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  “Duncan’s writing is a cross between C.S. Lewis and John D. MacDonald.”—The Desoto Sun




   




  “George Duncan’s new novel, At Play in the Seas of the Lord, is possibly his finest achievement to date and that’s saying a lot considering the quality of this first four books. At Play, a modern-day treasure-hunting adventure, sparkles with savvy, stylish prose, witty, believable dialogue and profound spiritual insight. Duncan has earned a place among the finest Christian novelists working today. He never preaches nor has he any need to; his characters’ dialogue and actions say it all. While Duncan’s emphasis is on the Light, he is not afraid to acknowledge the Dark, or the supernatural. One does not have to be a Christian to appreciate Duncan’s work. His prose, dialogue, wit, humor, fast-paced action and interesting, all-too-human characters will keep the most jaded skeptics as well as believers turning pages.”—Chip Ballard, author of Peace River, The Snapshot & Other Stories: Tales from Flowing Wells, Literary Escapades and the forthcoming Literary Escapades Vol. 2: Front Porch Ramble.




   




  “One of Duncan's skills is in painting a multi-hued portrait of people and places...His thrillers raise more moral questions than most”—North Florida News Daily.




   




  “An exciting thriller. Before the couple take to the sea, the author eloquently editorializes against the rapacious developers who are devouring his state acre by acre to the detriment and deprivation of all.”—Port Charlotte Sun Herald
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  Author’s Note




   




  The remarks about Mel Fisher, his discovery of the Atocha and the Santa Margarita and the Mel Fisher Maritime Museum are true with one minor exception. Although the Fisher Museum is now in Key West, it used to be in Sebastian, a town very close to my home of Vero Beach. Both cities are in Indian River County. In homage to my home county I mentioned the museum when it was in Sebastian.




   




   




   




   




  “We went for the glory of God and to get rich.”—Pedro Alvarez, one of the soldiers with Hernando Cortez




   




   




   




  “As long as Moses held up his hands, the Israelites were winning, but whenever he lowered his hands, the Amalekites were winning.”—Exodus 17:11




  





  




  




  




  




  CHAPTER ONE




  




  Ironically, a few hours before Rutger Hollins walked onto the beach and spun the treasure hunting tale that would dramatically change our lives, my mind had lingered ever-so-briefly on thoughts of Coral Delaplaine, although I hadn’t seen her for eight months. For some reason I recalled when I had placed my hand on her wet bathing-suit-clad back in the pool we used for scuba lessons. She turned toward me and flashed a joyful smile…a smile I could never quite forget.




  ***




  It was the type of day that state officials slap on postcards and chamber of commerce presidents brag about. A bright, dazzling Florida sun sent golden streams of light across a deep azure sky. At the horizon, the gold disappeared into the lighter blue of the Atlantic. A slight breeze made the day bearable. White foam flowed to within three feet of the orange ice chest I had stacked with sodas. I stretched out on a beach chair with two books beside me. The wind ruffled the pages of the Churchill biography as the waves crashed softly into the sand.




  Two beach girls in suits several Florida cities have banned smiled as they walked by. When I opened the container they rushed over and grabbed two cans. The blond wiped away the crushed ice from the lid and popped the top. Her shorter, brunette friend did the same with another can.




  “Thanks. You live around here?” the blond asked. She wore a fluorescent green suit.




  I pointed over my shoulder. “Right back there.”




  “Gosh, it must be neat living right on the ocean.”




  “It has its advantages.”




  Actually, I was just using the house for a month but I figured she didn't care for an extended explanation.




  “We're from Ohio, Ohio State,” said the brunette. “We're down for a break. Daytona Beach is such a great town.”




  I smiled. “Daytona is nice but you have officially crossed over into the city limits of Ormond Beach. We get stragglers every year.”




  The brunette picked up a handful of ice and swabbed her neck with it. Water dripped across the tiny, orange covering. “We're just down to get some sun. Oh, that feels good. Cold up north but hot as Hades down here.”




  Her partner also grabbed some ice and patted her face. The brunette bent over to glance at the cover of my book. “Like history?”




  “Yes.” My gaze focused on the skimpy bright fabric on her and her friend. “Never have so many been so awed by so much concealed by so little.”




  The brunette thought for a moment, then roared with laughter. She teetered on weak knees then slid gracefully into the sand, still laughing. “That’s wittier than most lines we get. I'll have to remember that one.”




  “What? Heather, I don't get it.”




  “It's a takeoff on a famous Churchill quote. And a rather good one at that. 'So much owed by so many to so few...'“




  “Huh?”




  Heather perched an arm on my knee and pointed to her friend. “Art major. They take all that multicultural stuff nowadays.”




  “Listen, I didn't expect to bump into Einstein on a beach,” the blonde said.




  Heather chuckled as she stood up and brushed off the sand. “I think a better analogy would be Toynbee, Glenda. Or Johnson. Or Thomas.” She looked at me. “What is your name?”




  “Harrison Craig. Call me Harry.”




  She stuck out a sandy hand. “Harry, I'm Heather MacAllister. My tall, blond uneducated friend is Glenda Gordon.”




  “Come on, Heather.”




  They smiled then continued their trek down the beach. The blond gave a half-turn and pointed to the cooler.




  “Can we drop back by?”




  “Anytime,” I said.




  I watched them go then settled back in the chair. I took some ice and rubbed neck and shoulders. I'm a native Floridian but I burn quickly. I grabbed a tattered shirt with the orange and blue University of Florida emblem and slipped it on.




  The book held my interest. I read until someone called my name. I looked up and saw Rutger “Roddy“ Hollins striding toward me. He wore a wide smile and his blue eyes flashed with friendliness.




  “Harry,” he said. “Just the man I wanted to see. The house was empty so I figured you'd be on the beach.”




  He wore a white beach shirt, dark slacks and tennis shoes. He is every woman's dream and every man's nightmare. Built well and solid, with dark hair and a flashing smile. He is a con man extraordinaire. I bumped into him while doing police reporting. You can't help but like the guy, but you'd be a fool to trust him.




