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It has been a year and a half since my last novel, Atonement, was published. It was nearly a year before I had any interest in writing again, or any idea what to write about. During that time, the Soldiers I was working with changed out, and one, Staff Sergeant Theodore Martin, took an interest in my writing, and so we began listening to the audiobook versions of my books during lulls at work.

His favorite was The Deuce.

He really enjoyed the characters and was curious to know if I had plans to continue their story. I’d been trying for a while to come up with another adventure, but nothing really piqued my interest. It was his suggestion to focus on some of the other characters, in particular, Pamela Griggs, and we played with an idea where the story would revolve around her as the main hero rather than Matt Ritter or David Ryan.

We came up with the idea of searching for lost treasure rather than fighting off terrorists or drug lords, and I began doing some research into lost treasures and missing shipwrecks.

The San Miguel really existed and was part of a fleet of ships that departed Havana in 1715 heading for Spain with gold and other treasure to replenish the Spanish governments coffers that had run dry after years of war with France. The fleet was hit by a hurricane, and almost all the shipwrecks were found along the Florida coast around Amelia Island except the San Miguel.

So, where is it?

The treasure the fleet carried would be worth about two billion dollars today. The San Miguel was designed to be faster and was better armed than other ships in the fleet, and able to fend off Pirates or other ships that hunted in those waters. Thus, the San Miguel was given most of the cargo with the idea that if attacked, it would be the most likely to survive and make its way back to Spain.

As always, I would like to dedicate this to my friends, Brothers and Sisters serving in the military, past and present.

I want to thank Staff Sergeant Theodore Martin for helping me flesh out ideas, reading the drafts and encouraging me to keep at it, and helping me stay focused on the mission.

I also want to thank my family for encouraging me to continue my writing. In particular: my wife, Carol Ann, and my mother, Janice.

THE DEUCE:

DANGEROUS WATERS
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31 July 1715

Off the Florida Coast

Waves exploded over the gunwales as the deck tilted up and leaned precariously to port. Men cried out as they were thrown off their feet and slammed into railings, tied down equipment, or masts. Thunder assaulted their ears and lightning flashed across the sky, illuminating the huge waves assaulting them.

The bow crashed down into the trough once more and water cascaded up and over the sides. One man was swept overboard with a terrified scream. Above them and to the stern, three men struggled to control the Helm as a fourth man, the ships’ Master, scanned the violent ocean around them for any signs of other ships.

“Stay to the course!” he shouted at the others in Spanish. “If you want to live, you must stay on course! Do you understand?”

They nodded and struggled to keep the large wooden wheel from spinning free. One man slipped and fell to his knees, letting go of the wheel to rub the stinging salt water and rain out of his eyes and it spun violently out of the others grasp. The wooden handles smacked and shattered bone when the two men tried to grab it again. They cried out in pain and staggered away from the deadly wheel.

The ship responded immediately.

The rudder was slammed to one side and the ship swung hard to starboard, trapping itself in the deep trough. It lurched sideways as it rode broadside up another wave and threatened to capsize.

More men were sent screaming into the water as the ship crested the wave then crashed violently in the opposite direction as it continued to rock out of control. 

The Master drew his sword and shoved it through the gaps in the wheel, trying to stop the spin. The attempt helped for a second, but that was all he needed.

He grabbed the wheel as the blade shattered and he struggled to hold it steady. The fallen man staggered to his feet and grabbed the wheel and they fought to control the stricken ship.

The Master risked a glance around the ocean but saw nothing between the flashes of lightning but a roiling, furious ocean that desperately wanted to kill them.

A sharp CRACK split the air, followed by a groan of straining wood.

They looked up and watched in horror as the mizzenmast, nearly six feet thick, split in half and crashed violently to the deck in a deadly tangle of canvass, wood and thick rope that crushed several men beneath it.

“Mary, Mother of God, help us!”

They froze for several precious seconds before focusing back on the helm.

“Senor! This storm is going to kill us all!”

But the captain shook his head defiantly.

“No, we will make it! You must have faith!”

“We’re going to die!”

“No, we will survive!”

The storm raged on through the night and the next day, but they fought desperately. They had no idea where the storm was taking them, nothing mattered but the desperate battle to survive.

A rogue wave hit them from the stern and plunged the entire front of the ship deep into the water. Both men were flung through the air and slammed into the main deck.

