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CHAPTER ONE


Gabriela Rose was standing in a small clearing that led to a rope-and-board footbridge. The narrow bridge spanned a gorge that was a hundred feet deep and almost as wide. Rapids roared over enormous boulders at the bottom of the gorge, but Gabriela couldn’t see the river because it was raining buckets and visibility was limited.


She was deep in the Ecuadorian rain forest. Her long dark brown hair was hidden under an Australian safari hat, its brim protecting her brown eyes from the rain. She was a martial arts expert. She ran five miles every morning. She was a crack shot and a gourmet cook. None of these skills were keeping her dry. She was wet clear through to her La Perla panties. Her camo cargo pants and Inov-8 Bare-Grip hiking shoes were caked with mud. She was carrying a Glock .38 in a Ziploc bag tucked into a hip pocket. Other pockets held her passport, a folding Buck knife, and moisturizing lip gloss. Her daypack held a useless waterproof poncho, protein bars, her Ziploc-bagged cell phone, and assorted other necessities for jungle trekking.


She was with two local guides, Jorge and Cuckoo. She guessed they were somewhere between forty and sixty years old, and she was pretty sure that they thought she was an idiot.


“Is this bridge safe?” Gabriela asked.


“Yes, sometimes safe,” Jorge said.


“And it’s the only way?”


Jorge shrugged.


She looked at Cuckoo.


Cuckoo shrugged.


“You first,” she said to Jorge.


Jorge did another shrug and murmured something in Spanish that Gabriela was pretty sure translated to “chickenshit woman.”


Let it slide, Gabriela thought. Sometimes it gave you an advantage to be underestimated. If things turned ugly, she was almost certain she could kick his ass. And if that didn’t work out, she could shoot him. Nothing fatal. Maybe take off a toe.


It had been raining when she landed in Quito two days earlier. It was still raining when she took the twenty-five-minute flight to Caco and boarded a Napo River ferry to Nuevo Rocafuerte. And it was raining when she met her guides at daybreak and settled into their motorized canoe for the six-hour trip down a narrow, winding river with no name. Just before noon, they’d pulled up at a crude campground hacked out of the jungle. They’d immediately left the river behind and followed a barely there trail through dense vegetation. And it was still raining.


“Insurance Fraud Investigator” was printed on Gabriela’s business card, and she had an international reputation for excellence in the field. As an independent contractor she had the luxury of accepting jobs not related to insurance fraud, whether because they paid well or because they were fun. Her current job had checks in both boxes.


She’d been hired to find Henry Dodge and retrieve an amulet he was carrying. She didn’t have a lot of information on the amulet or Dodge. Just that he couldn’t leave his jobsite, and he’d requested that someone come to get the amulet. Seemed reasonable since Dodge was an archeologist doing research on a lost civilization in a previously unexplored part of the Amazon Rain Forest. The payoff for Gabriela was a big bag of money, but that wasn’t what had convinced her to take the job.


She was possibly a descendant of the infamous pirate Blackbeard, and she was fascinated by seventeenth- and eighteenth-century pirates and the civilizations they touched. The opportunity to visit the site of a lost city was irresistible. It was also her thirtieth birthday. What better way to celebrate it than to have an adventure?


“How much further?” she asked Jorge.


“Not far,” he said. “Just on the other side of the bridge.”


Twenty minutes later, Gabriela set foot on the dig site. She’d been on other digs, and this wasn’t what she’d expected. There was some partially exposed rubble that might have been a wall at one time. A couple of tables with benches under a tarp. A kitchen area that was also under a tarp. A stack of wooden crates. A trampled area that suggested it might have recently been used as a site for several tents. Only one small tent was currently left standing.


There were no people to see except for one waterlogged and slightly bloated man lying on the ground by the rubble, and a weary-looking man sitting on a camp chair. The first was clearly dead. The second stared at them as they approached.


“This is not good,” Jorge said. “One of these men is very dead and something has eaten his leg.”


“Panther,” the man in the chair said. “You can hear them prowling past your tent at night. This site is a hellhole. Were you folks just out for a stroll in the rain?”


“I was sent to get an amulet from Henry Dodge,” Gabriela said. “I believe I was expected.”


The man nodded to the corpse. “That’s Henry. Had some bad luck.”


“What happened?”


“He was checking on an excavation in the rain first thing this morning, fell off the wall, and smashed his head on the rocks. Then a panther came and ate his leg before we could scare it away. Everyone packed up and left after that. Too many bad things happening here.”


“But you stayed,” Gabriela said.


“They couldn’t carry everything out in one trip. I stayed with some of the remaining crates and the body. Cameron said he would be back with help before it got dark.”