  He opened the lid of the container and fished around. He pulled up a can, groaned, dropped it, pulled up another one and moaned again.




  “Don't you have any beer?”




  “Never liked beer that much,” I told him.




  He plopped down in the sand, elbows across knees, ankles crossed.




  “It's a shame you were laid off at the Breeze. You did some first-rate reporting. The coverage of the Cavender trial was superb.”




  “How did you manage to stay off the witness list?”




  He raised his hand in protest. Words flow quickly from Roddy. He spits out sentences the way an AK-47 shoots out bullets. Sometimes he can be just as dangerous.




  “I convinced the state attorney that I didn't know anything, and I didn't. Harry, buddy, the fact that Mrs. Cavender gave me ten thousand dollars didn't mean I knew about an attempt on her husband's life. Women, young women, middle-age women, older women, tend to give me things. I don't have to kill their husbands for it. To be honest, for me ten thousand isn’t all that much. Just a small, financial favor.”




  Which was true. Roddy conned old ladies and young women but violence was never anticipated in any of his schemes. He had the muscles of a body builder and could use them - but only in self-defense. It was one of his redeeming virtues and he didn't have all that many of them.




  He scanned the beach, darting glances at every angle. The coast was deserted except for an elderly couple almost fifty yards off to our left.




  “Let's go back to your house, Harry.”




  I looked at him. “I'm not interested in your games, Roddy.”




  He had a well-modulated lively voice, full of gushing enthusiasm for whatever project he was hatching. But when he spoke this time, his voice was low and serious.




  “I wouldn't scam you, Harry.”




  “Roddy, you'd scam your own mother.”




  He chuckled, the laughter coming in ripples like the waves. “Maybe, but I wouldn't try a scam on you. It wouldn't work.” He paused for a moment, then stared at me. “This is strictly legit and there's enough money for a thousand lifetimes. Give me ten minutes and I will prove it to you.”




  I didn’t want to listen to any of Roddy’s verbal games, but being unemployed does mean you have time on your hands. I picked up my towel.




  “Let's go,” I said.




  ***




  “Aha! Real booze.”




  Roddy scanned the portable bar with approval. He lofted a half-full bottle and smiled, swirling the liquor around as if inspecting it. I dropped some ice cubes in a glass, handed it to him and watched him pour the bourbon over the ice.




  “Nice place. How did you wind up with it?”




  I sat down on a yellow sofa. “A friend is up in West Virginia. I'm house-sitting. She was kind enough to let me use it.”




  “She’s not a teetotaler.”




  “Terry's in real estate. It's a tough field.”




  “Every field is a tough field nowadays.”




  I leaned back and extended my tennis shoes to a coffee table/foot stool. “So what's this all about?”




  Roddy set his glass down and shifted to the edge of his chair. His elbows dug into his knees. The gaiety I was used to in his voice was gone.




  “Eight hundred million dollars. Maybe a little bit more, maybe a little bit less.” He picked up his glass, swirled the ice and liquor around. “You ever heard of Mel Fisher?”




  Most divers and every treasure hunting buff on the east coast of Florida knew about Mel Fisher, the treasure hunter who found the Spanish galleon Aptechka with its estimated billion in gold, silver and jewels after twenty years of searching.




  “I've toured his museum when it was down in Sebastian. Read his book,” I said.




  “I've been to the museum twelve times. An even dozen. I've seen the gold doubloons, the silver coins, the emeralds, the diamond-encrusted crosses. Do you remember the key to the discovery?” he asked.




  “Yes. It wasn't made in the ocean. It was made in Spain. One of Fisher's associates was going over some old maps and logs from the 16th century. He discovered an error in translation. The correction shifted the underwater search by about a hundred miles. When the correction was made and new search organized, they found the Aptechka. At the old spot, they could have dived for a century and found nothing.”




  Roddy nodded. “Which is why I will succeed. Knowledge. Expertise. Dr. Carlos R. Alvarez is the best scholar in the business.”




  I raised my eyebrows. Generally, Roddy doesn't travel in academic circles.




  “Yes, he is. I went to the University of Florida and his reputation is well-known. Aztec culture. Spanish conquest. Anthropology of the period. He’s an expert in them all.




  Roddy leaned forward and tapped the coffee table with his finger.




  “Carlos loves the sea and knows navigation. He's been to Spain, Cuba and Mexico studying documents. He reads 16th century Spanish like an English textbook. It took eleven years but we have found the Spanish galleon Diablo. In it and under two hundred feet of water is more than half a billion in Spanish gold.”




  “Found it?”




  “Well, pinpointed the approximate location. It'll still take a half dozen divers a lot of searching to find.”




  “Then why aren't you and the good doctor out on the sea?”




  “Dr. Alvarez is in his mid-fifties with a heart condition.”




  “Roddy, I think you're slipping. You're wasting your time. I don't have any money to invest in this scheme. You want to spring this on the friends of your former friends. They can pitch in big money if they believe in undersea treasure.”




  He shook his head. “I don't want a cent, Harry. I'm not looking for investors. I admit I've been conning people all my life. Big cons, little cons. Most worked, some didn't. I've lived off women, had fathers buy me off. But in one legitimate deal I can make more money than in all of my cons put together.”




  The style and manner of Rutger Hollins were different. He had always been a laughing, gracious charmer. The quick smile and quicker wit could disarm a critic. Now he spoke in a serious, even solemn tone.




  “You're not looking for investors?”




  “They're the last thing I want. This time I'm not asking for money. I'm offering it. I can't salvage the Diablo's treasures alone. I need divers. Skilled, expert ... and moral divers. I'm in an odd position, Harry. I'm a con man looking for honest men. Your share is 11 percent of eight hundred million dollars. That is a conservative estimate. There could be more than a billion in treasure on the Diablo. Each member of the crew gets one share. The professor gets one share. I get two because I'm putting everything together. Plus there’s one for our investor.”