Wood shattered and the helm was ripped from its mount. The great rudder, with nothing to control it, slapped into the stern of the ship so hard it shattered and punched a gaping hole in the hull below the captain’s stateroom. When it finally emerged from the water, the forward-most mast had been snapped in half and its sails lay across what was left of the shattered bow and forecastle.

Rudderless, the ship was now at the mercy of the storm.

“Get below!”

The survivors struggled to get below deck and tie themselves off to anything that wouldn’t budge in the crashing sea, then prayed to God for save them all.

PART ONE
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Forty nautical miles west of Grand Cayman Island

The hot sun beat down on them as they scurried around to prepare the conveyor to lower the two-man submersible into the water. The three-hundred-fifty-foot research vessel barely rocked in the swells as its crew continued their work. It was nearly eighty feet-wide and its considerable deck was crammed with several more submersibles, two cranes and several metal shipping containers.

Its superstructure took up the forward third of the ship and rose four stories above. the main deck. An impressive array of radar domes and communications antennae covered its roof while advanced side-scanning and bottom mapping sonar domes lined its sides.

The research vessel “Darcy’s Retriever” was a one-of-a-kind vessel.

It had been built in Norway back in 2002 for a United Nations group that was scheduled to conduct research in the Arctic Ocean before funding had been shut down and reshuffled to other priorities. It had a reinforced hull designed to break up pack ice up to two meters thick and had some of the most advanced marine research facilities available.

With the expedition scrubbed, the ship had sat unused for over a decade before it was purchased by a man named Phillip Gibson and named after his oldest daughter.

Phillip Gibson had become a billionaire before he turned forty.

He’d made his first million successfully running the operations of an investment firm. He’d lived frugally and invested most of his income in defense industry giants Lockheed Martin, Sikorsky and Raytheon in the early 2000s, when billions were being spent on research and development and running the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.

His investments continued to rake in millions each month and he’d decided to retire from the company he’d been running by the age of 45. He sold most of his company stock and used those funds to purchase “Darcy’s Retriever” and set up his own salvage and exploration company in the Bahamas.

Now, in his early fifties, he was having the time of his life fulfilling his childhood dream of searching for shipwrecks all over the world. 

He was five foot eight, with blue eyes and dirt blonde hair and deeply tanned skin. He was thin and had a slightly high-pitched voice that sounded like a cackle when he laughed, which was quite often. He loved walking the decks and working side by side with his crew members and scientists, often with an unlit cigar clenched in his teeth and wearing a tan fedora.

He'd embarked on six expeditions and had found precisely one shipwreck. Not one to be easily put off, his undying enthusiasm for exploration had overcome any setbacks, and the scientists on his team had discovered several previously unknown species of sea life. The fun for him was in the search, not so much in how it ended, he was fond of saying.

Today, though, he was aboard a submersible on its way to visit the remains of a submarine they had just discovered. He and his team had been poring through naval records for weeks before they’d made the discovery and had calculated the location based on rumors from local divers who’d seen traces of a wreck that had been too deep to safely explore.

Adding to the mystery was that nobody who’d claimed to have seen the wreck seemed to remember where they’d been diving at the time. They’d found no records of missing submarines as far back as the Second World War. Because it was in nearly two hundred feet of water it was well below the safe depth for normal scuba divers.

Phillip was giddy with anticipation as he and the co-pilot brought the systems online and checked battery, oxygen and pressure gages. The hatch was sealed and dogged and he tested the intercom link between them and the control room onboard the Retriever.

“Retriever, this is Scout: all systems are in the green, we are ready to launch.”

“Roger, Scout. The conveyor is moving into position. Launch in one minute. Good luck.”

“Thanks, Scout out.”

He looked at his copilot, a skinny, red-haired kid in his late twenties who had a huge grin on his face.

“Ready, Kid?”

“Hell, yeah!”

Phillip laughed as they felt the conveyor tilt downward until all they saw in front of them was water.

The launch was much like a roller coaster as it approached the top of a huge drop off. It edged forward a foot, then the rollers freed themselves and the sub raced down the conveyor and crashed into the water with a huge splash.

They were jerked violently against their safety harnesses then relaxed as the sub settled itself. They bled air from ballast tanks and the submersible sank below the surface before Gibson engaged the electric motor. Gibson checked their heading and pushed the control stick forward, sending them gliding into the deep.