“Do you know where Henry kept the amulet?” Gabriela asked.


“Usually on a chain around his neck,” the man said. “He felt it was the safest place. Right now, it looks to me like he’s got it in his hand. You can see the chain hanging out and part of the gold trim.”


Gabriela looked at the dead man’s hand. It was grotesquely swollen and clenched in a fist. The amulet was barely visible.


“Someone needs to get his hand open,” Gabriela said.


No one volunteered.


Gabriela flicked a centipede off her sleeve. She knew the rain, the mud, the bugs, the sweltering heat were all part of the Ecuadorian experience. The dead man with the swollen hand was not. The question now was, how bad did she want the amulet? The lost-cities site had turned out to be a bust, but there was still a payday attached to the amulet. So, the answer to the question was that she wanted the amulet pretty damn bad. Without the amulet, there would be no big bag of money. She was well respected in her profession, but big paydays didn’t come along every day.


“I’ve come this far,” she said. “I’m not going back without the amulet.” She looked at the man in the chair. “I need to pry Dodge’s hand open. I need gloves and a baggie. Archeological sites usually have them.”


The man shrugged as an apology. “They were all packed out. Truth is, we were shutting down before Henry happened. Henry was the holdout. He found the amulet, and he thought there was more here. The rest of us didn’t care.”


“We need to leave now,” Jorge said. “It will be bad to be in this jungle after sunset. Hard to find the way, and panthers will be hunting at night. We have maybe five hours of daylight left.”


“I’m not leaving without the amulet,” Gabriela said.


Cuckoo took his machete out of its sheath and whack! He chopped Henry Dodge’s hand off at the wrist.


“I suppose that’s one way to go,” Gabriela said. “I would have preferred to try my way first.”


“He’s dead,” Cuckoo said. “He doesn’t need the hand.”


He picked the hand up by the horribly swollen thumb, grabbed Gabriela’s daypack, and dropped the hand in.


“Problem is solved,” Jorge said.


“He’s right about the jungle at night,” the man in the chair said. “If you’re going back on the same path you came on, you don’t want to go alone. And you don’t want to stray from the path.”


“If everyone packed out this morning, why didn’t we see them?” Gabriela asked.


“They took the road behind the wall,” the man said. “Forty-five minutes to walk, and it cuts the river trip in half.”


Gabriela looked at Jorge and Cuckoo.


“Road has bad juju,” Jorge said. “Anaconda highway.”





The walk back to the motorized canoe took a little under four hours. Easier going without the rain.


Gabriela stopped at the river’s edge and dropped her daypack. “I can’t take the smell coming out of my pack. One way or another I’m going to get the amulet out of Dodge’s hand,” she said to Jorge and Cuckoo. “Hopefully the swelling has gone down and the rigor has relaxed.”


“Not good to stay here,” Jorge said. “The hand will draw predators.”


“No problem,” Gabriela said. “The predators can have the hand as soon as I get the amulet.”


Gabriela removed a folding Buck knife from her cargo pants pocket and opened the blade. “This shouldn’t take long.” She unzipped the daypack, held her breath against the smell of decomposing flesh, and looked in at the hand.


Jorge and Cuckoo inched away from Gabriela, moving closer to the canoe. Gabriela couldn’t blame them. This was going to get worse before it got better. She was about to do surgery on some necrotic fingers, and it wasn’t going to be pretty. She dumped the hand onto the ground and tossed the pack toward Jorge and Cuckoo.


She didn’t want to grab the hand without gloves, so she stepped on it to secure it and tried to pry the hand open with the knife. No luck. She took a moment to assess the situation.


“I hear something in the brush,” Jorge said. “We should right away go now.”


“We’ve been hearing things in the brush for four hours,” Gabriela said.


“Even worse,” Jorge said. “Could be the panther stalking the hand you are standing on.”


“That’s ridiculous,” Gabriela said. “He would have attacked by now. The brush is filled with small animals doing whatever it is they do.”


As she bent down to try the knife one more time, a panther crept out of the jungle. He was thirty feet away and he was in a crouch. His bright yellow eyes focused like lasers on Gabriela.


Jorge jumped into the canoe and started the engine. Cuckoo was at the bow, pushing off from the bank. Gabriela had her gun trained on the panther.


“Very bad to shoot panther,” Jorge said from the canoe. “They are on critically endangered list.”


“He ate Henry Dodge,” Gabriela said.


“Humans aren’t endangered,” Jorge said. “Okay for panthers to eat them.”


Gabriela took two steps back. The panther rushed forward, snatched the hand, and disappeared into the jungle with it.


“I would have shot him,” Cuckoo said.


