

Walter    Lhasa Apso (rescue dog)

~
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CHAPTER ONE
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Joe King and Joyce Dean watched as finishing touches were made to the lettering on the door of their modest Port Isabel office.

The office occupied a corner of a newly constructed steel building located in a fenced in compound across the street from the Port Isabel Marina. The 120-ft. x 80 ft. building and surrounding lot housed a variety of machinery necessary for land and marine salvage operations. 

Resting in its berth at the Port Isabel Marina was a motor launch equipped for scuba operations and light salvage.

“J&J Exploration and Marine Salvage LLC,—There you have it”! Joe said, admiring the door to their new office. “We’re officially open for business”.

“Speaking of business”, Joyce said, viewing her iPhone, “we just received a text from Sheriff Lancaster in Brownsville. He says a light plane crashed on Brazos Island last night, and wants us to come down there right away. The NTSB investigators plan to move the wreckage to a hangar at the Brownsville airport as soon as they finish their preliminary investigation.

“Great, it seems we are in the aircraft salvage business too!” Joe said, looking at his watch.

“We better get on the road, I’ll tell the Sheriff we will be there within the hour”, Joyce said, as she keyed the send button on her iPhone.

Within minutes, they loaded the necessary gear in a 4x4 pickup truck and were on their way.

“It’s a shame we can’t drive straight down the coast to Brazos Island”, Joe said.

“That’s for sure; I don’t suppose they will ever build a bridge over the ship channel, not enough traffic to warrant it”, Joyce said, as they left Port Isabel city limits. 

“I didn’t watch the news on TV this morning, or we would have known about the crash”, Joe said.

“You were sound asleep when I went out for my morning run. I didn’t want to turn on the TV and wake you”, Joyce said, as she watched a flock of seagulls’ glide along the salt water flats parallel to the highway. “

“Did the Sheriff’s text mention anything about survivors?” Joe asked.

“Nope”, Joyce said, checking her iPhone for new messages. “He did mention an ambulance was just leaving when the NTSB investigators arrived”.

To get to Brazos Island from Port Isabel, it is necessary to parallel the Port of Brownsville ship channel to the Brownsville airport and turn east, paralleling the south side of the ship channel toward Brazos Island. 

In less than forty-five minutes, Joe pulled the truck to a halt next to a Cameron county Sheriff’s pickup blocking access to an area of the beach where an official looking SUV was parked next to another Cameron county vehicle.

“Hi, guys!” A Sheriff’s deputy called out as he approached the truck. “Sheriff Lancaster told me to keep a lookout for you two”.

“Hello Charles!” Joe said, extending his hand out the open driver’s window.

“Hi, Charles, it’s good to see you again, but not under these conditions!” Joyce said, leaning toward the open window.

“Hi Joyce! I see you are still putting up with Joe”, Charles said with a grin.

“Joe, park your truck next to Sheriff Lancaster’s car. The crash site is about a hundred yards behind the sand dunes. You’ll have to work your way through the brush. Keep a lookout for snakes; I’ve almost stepped on one already—I need to stay here for the time being”.

“Sure thing—we’ll watch where we step”, Joe said, as he steered the 4x4 around the yellow ribbon barrier. 

A few minutes later they emerged from the brush to a wide area with furrows plowed in the sand leading to the plane wreckage. One wing of the plane was torn off and the wrinkled nose of the fuselage against the base of a sand dune.

Sheriff Lancaster was standing alone at the edge of the clearing, watching three men in khakis mill around the wreckage making notes on clipboards. 

The plane was a twin-engine Piper. A cargo door on the side of the fuselage was open. Two dog crates and an article of luggage was sitting nearby in the shade of a mesquite tree.

“Hello Sheriff Lancaster!” Joe said, as he and Joyce approached from the edge of the clearing.

“Hi Joe–Joyce, thanks for coming down. I knew you guys just got your salvage business up and running—we will need your help to move the wreckage to the Brownsville airport. The Feds will do the forensics there to determine what caused the plane to go down. 

“So, what did happen; were there any survivors?” Joyce asked anxiously.

“The only survivors are in those two dog crates over there”, the Sheriff said, pointing. ‘The pilot probably died instantly on impact with the sand dune”.

“How about the dogs?” Joe asked, as he walked toward the two crates.

“They are pretty banged up, but looks like they came through the crash with no visible injuries. The German Shepard was knocked unconscious and the little mutt appears not to have a scratch.