  “Our investor?”




  Roddy did his imitation of a Great White Shark smile. “She’s an elderly, although still very spry, and intelligent woman who has developed an interest in sunken treasure. She’s wealthy so she’s not interested in the money but for the historical significance. She likes me and was also very impressed with Dr. Alvarez after a luncheon with him. He does have a distinguished air about him.”




  “She is funding this venture?”




  “Yes, indeed. Has bokoos of money.”




  “And looking for ways to spend it?”




  “Let’s say she won’t turn down an investment that will do more than simply add money to her already considerable stock portfolio. She doesn’t like her kids much. Two snotty little offspring. One son and one daughter. Son is a fat, slimy looking man. If he had been born in a poor family, he’d probably be in prison by now. She doesn’t like her grandchild much either. The son didn’t want any children, but the daughter had one. But the child didn’t add much to the gene pool. So her kids have some trust funds but won’t get any of the rest of her fortune. She’s a very generous woman, actually. She could have asked for fifty percent, but she was content with one share and the fame of finding sunken treasure.” He looked at me. “That leaves more for you.”




  I felt disoriented, the dizzy feeling you get when life pulls a major surprise on you. It wasn’t difficult to do the math. My share of the take totaled eighty million-plus, before the IRS of course.




  “If I drank before five, I'd fix myself a double,” I said,




  Roddy stood up, walked to the portable bar, grabbed a glass and filled it with ice. He picked up the bourbon and drowned the ice.




  “The chance of a lifetime,” he said, as he set the glass down with a thump. “If you pass on this, you'll need more than a double to make up for it. Did you read about latest find off Ft. Pierce and that was only one item.”




  I remembered reading newspaper stories about the find. “It was a five-inch, 22-karat gold Pelican, thought to be from one of the eleven Spanish ships that sunk off the Treasure Coast in 1715. It was buried in eight feet of sand. I didn’t realize until I read the story that, at one time, a Pelican was used to symbolize Christ.”




  Roddy’s eyes glazed over. He wasn’t interested in the theological symbolism.




  “Do you remember what it was worth?”




  “A considerable amount,” I said.




  “Eight hundred and eighty-five thousand, to be exact.”




  “That is considerable.”




  “The Pelican was only one item. One solid gold artifact worth almost a million dollars. We’re going after a ship. It’s full of thousands of those items.”




  I picked up the glass but didn't drink.




  “If this is true, why me? Why pick me for the crew?”




  Roddy sat back down. His smiled beamed confidence. I realized I had just crossed a line. I didn't tell him his story was ludicrous nor did I throw him out of the house. I asked for details. His con, if it was a con, was working.




  He popped up three fingers. “For three very important reasons. You're a diver and a diver I can trust. That’s the first reason. I'm not risking this with people who might double-cross me. Money does strange things to people. I can't chance having a bad apple on the crew. Harry, you're a man of your word, and you have integrity. That's almost as rare as eight hundred million in sunken gold. When you spend your life telling lies, you have to be able to recognize a man of integrity. You won't bop me on the head and leave me dead on the Diablo.”




  I still held the drink. My fingers were getting cold. I placed the glass back on the table. “Mel Fisher had mostly family members on his crew. He knew he could trust his crew. Any crew going after gold will have to be alert.”




  Roddy leveled his gaze at me. “We will be fully armed.”




  That meant we'd have more firepower than the 82nd Airborne.




  “That's the second reason I want you on the crew. I want men who can handle themselves and know how to use guns. I know of your abilities. Besides you and me, the other male diver will be Augustine Hardy, former Army master sergeant. He knows weapons and can go hand-to-hand. He's a good man to have on our side.”




  I shifted in my seat. Despite my initial reservations, Roddy's scheme was beginning to sound enticing.




  “You said there were three reasons you wanted me as a diver. You named two. What's the last?”




  Roddy flashed his big, laughing smile. “You're a born-again Christian. Perhaps that accounts for your truthfulness and honesty. I'm an agnostic. But if there is a God, I want Him favoring us out there on the ocean.”




  “Roddy, you can't con God.”




  “I'm not conning him. In addition to you, there's another crew member who's a born-again Christian, so I assume God will be on our side. After all, I'm sure He'd want to bless his people. If you two don't get the treasure, some group of sinners might find it. Why would He bless sinners? If God doesn't help his own, why bother with Him?”




  “Even in a legit scheme you try to work all the angles, and I do mean all the angles, don't you?”


  “With this much money at stake, I’m not leaving anything to chance. That treasure means no more scams, no more games, no more lying. Those gold doubloons are the gold ring, Harry. I don't intend to pass them up. I want you on the crew. I can trust you on the water and under the water.”




  He reached in his pocket and brought out a piece of paper. “Professor Alvarez's address and phone number. You can call him and check out everything. Go over to Gainesville and talk to him. He'll confirm what I told you.” He waved the paper in his hand. “Give me your word and make the call, Harry. I need you on this one.”




  I took a deep breath. If this was a scam, I couldn't see the benefit to the con artist. If he didn't want investors, why bother spinning a treasure hunting tale? I scratched my jaw. The best con artists could have been good psychiatrists. They read people well. What Roddy left unsaid was that I owed him.




  Some years ago in South Florida during a bar scuffle I was fighting my way to the door. Good interview, wrong location. I punched one man aside, tossed another over a table when something knocked my legs out from under me. I wound up on the floor with a grinning migrant worker who flashed a knife. He jabbed toward my midsection but Roddy broke a beer mug over his head. Blood spurted from both cheeks. He howled with pain, dropped the knife and fell to the stained floor. Roddy helped me up and we ran for the exit.




  Roddy didn't mention it because he didn't have to. He knew I hadn't forgotten it.




  The odds were against it but perhaps the friendly shyster did have a rough guess about where a sunken treasure ship was located. He might be among the rarest of men - the con man who has found an honest game.