The “Kid”, his name was Max Stevens, switched on the subs spotlights and the beams illuminated the darkness ahead of them. He toggled another switch, and the submersibles cameras began recording their trip.

Schools of fish scattered around them as they slipped deeper, their scales reflecting brightly in the spotlights. They passed a large orange grouper, who was gliding lazily on its way without interest.

“Send out a ping and tell me what you see.”

Stevens nodded, glanced at the sonar display and depressed a red button below it. They shook slightly as the sonar emitted a single burst of energy outward and he waited for the display to show everything in their path.

Sure enough, a long, oblong shape appeared in their path.

“Got it!” He cried excitedly and Gibson grinned. “Eight hundred meters out, six degrees to port!”

“Six degrees to port, coming around.” The sub canted slightly as it swung around. “What’s our depth?”

“One hundred seventy-three feet. We are forty feet off the seabed.”

Below them, the seabed teamed with life.

Algae and Sea Anemones-covered boulders were scattered between patches of sand and coral reef formations, and various morays, rays, and various other bottom-dwelling creatures flitted among them, leaving trails of fine, floating sand in their wake.

Ahead of them, a shadow, black against the dark waters, began to form. Slowly, more details could be made out. It had a sharp snout, painted black, that jutted out from a long, curbed body comprised of smooth, curved metal plates. A third of the way from the bow, a narrow conning tower rose twenty feet above the deck, and they could still see the thick iron links that made up the safety railing remained in place.

“Hull looks intact, sir.” 

Gibson nodded as he stopped the motors and let the current carry them along the port side.

“I don’t see any markings, do you?”

The submarine’s hull was almost free of plant life, a remarkable feat in waters that were teeming with so much life.

“Nothing yet.”

As they floated past the conning tower, Gibson furrowed his brows when he noticed some faded paint.

“What’s that?” he asked, and Stevens leaned forward to study the marks. “There’s something there or was there before.”

Stevens nodded.

“It looks some sort of flag used to be there, but I can’t tell which one.”

“Can you zoom in and take some stills of it?” Stevens nodded and adjusted the camera controls. “You were brushing up on classes of submarines, do you recognize this one?”

Stevens studied it but shook his head.

“I need a better view of the whole thing before I’d make a guess. If you can pull us back about fifty meters, I’ll have a better view.”

The submersibles motor began to hum, and Gibson brought them into a tight turn and headed out at a ninety-degree angle before spinning them around again. As they hovered, Stevens adjusted the spotlights, bathing the entire submarine with intense halogen light.

Stevens studied it for a moment before speaking.

“About ninety feet long, looks like about fifteen to twenty feet from keel to the topside deck. It’s an old coastal defense sub; probably had eight to ten crewmembers. Not sure who it might belong to, but I can easily look it up when we get back.”

“I didn’t see any hull damage on this side. Let’s get a better look.”

They closed in, floating slowly up one side and down the other, but still saw nothing out of the ordinary.

“There doesn’t appear to be any hull damage at all.” Gibson muttered. “I wonder what happened?”

“I’m no expert on submarines, but I do know that these smaller models ran off diesel engines. Perhaps there was a leak in their exhaust system that poisoned them.”

Gibson shook his head.

“This is resting in pretty shallow water: they could have escaped once they hit the bottom. Carbon Monoxide poisoning wouldn’t have killed everyone that fast. They would have had time to do something about it.”

“Maybe there was a design flaw...could have been any number of things. We’ll have to bring it the surface and go inside to find any answers.”

Gibson was deep in thought for a moment, staring at the vessel before a beeping noise intruded and he glanced to his side. A low battery alarm was going off.

He sighed, then chuckled as he adjusted the controls.

“I guess we’d better head topside before we get stuck down here as well.”

Stevens chuckled as the submersible began its slow climb to the surface.

––––––––
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THE STAINED AND TATTERED leather-bound book was unremarkable to look at.

It was one of a countless number of ancient texts and relics that had been rescued from an art gallery in Bologna, Spain when it had caught fire. Nobody knew where it had come from or who had donated it and all records had been destroyed by the fire.

After an initial examination by experts, it was declared to be the property of one Alonzo Del Figueros, Master of a Nao-class Cassock named the San Miguel that had been lost at sea. However, a more in-depth review of records from the period indicated that another person had been the ships’ master at the time and the diary had consequently been deemed a fraud.