“We can track him,” Gabriela said. “He won’t eat the amulet. He’ll leave it behind.”


Jorge and Cuckoo exchanged glances.


“You track him. We’ll wait here for you,” Jorge said.


They aren’t going to wait, Gabriela thought. They’re going to take off the instant I’m out of sight. I’ll be stuck here with no cell service and no canoe. And by the time I walk back to the dig site tomorrow it’ll be completely abandoned. And the truth is, the cat was terrifying. Magnificent, beautiful, and terrifying. It would be terrible to have to shoot him, and even worse to be his main course after he enjoyed the hand as an appetizer.





It was a little after 9:00 p.m. when Gabriela climbed out of the motorized canoe and onto the dock at Nuevo Rocafuerte. She paid the guides and tossed her empty daypack into a trash barrel. Not one of her better outings but not the worst, either, she thought. She got to see a wild panther on her birthday. How often was that going to happen?


She powered up her cell phone and was about to check messages when her mom called.


“Hi, honey,” Maeberry Rose said. “Happy birthday. We’ve been trying to call you all day, but you haven’t been answering.”


“I’m in Ecuador,” Gabriela said. “I didn’t have cell service until just now.”


Gabriela could hear her grandmother Fanny in the background shouting happy birthday.


“It sounds like Grandma is still living with you,” Gabriela said to her mother.


“At least for a while,” Mae said. “We’re thinking of selling. We can’t afford to fix the damage. No one can.”


Six months ago, a cat 4 storm blew over Scoon, the little South Carolina coastal town where Gabriela grew up. Double-wides were moved off their foundations, boats were beached, cottages that had stood for generations had their roofs stripped off and windows blown out. It was said that the fishing wharf was swept all the way up to Ocracoke Island.


“What about insurance?” Gabriela asked.


“We weren’t insured. Just about no one in the town had insurance. It’s too expensive.”


“Where will you go?”


“We haven’t figured that out yet. Wherever your father can find work. Even if he could get the boat put back together, there’s no place to dock it. The boat docks are gone. Only the pilings are left.”


Gabriela’s father owned a charter fishing boat. When Gabriela was ten years old, she started working as mate on the boat. She put herself through college with the wages she earned every summer. When she left to live in New York, her cousin Andy took over the mate job.


“When I was home at Christmas you didn’t seem to be worried,” Gabriela said.


“We all thought the town would qualify for emergency funding, but the funding never came through,” Mae said. “And now there’s a real estate developer making offers on all the houses. They’re really low offers, but most of us have no other choice.”


“I’m not giving up my house,” her grandmother Fanny said into the phone. “It was my mother’s house and her mother’s house.”


“It doesn’t have a roof,” Gabriela’s mother said. “It’s got a blue vinyl tarp over it. There’s a tree in your living room.”


“It can be fixed,” Fanny said. “All the houses and boats and the dock can be fixed. We just need some money, and I have a way to get it if Gabriela will help us. I have a plan.”


“Your plan is crazy talk,” Gabriela’s mother said. “It’s not a plan.”


Gabriela checked the time. She needed to get into clean clothes, and she needed to make some phone calls.


“I’m leaving Ecuador tomorrow,” she said to her mother. “I’ll change out my ticket to New York for a ticket to Charleston and we can discuss this when I get home.”





The ticket change had required taking a red-eye out of Quito. It dropped Gabriela in Charleston at 1:30 in the afternoon. She’d rented a car and taken her time driving through her hometown of Scoon. Not that there was a lot to see. It was a hardworking little town located an hour out of Charleston. The storefronts were mostly brick. Some of the windows were still boarded up. The houses were clapboard. Nothing fancy. It wasn’t a picturesque tourist town, but the fishing was phenomenal. Backwater fishing to the west and perfect ocean currents to the east. A natural harbor.


Gabriela was thinking that this was sweatshirt weather if you were born in Scoon. Gray sky with cold drizzle. If you were in from Atlanta or Tampa, you might have wanted a winter jacket. There was a scattering of cars in the Publix parking lot. Lights were on in Eddie’s Coffee House. That was about it for activity. A year ago, things were different. A lot more cars at Publix and more foot traffic on Main Street. The parking lot for the wharf would have been packed.


Her parents lived on the town’s outer edge. Close enough to the shoreline to smell the briny mist on a day like today, far enough inland and on a slight rise to be protected from the surge tides. It was a small clapboard house on a quarter acre of land. A Ford F-150 pickup and an empty boat trailer sat in the driveway.


Gabriela knew exactly how the inside of the house would smell. It would smell like her childhood. Febreze air freshener, store-bought powdered-sugar donuts, and cat food.