  Then again, if Roddy ever told the truth it was strictly by accident. Knowing his past history, I had trouble with his credibility.




  “You don’t trust me, Harry,” he said.




  “That’s true.”




  “You don’t like me.”




  “Half and half. At times you can be a pleasant companion. But that doesn’t mean I’d go in business with you.”




  When he spoke next, he had the Roddy-confident tone in his voice. “You get a big severance package from the Breeze?”




  “No.”




  “What does unemployment pay nowadays? Three hundred a week?’




  “In Florida, less than that.”




  He reached into his back pocket and brought out an envelope. He plopped it on the table in front of me, “That’s for you, Harry.”




  I reached for it and opened the flap, exposing the stack of fifties.




  “Two thousand dollars. Just for you.”




  “For going on the trip?”




  “No, for making a phone call. Call the good professor. Make an appointment to go see him. He will echo what I’ve said and can provide even more details.” He held up the paper again that had Alvarez’s phone number. “Two thousand dollars for two minutes, Harry, or for however long you want to talk to him. Good money for someone that’s out of a job.”




  I couldn’t argue with that.




  I slipped the envelope into my pocket, then reached out my hand.




  “Give me the number,” I told him.




  ***




  Professor Alvarez answered the call promptly but his voice held a note of irritation. He was in the midst of a project, planning to attend a seminar in Miami and reviewing historian Lee Montez's book on Cortez and the conquest of Mexico.




  “The Montez book is extraordinary, one of the best I've read and I've read them all. He has a massive intellect and writes wonderful prose. Knowing how academic politics work, he must be hated by many of his colleagues,” Alvarez said.




  I smiled. That was politics all right.




  “I do hope to finish the book tonight or early tomorrow, then I must prepare for the seminar. How long will you need?”




  “Only about an hour.”




  “Tomorrow evening then. I should have most of my seminar work finished by six. I usually break for dinner then and, afterwards, relax before going back to work. Seven o'clock?”




  “That's fine.” I paused. “Doctor, do you know anything about Rutger Hollins?”




  “I know Roddy is a man with a varied background, Mr. Craig. I also know that everything he told you about the Diablo is true.”




  I thanked him and hung up. Roddy wore the Great White smile again. He leaned back on the sofa and tossed a yellow pillow into the air.




  “A man with a varied background. That's one way to describe you,” I said.




  “The professor is a man of cultivation and breeding. I guess politeness goes with that.”




  I walked back and sat across from Roddy. “There are other things I want to know.”




  “What?”




  “Since my neck's going to be on the line too, who else is on the crew?”




  “Besides you, me, Gus and a captain of the ship, there's three women.”




  “Women?”




  “Well-shaped and beautiful. Try Lynn Monrow.”




  I frowned. “She's a five-foot-three blond bundle of trouble. She's frivolous and doesn't follow dive plans.”




  “Harry, that's not true. She's five-five at least. She's good with handguns.”




  “That doesn't surprise me.”




  “Knives too.”




  “Knives?




  “Yes, after you there as a boyfriend who had knife throwing abilities. He taught Lynn and she became quite skilled in the art. Sinewy little gal, isn’t she? All that energy and vitality packed into a small frame. Can you imagine what she’d be like in… but you don’t have to imagine. Part of the pre-Christian days?”




  I ignored him.




  “Did you really serenade her one night at local bar?”




  “It was not a bar. It was a restaurant. The Inlet. It has a piano bar, and I did sing one night, probably off-key.”




  “No, she said you’re a passable singer. Said you drop into a baritone when you sing. Course she has talents too.”




  “Despite her talents and characteristics, she is not as dependable as a diver should be,” I said.




  “You won't have to worry about her. She's my dive partner.”




  “If she's your partner, fine. Who's my partner?”




  “Coral Delaplaine. Remember her?”




  “I helped out the instructor when she took diving classes. She’s a tall brunette. A very tall brunette.”




  “Almost six feet. She looks like models used to look before they started starving themselves. Best pair of legs on the seven seas. She told me you were a very good teacher. She seemed very happy you’d be on the voyage.”




  I doubted that last sentence. “That’s surprising. During the classes, I didn't talk to Coral that much. She was very competent. They were other students who needed my help more. A very tall and very young brunette.”




  “She's twenty-one. As you get older, other people start looking younger, Harry.”




  “I'm surprised she remembered me.”




  Roddy's shark smile gleamed. “Oh, she remembers you, old buddy. She's the other born-again Christian. Two of God's chosen people. We should have favorable weather, wouldn't you say?”




  I decided against arguing theology.




  “And the third woman?”




  “Stephanie Kimball. She's a little older, older than you. I don't think you know her. She'll be with Gus.”




  He walked to the bar and mixed another drink. He took a long gulp. “Those are the dive teams. If anyone is suspicious, it will appear that we are three couples heading out for diving, sun, booze and sex, not necessarily in that order. Nothing will appear out of the ordinary. I don't want anybody asking nosy questions. I don't want anyone thinking we're hunting sunken treasure. Nowadays some thugs will kill you for a quarter. Imagine what they'd do for eight hundred million.”




  I frowned. The combination of diving, sun, booze and sex could be lethal. Second thoughts crept in. How exactly did you get into this harebrained scheme, Harry? Well, a con man I knew, who couldn't be trusted to help a blind man across a street pops up and spins a treasure hunting story. And I believe it. I shook my head. I had been out in the sun too long.




  Roddy reached into his pocket. He brought out an object and flipped it over to me.




  “Look at that, old buddy,” he said.




  I shot him a skeptical glare. “Roddy, whether or not I go on this trip, I am not your old buddy.”




  I looked at the circular item. It was round, ancient, corroded by tides and time. Spots of brown diminished the gold sheen. A cross was on one side, the Atlantic Ocean on the other.




  In spite of Roddy's rhetoric, I was stunned. I turned the object backward and forward. It was real.




  A gold doubloon.




  Roddy gave a triumphant grin. “You're something of a treasure hunting buff. Know what that is?”