Its future was in limbo for years, sitting forgotten in a sealed container in the museum’s storage facility. Finally, the curators had decided since it still had some historical value it might fetch a decent price at auction. An air of mystery had always surrounded the missing ship, and even though it was deemed fraud, it was a compelling read for any treasure hunter or history buff.

The diary was transported to the world famous Balclis Auction House in Barcelona. An excerpt from the book had been released online in hopes of attracting more interested parties when an auction date was announced.

It was this excerpt that had gained the attention of Aileen Gibson, wife of Phillip Gibson and renowned art collector, in the middle of the Caribbean. Phillip was relaxing on the balcony of his stateroom after dinner, sipping a Rum and Coke as he puffed contently on a cigar.

His wife, Aileen was sitting across from him, scanning through several auction house websites, as was her custom, when she found the article. She read it once, clicked and read the excerpt, and looked up at her husband, who was staring out at the calm ocean.

“Honey, take a look at this.” She offered the tablet. “I think this might interest you.”

“Oh?”

“It’s some kind of ship captains’ diary, from the 17th century.” She paused, remembering the article. “Actually, the auction house claims it’s a fake, but it is going to be auctioned off next week.”

“If it’s fake, then why write an article about it?” He paused, then shrugged. “Sure, I’ll take a look.”

He set the cigar down as she handed him the tablet.

He read the article, clicked on the link and read the attached excerpt. His eyes sharpened as he read it again, then the original article once more before sitting back with a thoughtful look on his face. He handed the tablet back and was quiet for a moment.

“I remember reading about the San Miguel when I started researching lost shipwrecks. Nobody ever found her, and she had what amounted to nearly ten million dollars in Spanish gold, silver, and other items when she disappeared. Ten million back then, in the 1700s would be worth nearly two billion dollars nowadays.”

Aileen choked on her drink, and he laughed.

“That article claims the diary is a fraud, that the author wasn’t the Master at the time.” She pointed out but saw the glint of excitement in his eyes and paused. “But you think differently.”

He nodded.

“Every article I’ve found points to Alonzo Del Figueros as being the Ships’ Master for the voyage from Cuba back to Spain. The San Miguel was carrying one of the largest cargos of Spanish treasure ever when it was lost at sea.”

“You seem to know a lot already.”

He shrugged.

“I’ve read a lot of articles and research papers on her, even talked to a salvage crew who thought they’d found her a few years ago.”

“So, this has been a pet project of yours?”

He shook his head.

“Not so much a pet project as a curiosity.”

“So, tell me why you think they’re wrong.”

“The Master indicated in the article sailed the San Miguel on its initial voyage to Cuba, then to Honduras and back as part of Hernan Cortez’s last expedition. However, that man was given a large plantation by the Governor of Cuba as a reward for his services and he gave up command of the ship six months before her final trip.”

“So, you think the diary is genuine?”

“I think it could be genuine. It may even reveal where the San Miguel sank.” She sensed the excitement in his voice as its pitch rose higher. “If we can get our hands on that diary, it could lead to the discovery of a lifetime!”

“Surely, there will be other people interested in it. A treasure like that will attract all kinds of people, and not always the honest ones.”

He nodded.

“True, there will certainly be other interested parties, and yes, there is always the risk of troublemakers. Like anything, I’ll try to keep our operation out of the public eye.”

Aileen smiled.

“So, you’re going to Barcelona?”

He nodded.

“Definitely. The auction is in a week. I’ll head out in a day or two: I want to be early enough to be able to inspect it for myself.”

“What about the submarine?”

He shrugged and reached for his cigar.

“We’ll mark it and notify the Coast Guard before we leave. The crew can stand down for a while.”

“Well, be sure you don’t piss too many people off when you bid on this thing.”

Phillip grinned, took a puff.

“That’s one thing I cannot guarantee.”

––––––––
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TWO DAYS LATER, A SMALL helicopter landed on the ship’s helipad and Phillip climbed in carrying a large duffel bag. He donned a helmet and strapped himself into the five-point harness as the chopper rose again. He waved down at Aileen, who stood on the edge of the helipad with their daughter.