She’d been away for enough years that the smell of her childhood was no longer the smell of home for her. Home was a condo in Soho. It had no smell.


She parked behind her dad’s truck and twenty minutes later she was at the small kitchen table with her mother and Grandma Fanny. Gabriela had her hands wrapped around a mug of hot peppermint tea, and she was forcing herself to focus on the table talk.


Her mind kept drifting back to the conversation she’d just had with the New York lawyer who’d hired her to collect the amulet in Ecuador. The conversation hadn’t gone well. Telling him that a panther ran off with the valuable amulet was the equivalent to telling her fourth-grade math teacher that the dog ate her homework.


“This developer is the devil,” Fanny said. “He wants to build one of those awful couples resorts here. He’s forcing the bank to foreclose on a whole passel of properties, and he’s trying to buy houses on the cheap. That includes your mother’s house and the houses of just about everyone you know.”


“At least we have someone willing to buy the houses,” Mae said. “The alternative is to just walk away and lose everything.”


“I’m telling you we need to fix the wharf. We need to get the fishing business up and running again,” Fanny said.


“How much would it cost to fix the wharf?” Gabriela asked.


“I figure around fifteen million,” Fanny said.


Gabriela leaned forward a little. “Excuse me?”


“That includes some other stuff that would go along with the wharf,” Fanny said. “I figure we’d want to rebuild Fred Grimlet’s fish-and-chips hut that was right at the parking lot. It got washed away. And we could help some of the people who want to stay. We could give them a loan until they get back on their feet.”


“How are you going to get fifteen million dollars?” Gabriela asked.


“That’s where you come in,” Fanny said. “I have a plan. Remember when you were a little girl, I used to tell you stories about a secret room in your Great Auntie Margareet’s house on St. Vincent? Well, I just learned it’s under the floorboards of Margareet’s bedroom. And in that secret room, there’s supposed to be all sorts of things that belonged to Blackbeard. Margareet used to talk about a chest that had maps and a diary. So, what I’m hoping is that you can go there and find the chest and maybe find a map that will lead to a treasure.”


“How did you just find out about the room?”


“Annie told me.”


“You aren’t serious,” Gabriela said. “Annie the ghost?”


“Yep. She dropped in the other night and told me about the room and that’s when I got the idea about you finding the chest. That’s what you do, right? You recover treasure.”


“Yes, but this is different. This is fairy-tale treasure.”


“I’m pretty sure it’s real,” Fanny said. “Margareet said it was real.”


Margareet was Gabriela’s great-grandmother’s sister. When most of Margareet’s family migrated from the Caribbean to South Carolina, Margareet stayed on St. Vincent in the little house that had been passed to her from her grandmother. Margareet never married and when she died, she left the house to Gabriela.


“And besides, it’s not just me. Annie wants you to find the treasure so you could save the town,” Fanny said.


For as long as Gabriela could remember, her grandmother had told her stories about the tragic love affair between Blackbeard and a beautiful woman from Barbados named Annie. Sadly, Annie died while giving birth to their daughter. And according to Fanny’s family legend, Gabriela was a descendant of Blackbeard and Annie.


Gabriela had never personally heard or seen Annie the ghost. Fanny often dragged Annie out during moments of minor crisis. Annie is very upset that you didn’t eat breakfast, Fanny would tell Gabriela. Annie is disappointed that you got a D in math. Annie is horrified that you smoked a cigarette.


Fanny set a box of powdered-sugar donuts on the table. “So now all you have to do is hop over to St. Vincent and get the treasure chest.”


“That’s not going to happen,” Gabriela said. “I no longer own Margareet’s house. Rafer got it in the divorce settlement. I haven’t seen him or the house in seven years.”


“I’m sure he’d let you get the treasure chest,” Fanny said.


“It wasn’t a friendly divorce,” Gabriela said. “I gave him the St. Vincent house because I didn’t want to see him every time I came back to Scoon.”


“You two always fought like cats and dogs,” Fanny said. “I never understood why you married him.”


Gabriela had no good answer. She got into a fight with Rafer Jones on the first day of kindergarten and from that day on they argued about everything and yet they were inexplicably inseparable. They were also the scourge of the town. If a cow got painted red or an unoccupied car ended up submerged in the marshland behind town, the sheriff knew who to call on. They dated all through high school and got married while still in college. They fought over breakfast cereal, laundry detergent, which movie to watch, the temperature of the bedroom, and just about every other aspect of their lives. They had phenomenal makeup sex and then argued about its merits when they were done. They got divorced a week before their second wedding anniversary. The inhabitants of Scoon acknowledged that this was the loudest, most contentious, most fantastic divorce in the history of the town.