  “The large cross is the Cross of Jerusalem with the two lions and two castles symbolizing the Spanish cities of Lyons and Castille. On the Atlantic side, the eight is the denomination of the coin. To us, it's about a $20 gold piece. The large 'L' signifies Lima, Peru where captive Inca Indians carried out the minting.”




  Roddy nodded. “Believed to be part of the Spanish Cinco Fleet that also carried Aztec gold and sunk in 1721 in the Gulf of Mexico. The value of the cargo has been valued, conservatively, at eight hundred million.”




  I looked at the coin again. It was genuine. Even almost four hundred years under water couldn't hide that fact. I flipped it back to Roddy. He caught it in mid-air.




  “Welcome aboard, old buddy,” he said




  





  




   




   




   




  CHAPTER TWO




   




  The two men, named Leamus and Durkin, waited anxiously until the stranger left the house. They had hoped he would not stay too long. The house was in an upper class neighborhood and strange vehicles could be spotted and an alert resident might phone the police. Worse yet, there had been an attempted kidnapping of a child a few weeks ago and now neighbors looked down the streets with a wary eye. The two men did not want to attract any suspicion. They had driven past the house and saw the stranger’s license tag was from Volusia County, so they assumed he was from Daytona Beach or Ormond Beach, the two biggest cities in that coastal county. As the tall man walked out they observed him but he was not known to them. Although it was dark when he left, the two decided it was not yet the time to enter. They drove to a restaurant and had coffee and sandwiches before returning.




  Having expert criminal talents, they were able to enter the house easily. The duo was aware the professor did not have high tech security alarms, a serious lapse for a man who believed he might be under surveillance. But the large house had been built twenty-five years before and he had never added any security systems, believing that the neighborhood was safe.




  The two surprised the professor as he walked out of his study. One intruder pinned the victim’s arms behind his back. The second intruder pulled a stiletto from beneath his coat. The blade touched the professor’s thin, white shirt, just below the heart.




  “Where is it?” the intruder asked.




  The professor said nothing, but shook his head.




  The intruder snorted with disdain. He pressed the sharp point into the skin of his captive. “Don’t be a fool. Tell us where it is. If you do, you live. If you don’t, you die.”




  In response, the professor cursed the man in both English and Spanish, calling him a fool, a coward and a devil. The words were creative and colorful in expressing utter contempt for his assailants. When he was told to shut up, the professor yelled even louder and the profanities became cruder and graphic.




  Overcome with anger, the intruder plunged the knife into his captive’s heart. The professor was silent as he fell to the carpeted floor. But the second intruder gasped with alarm.




  “You fool! That was just what he wanted you to do. What he knew died with him.”




  “We will find it.”




  “Our master will not be pleased.” The second intruder nervously wiped his mouth. “He will not be pleased at all. It was your fault,” he said, a trace of fear entering his voice. “You will be punished if we don’t succeed. You will go into the chamber. Perhaps I will too.” He shivered at the thought. The moments in the chamber brought only horror and pain.




  The first assailant wiped the blood from the long blade and walked toward the study. “We’ll find it. This is his house. He had to have it here to study it. It must be here.”




  His friend stood in the corridor for a moment.




  “For your sake I hope so,” he said. “And for my sake too.”




  He looked down at the fallen professor. The man had been determined and showed a strength and ferocity they had not expected. When confronted, they expected him to talk without hesitation. If he didn’t, they were going to make him. They were skilled in applying physical force, not that any particular expertise was necessary. A few punches to the face and vulnerable parts of the body should have elicited the information. Now, as he stared at the fallen man, the intruder realized such assumptions were mistaken. They had not expected their victim to display courage. The professor would not have told them what he knew.




  To the intruder, this was not a good omen, and he believed in omens.




  ***




  We dumped our damp scuba suits and our tanks in the car trunk. As she turned, Coral Delaplaine noticed the old wound. She reached toward me. Her damp fingers traced the purple scar on my tan chest, a jagged crescent moon above the heart. Her fingers left a watery trail.




  “Shark attack?”




  “Irate reader,” I told her.




  “You're kidding.”




  “You meet the strangest people on the police beat.”




  Her fingers moved to the end of the scar, then lifted. Some women shy away from it. Some flinch. I always thought the good ones want to touch it. A feminine thing, mixed with caring and nurturing. Good nurses have it...and good mothers.




  I slipped on a shirt and Coral eased into a yellow beach blouse, but left it unbuttoned. She eased back on the trunk and lifted a foot to put a sandal on. Her light blue bikini was modest as bikinis go. She flashed a dazzling smile.




  “I think it's going to be a great voyage,” she said.




  She found a yellow ribbon in her purse, reached up and tied her flowing auburn hair. Coral was an inch under six feet, four inches shorter than I am, and sculptured perfectly for her height. Long, graceful legs, slim waist, startling velvet eyes, a smattering of freckles across her face. As she bent down to slip on the other sandal, I glanced a sliver of white breasts. Water droplets on her smooth skin reflected the sun's rays, shooting speckles of gold at me.




  I took a long, deep breath. It is a bit like the sea, of course. Powerful, rumbling, churning. The tides roll, carrying you along. You time the current and channel the energies then, occasionally, the water ebbs, cycles and creates a bigger, more powerful wave than expected and roars at you with a thunderous ferocity. A vision flashed of Coral, rising like Venus from the ocean, gliding sensuously across the foam. As she strolled toward the shore, tan and white, the roar became a hurricane gust.




  “What are you thinking about?” Coral asked, standing straight now in her sandals.




  I buttoned my shirt, enclosing the hammering of my heart. I turned and looked toward the ocean so Coral wouldn't notice the rapid breathing. “Women ask that question more than men,” I said, pausing to take another deep breath. “The sea. I was thinking about the sea.”




  “And the treasure?”




  “That too.”