The chopper took him back to the Bahamas, where a private jet was waiting to take him to Miami. They landed and taxied to a private hangar at Miami international airport. Although he owned another jet that could have taken him to Spain, he used it sparingly. He did, however, enjoy an arrangement with several airlines to have first-class seats available at any time for him and his family for any destination.

He’d called from the airport in the Bahamas, and such a first-class ticket to Barcelona was waiting for him at the Lufthansa ticket counter when he arrived. He was given a personal escort to a luxurious VIP lounge, where he enjoyed a complementary glass of champagne and waited to board the plane.
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The atmosphere was electric.

It had been that way every day of the trial of Manuel Serna and Daniel Ortega. The months of testimony and cross-examination by teams of Federal Prosecutors and Defense Attorneys had been televised across every television and cable network.

It wasn’t every day that the Drug Enforcement Agency prosecuted one of their biggest targets on national television. The fact that Serna and Ortega had killed indiscriminately, authorized the killing of federal agents, as well as trafficked cocaine and heroin on an unbelievable scale had captured the nations’ attention.

There had been dramatic testimony by crew members of the dive boat The Deuce, recounting their efforts to rescue Congresswoman Mercedes Khalid from Havana, Cuba after she’d been kidnapped by Miguel Serna’s men. Matthew Ritters gun battle with several of Serna’s men in the State Congressional building had been caught on close circuit television and shown as part of their case. 

Overall, it was a slam-dunk case for the DEA and a television ratings bonanza for the networks covering the proceedings. A small group of reporters and camera crews had been granted permission to film the proceedings from the balcony and they hung on every word.

Serna and Ortega sat at a table with their attorneys while Sam Hooper, his fiery red hair trimmed into a flattop for the occasion, looked as sharp as the neatly pressed business suit he wore. On either side of him sat the three members of his prosecution team. They whispered silently as they watched the lead defense attorney shuffle through his papers before finally standing to address the Judge.

Everyone on the Hoopers’ team was confident about the outcome.

They’d been well prepared for the trial: meticulous in their efforts to double-check every bit of evidence, every witness statement and had painstakingly tracked down every loose end before bringing their case to court. They were taking no chances that anyone would get off on a technicality.

“Your Honor, the Defense calls Mr. Matthew Ritter as its final witness.”

There were some surprised looks from the crowd as the door opened and a bailiff escorted Matt Ritter down the courtroom’s center aisle.

He was of average height but ruggedly handsome dressed in a grey suit, his black hair neatly cut into a flattop for the occasion. His normally deeply tanned skin had lightened considerably after nearly a year of being trapped indoors in protective custody.

He felt the eyes of the crowd follow him but ignored them. He exuded confidence and looked every inch the former non-commissioned officer as he walked past Sernas table and up into the witness box.

The Bailiff held a bible up to him.

He placed a hand on the proffered bible and raised the other.

“Do you swear that the testimony you are about to tell is the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?”

He spoke in a confident, clear voice as he looked over the crowd.

“I do.”

“You may be seated.”

He sat, adjusted the microphone before him and scanned the crowd before locking eyes with Manuel Serna. The utter contempt and hatred they regarded each other with was palpable and the whole courtroom felt it.

Finally, the lead counsel for the defense, a well-dressed man in his sixties named Andrew Wilson walked around their table and stood in front of Ritter. Matt could tell the man was still pondering how to begin as he stated:

“Please state your name and occupation for the Court.”

“Matthew Robert Ritter, Captain of the dive boat The Deuce.”

“And what did you do before you became the captain of your dive boat?”

“I was a Dive Master at the Soothing Shoals Dive Center.”

The man sighed and shook his head.

“And prior to that you served in the Army, is that correct?”

He nodded.

“Yes, I did.”

“And what did you do in the Army?”

“I was a Chaplain Assistant.”

Wilson nodded.

“You were a religious leader.”

“No.” Matt shook his head. “I was a bodyguard for the chaplain, who’s a religious leader, among my other duties.”

“And you received several awards for valor in Afghanistan and Iraq.”

“No, I was never in Afghanistan.”

“I see, please forgive my mistake.”

The Judge let out a sigh.

“Mr. Ritters military record has already been entered into the record. Do you have any questions relating to the case at hand?”

The attorney nodded and faced the Jury.

“I am trying to establish that the witness is a combat veteran, whose past actions dictated how he would react to my client’s people before any alternative course of action could be considered.”