“I loved him,” Gabriela said. “He was fun.”


Plus, he was adorable and sexy from kindergarten straight through to the end of the marriage. Best not to share that part with her family, she thought. He was also a slob, lacked ambition, drank too much, and insisted on calling her Gabs.


“There’s no way I can go to St. Vincent and search for a treasure chest stored under Rafer’s bedroom,” Gabriela said.


“Without the treasure it’s hopeless,” Fanny said. “I get that it sounds crazy, but I can’t come up with anything else.”


Gabriela looked at her mother.


Her mother gave up a sigh. “I’m afraid she’s right about being hopeless. We’re all scraping bottom on ideas and money.”


“I’ll think about it,” Gabriela said. “I need to get back to New York first. I have some pending business commitments.”










CHAPTER TWO


Gabriela paced in front of her Miele coffee machine. She needed coffee and she needed it now. She didn’t have thirty-four seconds to waste waiting for the state-of-the-art machine to heat the water.


She’d taken an evening flight out of South Carolina and let herself into her condo a little after midnight. She’d crashed into bed, overslept, and now it was almost 9:00 a.m. That meant a late start to an overbooked day.


Deep breath, she told herself, watching the coffee dribble into her to-go cup. You’re only a little behind schedule. It’s not like this is world annihilation. Take a moment to enjoy your oasis of sanity.


Her oasis of sanity was 1,500 square feet of white walls and ceiling and a hand-scraped maple floor that was stained chocolate. The furnishings were clean-lined, comfortable, and contemporary. Two club chairs and a sofa in white chenille. Large flat-screen TV. Rectangular glass-topped dining table with six chairs. A home office in an alcove by a window. One bedroom, one and a half baths. And a chef’s kitchen stocked with herbs and spices she’d collected from exotic job locations.


She screwed the cap on her coffee mug, hung her slim brown Fendi messenger bag on the shoulder of her designer suit, and took the elevator to the ground floor. She walked two blocks to the building that housed her single-room, fifth-floor office and paused when she got to the office door. The gold stenciled name on the door read G. R. McDuck. It always made her smile. The name was an homage to her comic book hero, Scrooge McDuck. He had humble beginnings, but he amassed a fortune by being “tougher than the toughies and sharper than the sharpies.” He went on adventures all over the world and brought his treasures back home to Duckburg.


Gabriela didn’t aspire to pushing her gold coins around with a bulldozer like McDuck, but she did like his risk-taking style and his drive to succeed. For as long as she could remember, she was envious of his adventures.


Gabriela entered the office and gave a smile and a hello to her personal assistant and sole employee, Marcella Lott. Marcella was at her desk multitasking between working on her computer and eating a bagel, heavy on the cream cheese. She was five years older and an inch shorter than Gabriela. Her skin was freckled, and her hair was red and curly. She looked like a thirtysomething Little Orphan Annie. And after a couple of glasses of wine she could belt out a pretty good rendition of “Tomorrow.”


“Welcome back,” Marcella said to Gabriela. “Sorry about the amulet. Did a panther really eat it?”


“Unfortunately, yes,” Gabriela said. “My client wasn’t pleased.”


“I spoke to his lawyer this morning. They want their retainer back.”


“We have a contract,” Gabriela said. “I keep the retainer. Explain the facts of life to him, and then send him a gift box of Jacques Torres chocolates.”


“The fifty-dollar box?”


“Twenty-five. He was a jerk when I talked to him last night. I don’t think he believed me about the panther.”


Marcella leaned forward and handed Gabriela a large yellow envelope. “Here’s your mail. Nothing that looks urgent. Your schedule for the next two weeks is also in there, including today.”


Gabriela pulled out her schedule. “This is a blank piece of paper. What happened to my ten-million-dollar insurance fraud case in San Francisco?”


“They found the painting. I cancelled your plane and hotel arrangements.”


“Do we have anything else to slot in there?”


“No. You blocked out two weeks. The only thing we have pending is that dot-com billionaire, what’s-his-name. He said he’s sorry he tried to kidnap you, and he really needs your help finding his high school yearbook. He says he’s sure it was stolen. He’s offering a big bag of money. Actually, it’s a huge bag of money.”


Gabriela drained her coffee mug. “Pass.”





The next day, Gabriela boarded a plane to St. Vincent. This is ridiculous, she told herself, taking her seat. I’m going to break into my ex-husband’s house because my grandmother talks to a ghost. Even more ridiculous, I’m supposed to come away from all this with $15 million. So why am I doing it if it’s so ridiculous?