  Coral eased into the passenger's seat and I started the engine. Terry's house wasn't far from the beach. When we pulled out of the parking lot, Coral asked, “So the professor seemed credible to you?”




  “Yes. I always thought he was. I just wondered if Roddy had conned him some way, but everything checked out. I'll say this for Roddy. He is a good planner. He must have been devising this for a decade or more. When he bumped into the professor, he decided this treasure hunt was the pot of gold, literally. All his other cons may have been used to finance this legitimate scheme. A do or die, rich or poor gambit.”




  “The professor was the expert you thought he was?”




  “Yes. Our conversation was very dry and dull. Details about Spanish shipping routes, navigation, storms, tides, 16th century customs. Professor Alvarez was extremely knowledgeable about them all, plus a dozen other subjects. He used to dive. But his wife died a couple of years ago and he had a heart attack shortly after her death. He’s still taking medication today, and has limited his undersea activities.”




  I turned into the driveway, heard the tires crunch the tiny pebbles. I stepped out as Coral fiddled with her watch. I walked over and opened her door. Best pair of legs on the seven seas, Roddy had said. He wasn't lying about that. Coral swung the magnificent legs around and bounced out of the car.




  She kept my attention as we walked toward the house so I almost bumped into the better dressed of the two officious-looking men at the door. I took a half step back as the older, stouter man lifted a wallet where the silver badge was encased.




  “Are you Harrison Craig?”




  “Yes.”




  He flipped the ID closed. “I'm Stroud. He's Bartimore. Let's go inside.”




  ***




  The four of us walked in when I opened the door. Coral sat down on the yellow couch. I eased into a lounge chair. Stroud stared at us with a grim frown. Bartimore walked indolently through the room, staring at the paintings Terry had on the wall. He wore a red beach shirt full of green palm trees and white sea gulls. Muscular up top but a 30-inch waist. The small, brown holster was on his hip, the red shirt crumpled between his skin and the gun. Stroud was medium height, with black hair and a jagged, angular face. Dark-gray cop's eyes. I guessed he had seen the good and evil in humanity and wondered if the darkness was winning. The writing below the silver badge spelled out Alachua County but he had a grim look from where crime rates were high. Miami. Lauderdale. A few extra pounds surrounded his waist but he moved well. The light brown coat looked worn. His tie was loosened.




  Bartimore was taller, with curly black hair and green eyes. His crooked smile looked like the leer of a man at an X-rated movie. His tongue nipped at the corner of his mouth. I half expected foam to flow down over his chin. His gaze looked around the room but always returned to Coral's legs. After a time, he shifted his gaze upward.




  “Been swimming?” he asked her.




  “Diving.”




  “After your high school classes?”




  “Knock if off, Al,” Stroud said. Unlike his partner, Stroud didn't smile.




  “How long have you been out?” Stroud asked. His voice sounded like a steam shovel digging into hard ground.




  “Since this morning. We left about ten.”




  “You take knives with you when you dive?”




  I nodded.




  “Are you good with a scuba knife, Craig?


  “Not particularly.”




  The taller detective focused his X-rated stare at Coral. “What is he good with, honey?”




  “Shut up, Al.”




  Bartimore shrugged. “Haven't seen legs that good for years. You have a record, Harry?”




  He caught me off guard. “Er...taken into custody once but that was a misunderstanding. No convictions.”




  “What was the charge? Underage problems?”




  “No. Assault. A man was hitting a woman. I stopped him. No charges were ever filed.”




  “Do you know Dr. Carlos Alvarez?” Stroud asked.




  I've been a police reporter. I know street patrolmen, detectives and administrators. I have a lot of respect for cops. They have a tough job and it's getting tougher every year. Stroud gave off a professional aura. Full-flavored. But his behavior didn't match my perceptions. Something was wrong. Their tones and actions threw me off balance. Which, perhaps, was the idea.




  “I don't really know him. I talked to him two days ago. What is this all about?”




  “When exactly did you see him?”




  “Tuesday. I arrived at his house a little before seven in the evening and left a few minutes after eight.”




  “Anybody see you coming or going?”




  “When I arrived there was a lady leaving. I assumed she was a housekeeper or maid. No one saw me as I left except Dr. Alvarez. You'll have to ask him.”




  Bartimore had his back toward me while he looked at a painting vivid with orange and red hues. “Can't do that. The good professor isn't talking anymore.” He turned around to stare at Coral again. “How much do you know about your boyfriend, honey?”




  Anger blazed in Coral's velvet eyes. She eased back on the couch and slowly, deliberately crossed the long legs that Bartimore's gaze had fixated on. “I know he gives good back rubs and, surprisingly, I find his leather fetish rather exhilarating.”




  “Why you little-”




  “Knock it off. Now,” I said, rising out of the chair.




  “Dr. Alvarez is dead. He was murdered.”




  Stroud's statement stopped me in mid-stride. Coral gasped. The older detective continued. “After you left, he returned to his study where he either read or continued his research. He was found on the floor in the hall outside his office.”




  The reason for the visit was now all too clear. The shock caused a sharp intake of breath. The rustling of air past my teeth gave off an odd sound. Probably akin to the noise a funeral home employee would make right after he hears a coffin open.




  “Which means I was the last person to see him alive,” I said.




  “Looks like it,” Bartimore said.




  “What was the time of death?”




  “An autopsy hasn't been done yet but preliminary indications are he died late Tuesday night or early Wednesday morning. You could have waited, gone back to his house and killed him.”




  Coral jumped up. “No, he couldn't. He was with me. All night.”




  Bartimore gave a mocking chuckle and showed his vulgar smile. His tongue swished across his front row of teeth. “If we checked your driver’s license, honey, what would the date of birth be? What are the numbers on you?”




  In one graceful moment, Coral wriggled out of the yellow blouse and put her hands on her hips. “The numbers? Thirty-four and thirty-six, in all the good places.”




  An angry growl started in the detective's throat. Stroud barked a command. His grating, steam shovel voice froze all of us.