The Prosecutor stood.

“Your Honor, I object. The facts prove that the only objectives Manuel Serna’s men had were to either capture or kill Congresswoman Khalid. That Mr. Ritter, or anyone, would consider those “alternative courses of action” acceptable is laughable.”

The Judge nodded.

“Objection sustained. Counselor, if you are just fishing for a way to delay the end of this trial, or to discredit Mr. Ritter, then I’m giving a direct order to stop wasting the courts’ time. If you have any questions of value, please ask them or dismiss your witness.”

Wilson cleared his throat nervously before starting over.

“I want to concentrate on the actions leading up to his attack on her office the day before.”

The Lead Prosecutor stood up again.

“I object, it has been clearly established that the Defendant’s men were the ones who attacked the Congressional Office Building, not Mr. Ritter.”

The Judge nodded.

“Objection sustained: Mr. Wilson, do not try to twist facts to confuse the Jury.”

Wilson nodded and refocused his thoughts for a moment.

“Mr. Ritter, what caused you to enter the Congressional Office Building that day.”

“I had received a dozen or so text and voice messages on my phone from Congresswoman Khalid saying she was afraid for her life.”

“And what did these messages say exactly? Do you still have them on your phone?”

Matthew nodded.

“They’re on the phone which was entered into evidence. The messages have already been read aloud and played during this trial.” A ripple of muffled laughter swept through the crowd of onlookers and Wilson took a deep breath as Ritter continued. “She told me that she’d been interviewed by Agent Hooper from the Drug Enforcement Agency in connection to their investigation of Manuel Serna. She’d identified several members of Mr. Serna’s organization, and she was afraid that Manuel Serna was going to try and kill her. She’d been warned by the DEA that it was a possibility but she’d refused to go into protective custody so she could continue her work.”

“You said she refused Protective Custody? She sounds very serious about her work.” Matt nodded. “When did you receive these messages from her?”

“I received them the same day I went to her office.”

“She sent a dozen messages to you that morning? Why didn’t you just pick up the phone to answer her?”

“The messages were sent over a period of two days, but I only received them that morning.”

“If she had been sending them for two days, why didn’t you receive them prior to that morning?”

“Because my phone was turned off.”

The crowd rippled with laughter and the Judge raised a hand to silence them, and looked down at Matt.

“Watch yourself, Mr. Ritter.”

Wilson waited for the room to fall silent before continuing.

“You said your phone was turned off, not dead, correct? That seems unusual for anyone to have a phone turned off for that long these days.”

Matt shrugged.

“It’s not unusual for me. My phone was turned off at the time because we were on a dive charter. There’s no cell coverage where we go diving so she left the messages for me to listen to when I returned.”

Wilson nodded thoughtfully.

“So, on the day you found the text messages, you and your crew headed to her office with the intention of kidnapping her. You suspected my client would try kill her, is all of that correct?”

“I suspected that Manuel Serna would try to have her killed or kidnapped, yes.” Ritter ignoring the first part of the question.

“And you were planning to kidnap her.”

“No. I was going there to offer her protection.”

“You two have a personal relationship, is that correct?”

“Yes, she and I had been going out for over a month before all of this happened.”

“So, you went there, illegally bringing a firearm into a government building, after which, you attacked and murdered three men, is that correct?”

“I killed three men in self-defense.”

Wilson turned to the Judge.

“Your Honor, please instruct the witness to answer the complete question, not just parts of it.”

The Judge nodded and turned to Matt.

“You will answer the entire question, Mr. Ritter.”

Matt rolled his eyes and nodded.

“Yes, I brought my own pistol into the building and yes, I used it to defend myself, Congresswoman Khalid, and two others against five gunmen. In the process I killed three of them.”

“Did you actually witness these men shoot anyone before you began shooting at them?”

Matt cocked his head, then shook it.

“No. I saw them firing at the guard outside Congresswoman Khalid’s door. I heard automatic rifle fire prior to...”

Wilson interrupted him.

“So, you heard shots, assumed it was my clients people doing the shooting, and you began shooting at them before they had a chance to identify themselves.”

“You are correct.” Matt said with a nod. “I assumed that the men firing at the security guard a foot in front of me were the same people who murdered the others.”