It was a rhetorical question. She already knew the answer. She was intrigued by the idea that Margareet might have kept Blackbeard’s chest hidden in a secret compartment under her bedroom’s floorboards. If there was no chest anywhere under or in Margareet’s house, the case was closed. But what if there was a chest with a diary or a treasure map? Her heart skipped a couple of beats at the thought.





Gabriela landed at noon, and by one o’clock she was driving her rented Hyundai Accent through the downtown area of Kingstown. She’d been on the island several times with her family, and she was vaguely familiar with the roads. The most recent visits were ten years ago. Once to celebrate Margareet’s ninety-fifth birthday. Two months later to lay Margareet to rest and settle her estate.


Gabriela headed west on Bay Street and eventually hooked up with the Leeward Highway. Twenty minutes later she rolled into the village of Layou and located Margareet’s small bright blue cottage. The cottage clung to a hillside and looked out over the bay and beyond. The view was spectacular. The front porch ran the width of the house and held a hammock and two rocking chairs. The yard was packed with flowering shrubs, banana trees, dwarf palms, and ferns. There was a driveway but no garage. No sign of a car parked on the street in front of the house or in the driveway.


Rafer’s at work, Gabriela thought. He owns a dive shop in Kingstown and there’s a cruise ship docked in the harbor. The dive shop is probably packed with tourists.


She parked a short distance from the house, slung her Prada backpack onto her shoulder, and walked to the front door. She knocked twice and was relieved when no one answered. She was adept at picking locks, but it wasn’t a skill she needed today. She still had a key that she’d found long after Rafer was gone.


She opened the door and called, “Hello. Anyone home?”


No answer.


The inside of the house had been painted white. The wood floors had been refinished. The furniture was mostly left from Margareet. Formal carved mahogany chairs and end tables. A tight-back couch upholstered in a wine-colored fabric. A small mahogany dining table.


Gabriela looked around and concluded that her divorce had been justified. There were sneakers under the cocktail table in front of the couch. Dive charts, pizza takeout boxes, and empty beer bottles littered the dining table. The man was still a slob and a drunk.


She did a quick walk-through to reacquaint herself with the floor plan. Formal living room looking out at the bay, small dining room, cozy kitchen with dated appliances, one bathroom that had been renovated to include a walk-in shower, two bedrooms. The larger bedroom that had been Margareet’s was now an office. The smaller bedroom was fitted with a California King–sized bed that pretty much filled the room.


This was a lucky break, Gabriela thought. Fanny said the secret room could be found under the floorboards of Margareet’s bedroom. That now held a surfboard, a mountain bike, a large brown leather club chair that had seen better days, a pair of metal file cabinets, a massive oak desk, and a boardroom-style leather desk chair. Most of the floor was exposed. No heavy bed to move.


Gabriela walked across the room, listening to the occasional creak of the old boards, looking for a seam that might indicate a trapdoor. She didn’t find anything, so she checked out the smaller bedroom. She was on her stomach half under the bed with a flashlight when she heard the front door slam shut. Heavy footsteps made their way into the bedroom, and she saw two large sneaker-clad feet standing at the bedside. Hands wrapped around her ankles and she was pulled out from under the bed.


“Hello, darlin’,” Rafer said. “I always knew you’d be back, but I always expected you to be in my bed, not under it.”


Rafer Jones was six feet two inches tall and nicely muscled. He was wearing a T-shirt that advertised his dive shop, black-and-green camo board shorts, and Vans slip-on sneakers that were far from new. His sun-bleached hair was short and totally bed-head. He was beach-bum tan and had a five o’clock shadow at two in the afternoon. Gabriela thought he had aged better than she’d expected. In fact, he was disturbingly hot. None of this made up for the fact that she was sure he was still a jerk.


“I’m not back, and I have no intention of being in your bed,” Gabriela said.


“What were your intentions?”


“Grandma just found out that there’s something under the floor that shouldn’t have conveyed with the house. I came to retrieve it.”


“Seems like the proper thing would have been for you to ask for my help.”


“You weren’t home.” She got to her feet. “And I don’t need your help.”


“Good thing I’m an easygoing guy or I might be inclined to report you to the police for illegal entry.” Her Prada backpack was on the bed. He picked it up and looked inside. “A mini crowbar and a hammer? Are you serious?”


“I’ll make sure that any damage I do gets repaired.”


Rafer handed her the backpack. “You’ve got my attention. What’s under the floor?”


This wasn’t the way she wanted things to go down, Gabriela thought. She now had two choices. She could walk away to return at a better time, or she could involve Rafer. If she walked away, he would tear up the floor and possibly find Blackbeard’s chest. She absolutely didn’t want that to happen.


“Supposedly there’s a chest hidden under the floor. Grandma Fanny says that it contains diaries and personal items from our relatives,” Gabriela said. “I would like to have it. My grandmother would like to have it.”