The crates were tied down really well, and their bedding helped cushion them, although I am sure they had a hell of a ride”, The sheriff said, pointing to the wing, torn from the fuselage as it spun in a half circle before the nose impacted the sand dune.

“I think both dogs are traumatized, they haven’t barked at all since we removed them from the plane”, he added. 

“So, what do you know about the pilot?” Joe asked 

“What we have learned so far, is the pilot is a volunteer that travels to cities with animal “kill shelters; in other words, when the animal shelter gets overcrowded, they are forced to euthanize the animals that have been there the longest. He was flying these two guys out to another shelter for adoption. Looks like I am going to have to take them back to the shelter”, the Sheriff said, shaking his head.

“No, you’re not!” Joyce said emphatically. “They have just been adopted!” she said, looking at Joe anxiously.

Joe’s face broke out in a wide grin; “That’s fine with me! I have never owned a dog, except when I was a kid!”

Joyce looked at him sternly and said; “Joe, you don’t own a dog! They are family; In fact, if anything, they own you!” She said with a broad smile.

“Ok, I get it, let’s look at our new family members”, Joe said, peering into the crates.

“Before we get on with this dog rescue business, let’s talk about what needs to be done to move this wreck to the airport”, the Sheriff said, as two of the khaki dressed men strolled over to greet them.

Extending his hand to Joe and Joyce, the taller of the two men, with obvious authority in his voice said, “I am Jack Richards, Lead Air Safety Investigator with the NTSB, this is my partner, Ned Crane and the guy with the clipboard over there at the wreckage is Sid Wallace, also from our Oklahoma City office”. 

Sheriff Lancaster spoke, “this is Joe King and Joyce Dean, from J & J Exploration and Marine Salvage. I asked them to come to the crash site to work up a plan to move the wreckage to a hangar at the Brownsville Airport. They are well equipped for the job and Joe is a licensed commercial pilot”.

“It will be necessary to disassemble the other wing from the plane to transport it out of here. I can load the fuselage and wings on a lowboy flatbed trailer after we bulldoze a path through the dunes wide enough to accommodate the lowboy”, Joe said.

“That’s great, two airframe and engine specialists are on their way to assist in the move and teardown of the engines, which is routine in a situation such as this. We won’t know the cause of the crash until we do a routine teardown of the engines. This will take a few days, but it will be weeks before a formal accident report will be released. Are there any things we haven’t covered so far? If not, I think we are about to wrap up the preliminaries here”, Jack, the lead Investigator said.

Ned Crain spoke up; “It’s not space science, but with the fuel tanks dry and no fire, it’s obvious why both engines were dead when it struck the ground”.

Ned’s comment drew a frown and hard look from Jack. “We’ll just have to keep that remark to ourselves for now”, Jack said, as he motioned Ned aside. Together, they walked over to where Sid Wallace was engrossed in making notes on his clipboard.

“Looks like someone put his foot in his mouth”, Sheriff Lancaster said with a wry grin. “ 

“If that plane took off on empty tanks, this is going to be a real messy incident before it’s all over”, Joe said, with Joyce nodding approval.

Hey, let’s see how our new family members are doing”, Joe said, reaching down to open the dog crate containing the German Shepard.

“Hold on there Joe!” Sheriff Lancaster said, “Those guys need to be taken to the Vet and get checked out. The Shepard looks friendly enough, but they need to get adjusted to you and Joyce before letting them out of the crate, and we’re not sure if they are free of internal injuries”.

“The Sheriff is correct Joe, lets load them in the back seat of the 4x4, make sure they have plenty of water, and let them have some quiet time while we look things over and come up with the best plan on how to move the plane”.

“You’re right Joyce”, Joe said, realizing he was being a bit impulsive. “The Sheriff and I will take the crate with the Shepard and you can bring the little guy along”.

The two crates fit nicely in the rear seat of the truck. Joe left the engine running with the AC blower on. The dogs, obviously accustom to being confined in a crate, stretched out, enjoying the comfort of the cool air circulating around them.

It took more than an hour to take measurements, and make mental notes on a route that would have to be bulldozed through the sand dunes, to position a flatbed trailer equipped with a crane hoist, to lift the fuselage onto the bed.

“Once we get the wing removed and a path bulldozed to the crash site, it will be routine to get it loaded for transport to the hangar”, Joe said to Jack Richards as they were walking toward the vehicles. 