  “Sit down, Al. You asked for it and you got it. You can sit down too, miss. So can you, Craig. We are all going to have a chat, and you are going to tell me exactly where you were Tuesday night, and what you talked about with the professor. And all this will happen without any fibs from the little lady.”




  Coral's eyes blazed. Lips parted in a scowl. I think the term 'little' irritated her, but she eased down on the couch. The two detectives walked to the patio and brought back two dinette chairs. Stroud flipped his chair around and sat with the back facing me; his arms rested on the chair's top.




  “What Miss Delaplaine meant to say is we will be partners on a planned diving expedition. When she knew I had agreed to the trip, she called me and I invited her over. We had a practice dive today.”




  “Yesterday, Craig. What happened yesterday?”




  Stroud pulled a small notebook out of his pocket and flipped it open. He held a pen in his right hand.




  “As I said, when Miss Delaplaine called I invited her over. We had lunch Tuesday and renewed our acquaintance. She had some errands to do while I drove to Gainesville. Dr. Alvarez talked about the diving expedition, his expertise in Aztec culture and the early Spanish exploration of Mexico. When I left I returned here and had dinner with Coral. After that, we met some friends of mine from the Breeze.”




  “Where did you meet?”




  “The Olde Towne Tavern. It’s about three blocks from the newspaper, a local hangout for reporters. My friends got off between ten-thirty and eleven. We stayed at the tavern until it closed at one in the morning.”




  “Who were the reporters?”




  I gave Stroud three names, adding the name of the waitress who served us.




  “Gainesville is not that far away. Even leaving at one, you could have driven over there, killed him and been back here before dawn.”




  “No, he couldn’t,” Coral said. “We returned here and walked on the beach for a while.”




  “A bit late for beach walking wasn’t it, miss?”




  “We weren’t sleepy. We were excited about the trip. Plus, Harry was still lamenting his departure from the Breeze. He’s a born reporter.”




  “You stayed with him?”




  “I stayed with a friend last night officer, a female friend.”




  Stroud thought for a moment.




  “You buy that?” Bartimore said.




  The stouter man looked at the three names in his notebook, then flipped it shut.




  “For now,” he said. “Craig, we’ll check out your alibi. But until we get the official autopsy report, don’t take any sea voyages.”




  Stroud curled his finger around his chin, took a long look at me, then glanced at his partner, who flicked the corner of his mouth. Stroud gave a very slight nod.




  “I notice you have a nice little sun porch. My partner and I would like to go out there and talk, if you don’t mind.”




  I shrugged. “Be my guest.”




  Coral and I exchanged puzzled looks while the duo walked toward the porch. The glass door cut off any sounds. Stroud stood motionless while he talked. Bartimore moved around, and made an occasional gesture. In a few minutes, they settled the matter and walked back in. When they did, Bartimore’s vulgar grin had vanished, replaced by a professional gaze of astonishing intensity. His partner’s voice could still break glass but it had a respectful tone.




  “Mr. Craig, do you remember Aaron Hammonds?”




  I had been upgraded to “Mr.”




  “Yes. Miami police detective. I knew him when I was down there.”




  “He talked real nice about you. The late professor was kind enough to write down his appointments. Did some background checking before we came. A few Daytona officers spoke highly of you too.”




  “So why the bad cop/bad cop act? A few more pounds and you’d make a good corrupt sheriff in a grade B movie.”




  “We had to check you out personally. It’s been about three years since you were in Dade County and three years can change a man.”




  “A half billion dollars can change a man too,” Bartimore said. He looked toward Coral but without the crude stare. “My apologies, ma’am. We wanted to push both of you, to gauge your reactions.” He had somehow transformed himself. He appeared taller, straighter. Concern replaced the crudeness. Coral offered a sweet smile.




  “Apology accepted. You play a good role.”




  “It’s a talent. I suppose good actors have it. Trouble is I can’t keep up the act for long. I didn’t see any benefit to the trait but the good Lord found a use for it.”




  “You’re a Christian?”




  “Yes, ma’am.”




  Stroud cleared his throat. The sound rumbled around the room. An indication he wanted less small talk.




  “When Al and I talked, we both are pretty sure your alibi will check out. I think you two were coast walking when Alvarez was murdered.”




  The nerves that had been on high alert eased back into a sitting position.




  “But we have a few more questions,” Stroud said.




  “Fine.”




  “In your talk with Dr. Alvarez, did the professor mention anything about the occult?”




  “No. We talked about the sea, treasure hunting, diving, Spanish gold ships and our odds of finding one. Why would he bring up the occult?”




  Stroud grunted. “There was something strange about his murder. Dr. Alvarez was killed with a knife. Stabbed through the heart. His body was laid very precisely on the floor. His shirt was cut open.” Stroud paused. His voice dropped. “The killers cut out his tongue and laid it in the middle of his chest.”




  “Oh, my….,” Coral said, her voice trailing off.




  The world tipped upside down and became black and angry. A trap door opened and I fell into limbo. I grabbed the armrest of the chair.




  “Why would they do such a thing?” Coral asked.




  It was Bartimore who answered. “That’s a good question, miss. One we asked ourselves. We phoned the FDLE up in Tallahassee—”




  “The FDLE?”




  “Florida Department of Law Enforcement,” I said.




  “The FDLE has a specialist in occult crimes. He hadn’t personally seen a crime like this but he had heard of them. He believes either Dr. Alvarez was a member of an occult group or coven - which we doubt right now - or he talked about something they didn’t want known.”




  I nodded. “That style of killing is used by some Black Arts groups. It’s a warning to others - don’t tell what you know.”




  Two pairs of cops’ eyes narrowed their focus on me. I hastily explained.




  “Nothing sinister, gentlemen. While I was in Miami I met not one but several genuine, certified Satanists. Until then I thought a talk with a mafia hit man was the most bizarre interview I ever had. He had nothing on the Satanists.”




  “Why am I not surprised there are Satanists in Miami,” Bartimore said, showing his wry smirk again.