“Okay,” Rafer said. “I get that. And you think it’s under this room?”


“I was told it was under Margareet’s bedroom. You’re using it as an office now, but I didn’t see anything that would indicate a trapdoor, so I thought I should check out this bedroom, too.”


“I’d like to help you, but I’m not inclined to tear up all my floors,” Rafer said.


“It shouldn’t be necessary,” Gabriela said. “I have a device that will allow us to see through the wood. This house doesn’t have a cellar. It was built on a shallow crawl space. I’m hoping we can see something to indicate a room dug out of the dirt or maybe even the chest.”


“You’re using a stud finder.”


“Yes, sort of. This one can see through four inches of concrete.”


Rafer made a sweeping gesture with his hand. “Have at it.”


Gabriela went back to the office and ran the sensor across the floor.


“I’ve got something dead center,” she said. “There’s an anomaly in the support beams. And I’m pretty sure I’m seeing metal hinges.”


She’d been excited to see the hinges. Until that moment she’d had doubts. Truth is, she still had doubts, but they were now offset by omigod, what if Margareet had been telling the truth?


Gabriela rammed the crowbar between two boards, tapped it with the hammer, and pried the board up. The boards were wide and of varying lengths. The first board to come up was short. The second board was longer and more difficult.


“Do you want to help me with this?” she asked Rafer.


“Nope,” he said. “You look like you can handle it. I came home for a late lunch and maybe some afternoon hammock time.”


He wandered off to the kitchen, returned with a sandwich and a soft drink, and looked down at the trapdoor that Gabriela had uncovered.


“Nice work, Gabs,” he said.


Gabriela resisted hitting him with the hammer. “You know that annoys me. Why do you insist on calling me Gabs?”


“I like it. And it annoys you,” he said, flashing her his killer smile. “It’s a win-win.”


She allowed herself a grunt of disgust and stared down at the trapdoor. The hinges and lock were substantial but rusted. The wooden door looked partially rotted. She gave it a good whack with the hammer, and it splintered. Another whack and it was off its hinges.


She lowered herself down through the gaping hole, pulled a flashlight out of her pocket, and switched it on. She was standing on packed dirt, and she judged the excavated area to be approximately the size of the room above her. It seemed to be sealed and rat-free. The spider population was thriving. A rusted kerosene lantern was tipped on its side close to where she stood. A lone chest sat in the darkness against a dirt wall. Even at a distance it was clear that this wasn’t a jewel-encrusted Disney-style pirate chest. This was a sturdy, time-worn chest that might have been used to transport clothes, crockery, munitions, linens, or a man’s personal effects. It was about three feet long and two feet wide and stood about two feet high with a barrel lid.


Clearance between the crude overhead cobwebbed joists and the dirt floor was barely four feet, making standing difficult. Gabriela stoop-walked to the chest and tried the lock, but it wouldn’t budge. She grabbed one of the handles on the end of the chest and dragged the chest back to the trapdoor.


“How’s it going?” Rafer asked, looking down at Gabriela. “It looks like you found a chest. Is there anything in it?”


“It’s locked. I’m going to pass it up to you.”


Rafer took the chest from Gabriela and set it aside. He reached down, grabbed Gabriela, and pulled her out.


“I can’t believe this was actually down there,” he said. “How did Grandma Fanny learn about it?”


“Margareet told her years ago.” Gabriela paused for a beat. “And Grandma said Annie wanted me to retrieve it.”


“Annie the ghost?”


“Yep.”


That got another thousand-watt smile from Rafer. “You were always a sucker for those ghost stories.”


“So far, Margareet and the ghost are looking pretty reliable,” she said. “Help me get this out to my car.”


“Whoa, not so fast. Don’t I get to see what’s in the chest? I mean, it’s in my house, so technically it’s my chest.”


“It’s not your chest. It belongs to my family.”


“That’s not the way our divorce papers read. I got everything that was in Margareet’s house.”


“Yes, but this was under her house,” Gabriela said. “And besides, there’s nothing in this chest to interest you. Supposedly it’s filled with things that would have sentimental value to Grandma.”


“I’m a sentimental kind of guy,” Rafer said. “Let’s take a look.”


“You’re one of the least sentimental people I know.”


“Second to you,” Rafer said.


This was true, Gabriela thought. It was one of the few character traits they had in common. She examined the ancient padlock on the chest, took a slim set of tools from her pack, and picked the lock.


“I haven’t kept up with your life,” Rafer said. “I assume from what I’ve just seen that it includes breaking and entering and burglary. Maybe safecracking.”