“I agree, I’ll have my NTSB mechanics down here tomorrow morning by nine AM. Jack said. 

“Good, I’ll arrange for two mechanics from a friend’s crop dusting operation to be here about the same time to help out. Joe said. 

I will arrange for a Cameron County front loader to be on site to clear a path for your lowboy trailer”, Sheriff Lancaster said. “Joe, draw up a contract for your work, and don’t try to skin Cameron County. I’ll let the attorneys figure out who will ultimately pay for this”, he added with a serious smile.

“By the way guys, forget Ned’s comment about the plane’s tanks being empty. I’m afraid this is going to turn into a real legal issue before it’s all over”, Jack Richards said, as he opened the door to the black, government tagged, SUV.

“Will do; I promise!” The Sheriff said as he shook the Inspector’s hand in agreement.

“Thanks! I’m counting on that!” Jack said as he wheeled the SUV around and headed up the beach.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Sheriff Lancaster was busy with Charles and two other Cameron County Deputies, explaining to the local TV News personalities, and a crowd of onlookers, the crash scene was off limits until the NTSB completed their onsite investigation.

“Looks like the Sheriff and his deputies are going to have their hands full corralling that crowd. Let’s get these dogs to the Vet and have them checked out”, Joe said, as he maneuvered the truck past the crowd gathered at the yellow tape blocking the site.

“I think our new-found friends are going to be just fine”, Joyce said, extending her fingers into the German Shepard’s crate, and getting a sloppy lick in return. “I think he likes me already!” She said.

“What about the little guy?” Joe asked turning to look at the smaller crate. 

“He looks like he is content as can be—he resembles Walter, a Lhasa Apso my parents once had in the family. I think that’s what we should call him”, Joyce said, as the white ball of fur looked intently at her and let out a big yawn.

“Ok, let’s call the Shepard Charlie, after a dog I had when I was a kid”, Joe said with a smile. “Charlie was just a small little mutt, but he acted like he was as big as a German Shepard when other dogs came around”.

“Well, that’s settled, they both have names when we fill out their papers at the Vet”, Joyce said with a thoughtful smile.

Twenty minutes after leaving the crash scene, Joyce and Joe were busy checking in at a small animal clinic.

“If this is your first visit, please fill out these forms on both animals and I will tell Dr. Jones you are here; Sheriff Lancaster called earlier and let us know you were on the way”, the receptionist said, with a smile.

Its best you take care of the paperwork, this is all new to me”, Joe said, handing the clipboard to Joyce.

“I’ll put down as much as I know about them, which is the names we just gave them and of course our name and address. The Vet can estimate their age”, Joyce said, as she began filling out the forms.

“Hello, I am Dr. Jones, the Sheriff alerted us that you were on the way and filled us in on the circumstances. I think we met earlier Joyce, at a symposium on the Ridley Turtle, he said, shaking Joyce’s hand.

“Yes, I recall the event”, Joyce said, adding—“This is my partner, Joe King. We want to adopt these two guys to keep them from being sent back to the shelter.

“That’s great—I have their files on the computer. First, I need to check them for injuries they may have sustained during the crash. It seems they are two “Lucky dogs”, no pun intended”, Doctor Jones said. “Let’s look at the Shepard first, I understand he was unconscious when they removed him from the plane”. 

Talking to the dog softly, Doctor Jones opened the crate and stepped back. “Come!” he quietly commanded.

“His name is Charlie, but he doesn’t know it yet”, Joyce said, “we named them on the way over”.

Charlie, hearing the command come, got up and stopped at the Doctor’s feet. 

“Sit!” the Doctor commanded—Charlie immediately sat, looking at the Doctor waiting for another command.

“Well, what do we have here? Charlie seems to have had obedience training!” The Doctor said.

“I guess we could call it Charm School”, Joe said, grinning.

“Well, let’s look at Charlie”, the Doctor said, turning toward the exam room. “Heel boy!” Charlie obediently followed Dr. Jones into the exam room. 

Thirty minutes later, they emerged from the exam room with Charlie at Doctor Jones side, ears perked and alert.

“Except for a contusion on his head, Charlie is in great shape considering what he has gone through. I estimate his age between eighteen and twenty-four months. He has had formal training, police, or U.S. Customs. My advice is to watch him carefully around strangers, until you learn more about his disposition. Doctor Jones said with a tinge of concern in his voice”.
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