“At which point, you attacked those men and killed three of them.” He turned to the Judge. “Your Honor, I put forth that Mr. Ritters’ combat experience gave him an undue advantage over my client’s men. As you know, my client had a personal relationship with Congresswoman Khalid in the past and he merely wanted to ensure her safety. It is evident that Mr. Ritter, in a fit of rage or jealousy, went on a rampage and attacked them. He would have killed all five men if they hadn’t retreated to safety.”

The Prosecutor started to rise but the Judge raised a hand to stop him.

“Counselor, whatever you might think of Mr. Ritter’s combat experience, I can assure you that one man with a pistol is not going to charge after five men with assault rifles. The video evidence shown by the prosecution clearly contradicts every accusation you just made.”

“Your Honor: he has admitted to bringing a personal firearm into a government building, which is a clear violation of Federal and State law.”

The Judge nodded and leaned forward jabbing an accusing finger at him.

“Yes, Counselor, he did. As you know, the FBI dropped all charges against him after taking him into custody upon his return from Cuba. The Dade County Police Department likewise dropped all charges against him.”

Wilson was silent, trying to think of another approach but nothing came to mind. He turned to Serna, shook his head, then turned back to the Judge.

“I have no more questions, Your Honor.”

The Judge sighed, turned to Ritter.

“You are dismissed: please remain in the holding area.”

“Thank you, your Honor.”

Matt rose and stepped out of the witness box and shot Serna a broad smile as he walked by.

“Your Honor, the Defense Rests.”

The Judge waited until Ritter left the room before responding.

“The court stands in recess until one oh clock. You will then present your closing statements and jury deliberations will begin.”

“All Rise!”

Everyone rose as the Judge stood and walked out of the room.

––––––––
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THE DELIBERATIONS TOOK little over an hour, and everyone filed back into the Courtroom.

“Has the Jury reached a verdict on all charges?”

The Foreman nodded and stood.

“We have, Your Honor.”

“And it is unanimous on each count?”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“Please read the verdicts.”

She looked down at the sheet of paper she held and began to read.

“On the charge of trafficking illegal drugs with intent to sell, we the Jury, find the Defendants guilty as charged.” The Judge ticked off a line on a list before him. “On two counts of Murder of a Federal Agent in the first degree, we find the defendants guilty as charged. On three counts of kidnapping...”

The Jury read off the list of verdicts for another five minutes before stopping. The Bailiff took the slip of paper from her and handed it to the Judge.

“Will the Defendants please rise.” Serna and Ortega did so with the members of their defense team.

The Judge studied the list, then the sheet of paper beside it, and looked up at them.

“Manuel Serna and Daniel Ortega: you have both been found guilty on all counts. As such, according to Federal statutes, you will be remanded to a Federal Maximum-Security facility. You are each to serve five consecutive Life Sentences without the possibility of parole. Bailiff, remove them from the court.”

A wave of cheers came from the crowds as the Bailiff and Security Guards escorted the two men from the room. Excited conversations and sounds of shuffling feet filled the air as the crowd stood and began to move towards the exits.

“Order, please.”

The Judge lifted a hand to try to silence the crowd as the Prosecutors rose and shook hands with Hooper. He turned to look back at Kenneth Gray and Police Chief Harold, who both nodded approvingly to him.

Reporters rushed into the hall as cameras were quickly moved outside. After ten minutes of excited commotion and movement, the courtroom finally emptied out. The judge looked over the nearly empty hall to where Congresswoman Mercedes Khalid sat between two crewmembers of the dive boat The Deuce: Pamela Griggs and David Ryan, and a DEA bodyguard waiting for the all-clear to depart the building.

The Judge stepped down and approached the group as they stood. He shook hands with each of them and turned to Mercedes with a concerned look.

“Congresswoman Khalid, are you okay?”

She nodded slowly, exhaustion and relief evident on her face and he smiled.

“This last year has been a long one, Your Honor.”

“I imagine it has been longer than that since you’ve been able to relax, given all the pre-trial motions and extensions. You seemed to have handled it well, though. I hope you will be able to resume a normal life again.”

She smiled and gave him a nod.

“That would be nice, Your Honor.”

He chuckled.

“Well, I will wish you the best of luck. I need to get out of these robes and head to another function.”

She nodded and they shook hands before he walked away. They waited another ten minutes before the DEA man received a message and escorted them out of the room.