  “Satanists must be loosening up nowadays,” I said. “Maybe they figure things are going their way. They talked about their allegiance to the powers of darkness. They gave me very scary stuff, but the editors wouldn’t print it. Satanists are the true social Darwinists. If you can’t cut it, you’re discarded, one way or the other. If you betray the group, they take revenge. But Alvarez wasn’t a Satanist. I remember seeing a cross in his study and some religious literature.”




  “We haven’t found any connection to any occult group,” Stroud said, “He was a Rotarian, a Knight of Columbus and a member of several academic organizations. Nothing more.”




  “So why kill him that way? It can’t be connected to our expedition. Our voyage has nothing to do with the occult. We’re after sunken gold.”




  “And diamonds,” Coral said, sneaking a look at me. “Diamonds are always nice.”




  “We don’t know that there is a connection but, as a cop, I don’t like coincidences.”




  “I’m not crazy about them myself,” I said.




  “In addition to the murder, the assailants were looking for something, and we don’t think they found it,” Stroud said.




  The nerves went back on full alert.




  “That’s interesting.”




  “There were a number of valuable items in Dr. Alvarez’s house but none were stolen, so we don’t believe it was a burglary gone sour. But his file cabinets were broken into. Papers were strewn across the floor. The killers searched high and low. I’m not much on treasure hunting. Of every thousand people who try to find sunken treasure, nine hundred and ninety nine come up empty. But if someone believed Dr. Alvarez had made a find, they might look for papers showing the location. It’s a possibility we’re considering.”




  “Why do you think they didn’t find what they were looking for?”




  “Every file cabinet was ransacked, even those containing routine financial information. The professor had an antique desk in one room. Even it was broken into. I’m guessing the assailants didn’t find what they wanted in the study or other rooms and got desperate, and thought the antique might hold what they were looking for. But it was just for decoration.”




  Stroud stood up slowly, took one last look around the room. “Maybe you two should cancel your sea trip until this is cleared up.”




  The thought had crossed my mind. Coral had different ideas.




  “We’ll be as safe on the sea as on land,” she said.




  As they left Coral offered her hand and said she was glad two very good detectives were on the case. She was gracious beyond her years.




  ***




  After the two left, I picked up the phone. It beeped in my ear. I punched in the code and heard Roddy say he wanted to talk to me. It was mutual. When I dialed the number, a voice said I had reached the Pelican Bay Yacht Club. I asked for Roddy. A moment later a voice paged a Mr. Rutger Hollins IV.




  “Probably not even his real name and he's already the fourth,” I muttered.




  The line sputtered, then I heard Roddy say, “Harry, I need to talk to you.”




  “Same here.”




  “Just a minute. I need some privacy.” Thirty seconds later he was back on the phone. “Harry, a friend in Gainesville called me. Is-”




  “Dr. Alvarez is dead.”




  Roddy took only a split second pause. He didn't waste time mourning. “Harry, there's something you've got to do and do quickly. There's a cabin in Lake Butler where I met with Dr. Alvarez. It's where we kept charts and maps. They were too important to keep at his house. We need them.”




  “Roddy, let's get-”




  “Harry, the professor may have been killed for those maps. They show the approximate location of the Diablo. If they get in the wrong hands, we're in danger. It would take a day's drive for me to get there. You're closer.”




  He was right. I grabbed a pencil and scribbled down directions.




  Coral was behind me when I walked into the bedroom and opened a bureau drawer. I pulled out the 9 mm Smith & Wesson semi-automatic pistol. Beside it, in a small holster, was a Smith & Wesson “sportsman,” a single action gun with an 8-shot magazine.




  Coral picked up the smaller weapon and balanced it in her hand. She looked like someone who was familiar with guns.




  “You have two of them?”




  I opened a second drawer. “And a Taurus PT 100. Made in Brazil. Great handgun, but best in overt carry.”




  Coral put the “sportsman“ down and picked up the larger weapon. “I thought in journalism you were supposed to type, not shoot.”




  “Obviously, you've never met some of my editors. I'm going to pick up those maps. You stay here.”




  “I'm going with you, Harry.”




  I turned to protest but the velvet steel glare shot blue lasers. Syllables fell like wounded quail to the floor. She dropped her tone. Her husky, sexy voice spoke with crystal clarity. “We're in this together. I'm going with you, to the cabin and the Caribbean.”




  Before I could reply, she flashed her perky smile again. “Besides, you need me.”




  I raised my eyebrows. “I do?”




  She walked to the bed and picked up a white beach bag. “You bet you do, honey. This expedition is going to need the power of prayer and I'm a Christian. Shucks, Harry, I was born-again when I was seven years old. God's a friend of mine, and on this trip, we're going to need all the friends we can get, particularly powerful ones.”




  I showed a variety of frowns, tics, snarls and a smile or two.




  “There's something I want to show you,” she said.




  Coral picked up the Smith & Wesson, found the ammo, and clicked it into the chamber. She placed the gun in the beach bag. When she reached the door, she extended her arm and wriggled a finger, beckoning me to follow her.




  We walked toward the beach. In answer to her question I assured her this was out of the city limits. We stopped at the edge of the sand. The afternoon sun was at our backs. The burnt orange glow highlighted her features. She lifted the gun from the bag.




  “Down there,” she said. “The crabs.”




  Near the waters edge, barely visible, three small sand crabs scuttled in the sand. They mostly keep in their burrows during the heat of the day, coming out when it's cool to feed. But three had ventured out in the sun. They move quickly and scurry back to their holes at the first sign of trouble.




  Coral held the gun at her side. Her fingers wriggled. I figured she would slowly raise the gun, aim and shoot. She didn't. A blur of a white hand fired three thunderclaps. The shots resounded on the beach and kicked up a whirlwind of sand. Two crabs exploded. The third one had a millisecond to scamper back toward his burrow before the third slug splattered body parts. One leg, shot off, twisted in the air before falling back onto the sand.
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