––––––––
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OUTSIDE THE BUILDING it was sheer pandemonium.

Sam Hooper and the lead prosecutor were holding a press conference before a throng of reporters and camera crews: effectively blocking all traffic in and out of the building’s entrance. The group edged their way along the edge of the crowd towards the sidewalk.

A pair of Chevy Suburban’s sat waiting with motors running. Upon seeing them, armed men emerged and guarded the doors as the party approached. A reporter turned and recognized Mercedes, calling her name to get her attention, but it was for naught.

After nine months of being shuffled in and out of courtrooms, Mercedes was not in the mood to talk and simply disappeared into the big SUV. The guards shut the doors, and took a last scan of the area before climbing in.

They drove around the block and stopped in front of a park bench where Matt Ritter sat patiently. A door opened and he got to his feet just as Mercedes launched herself out of the vehicle and into his arms with an excited cry.

He laughed and planted a kiss on her lips as he held her close. She was nearly a head shorter than Matt, with olive skin, large breasts, and large, hypnotizing almond eyes. Her family had fled Syria prior to the onset of the civil war and had been granted political asylum in the United States when she was ten.

“I told you today would be nothing, right?” she nodded as she looked up at him. “So why did you look so worried?”

“I just want to be away from all of this. Somewhere quiet. Can we just take off for a while?”

He gave her a mischievous grin.

“Way ahead of you.” She looked at him curiously. “That has already been taken care of.”

“What? What has?”

“Yep, in fact, we need to get going or we’ll be late.”

“What? Late for what? Wait a minute, what’s going on?”

He shook his head and led her back to the SUV.

“No questions.” They climbed in and he tapped the driver’s shoulder. “You know where we’re going?”

The man nodded and Matt smiled as he leaned back. Mercedes leaned against him as the big SUV pulled into traffic and sped away.

––––––––
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PHILLIP GIBSON EXAMINED the text under a protective glass cover as the museums’ historian looked on. It had been opened to a page that documented the San Miguel’s departure from Havana a few days before encountering the storm had destroyed their fleet.

He looked at the man standing patiently beside him.

“You are certain that this did not belong to Alonzo Del Agueros, the Master of the San Miguel?”

The man nodded and Phillip frowned.

“We have confirmed that it isn’t his, however it is signed by someone who claimed to be the Master. We are in possession of his other diaries that were donated to our museum by Agueros’ descendants.”

“Descendants? He survived?”

The man shook his head.

“No, Senor, he did not survive. His family stayed in Havana. They eventually moved back to Spain and were granted properties as a recompense for his sacrifice. He kept meticulous records of his voyages.”

“So, explain to me why you believe this is a fabrication? All the records I’ve have seen state that he was the Master of the San Miguel when they departed Cuba.”

The man sighed and motioned to a pair of nearby leather chairs.

Gibson nodded and they sat down.

The man took off his glasses and produced a cloth from a pocket. He took a few seconds to clean them before putting them back on.

“The records you refer to in Havana did, as you say, document that he was the Master of the San Miguel when they departed.” The man paused. “There are also, however, records revoking his licensure a week prior to the ship’s departure.”

Gibson frowned.

“Okay, but according to the ships manifest he was on that ship: this diary would still reveal hints as to the San Miguels fate. The man you say was master of that ship in the article had been retired for nearly six months. He owned a large estate near Havana and his descendants still live there.”

The man nodded and let out a frustrated sigh.

“Yes, there has been a lot of confusion on that subject. It has been the point of contention for quite some time. According to the records, he was recalled by the King of Spain for this last voyage. I’ve seen the letter. It arrived in Havana two weeks before the fleet was scheduled to depart.”

“So, what happened to him?”

“We have never been able to establish why he never took command of the San Miguel. The family claims he refused the Kings request. However, such a refusal from the King would usually constitute a death sentence, and we know he lived for many years afterwards.”

Gibson was silent, digesting this new information. The revelations were fascinating but didn’t change anything in his mind.

“All of that may be true, Senor, but that doesn’t make this diary a fraud. Do you consider his other diaries frauds as well?”

The man shook his head.

“Then why this one? Why would he lie about this voyage? Surely, he’d want someone to discover his diary and maybe the ships’ cargo?”

“There is a question as to whether the signatures on the Ships manifest and paperwork were his. The penmanship in this diary is different from the others we received.”
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