“I’m a recovery agent,” Gabriela said. “I find lost treasures and people.”


“Bounty hunter?”


“Not at all. I mostly deal with insurance fraud and high-end theft.”


She lifted the lid and sucked in some air. The chest was filled with leather-bound books, bound rolls of paper that she assumed were maps, small suede drawstring pouches, assorted knives, and two eighteenth-century pistols.


Gabriela closed the chest and hung the padlock back in place. “Now that you’ve seen it, I’ll be on my way.”


“I thought the chest was supposed to contain diaries from your relatives,” Rafer said. “I was thinking more along the lines of Margareet chronicling a nooner. The stuff I’m seeing in the chest looks a lot older than Margareet.” He removed the lock and lifted the lid. “Let’s take a closer look.”


Two hours later, they were done sifting through the contents of the chest.


“I’ve waded through a bunch of pirate scribblings and faded maps,” Rafer said. “I suppose they could be authentic, but the line between fact and fiction seems blurry in a lot of what I’ve just read. Pirates were good at bending the truth.” He looked over at Gabriela. “You’ve been reading the same journal for a half hour. What’s so interesting?”


“It’s the journal of Sir Francis Drake, the first Englishman to sail around the world, the guy who helped Queen Elizabeth defeat the Spanish Armada. He was considered a war hero by the English and a vicious pirate by the Spanish.”


“I’m sure you know every detail ever recorded about the man. You’ve been obsessed with pirates for as long as I’ve known you.”


“I’m not obsessed with pirates. I find them interesting.”


“Honey, you’re obsessed.”


“That’s ridiculous. You’re the one with obsessions.”


“What are my obsessions?”


“Boobs and beer.”


“Okay, maybe a little, but what else?”


Gabriela gave him a sideways glance. He was hopeless.


“So, tell me about Drake’s journal,” Rafer said.


“According to the journal, Drake was determined to find the Treasure of Lima. Specifically, he wanted the Seal of Solomon. He was never able to find the Seal, or at least he was never able to capture it, but he writes about it at length.”


“You lost me at ‘the Treasure of Lima.’ ”


“That’s because you were obsessed with boobs while I was studying history. If you’d paid attention in Mr. Rachet’s class, you would know that the Treasure of Lima originated with Pizarro.”


“Rachet was a colossal bore. Tell me about this Seal of Solomon. I assume Rachet droned on about it while I was concentrating on not falling out of my seat in a mind-numbing stupor.”


“In the interest of full disclosure, I don’t remember Rachet talking about the Seal of Solomon. I just did a crash course on my iPhone. Supposedly the Seal is part of a signet ring made from brass and iron. Legend has it that the ring was engraved by God and given directly to King Solomon. The ring gave Solomon the power to command demons, genies, and spirits and to speak with animals.”


“Yeah, that sounds like something God would do,” Rafer said. “Just for giggles.”


“The history of the ring gets fuzzy for a few centuries after Solomon, but in 1572, after four decades of fighting with the Incas and being close to losing the war, it’s believed that Pizarro came into possession of the Seal of Solomon. You remember Pizarro, right?”


“He was a Spanish conquistador. Killed a bunch of Incas.”


“He massacred the Incas and killed their king,” Gabriela said. “It’s said that he used the Seal of Solomon to conjure up dark forces to defeat the Incan emperor.”


“The fact that Pizarro had guns and the Incas had slingshots might also have had something to do with their demise.”


“You’re ruining my story.”


“Sorry,” Rafer said. “Carry on.”


“Pizarro acquired a massive treasure trove for the Spanish monarchy. It was known as the Treasure of Lima and it was kept in the city, guarded by Spanish soldiers and Catholic priests.


“After Pizarro’s death, along came Drake, passing by Peru as he was sailing around the world. He learned of the treasure and of the Seal of Solomon. It was whispered that Pizarro hadn’t entrusted the Seal to the care of the Lima priests. He’d hidden the Seal deep in the Peruvian jungle. Drake became obsessed with possessing the Seal but died before he actually got his hands on it. Some scholars think the Seal is in the lost Incan city of Paititi.”


“You’ve got that look,” Rafer said.


“What look?”


“The look that always got us into trouble. The Uncle Scrooge/ Indiana Jones look. You’re thinking about going after the Seal, aren’t you?”


“Maybe.”


“Why the Seal?” Rafer asked. “If you’re going off on a wild-goose chase, why not choose something local. This chest is filled with maps and diaries that are supposed to lead to treasure.”


“None of those treasures can compare to the Seal of Solomon.”


“If it even exists.”


Gabriela shrugged. “There’s no guarantee, but there’s a lot of historical reference to it. And if it does exist, it would be priceless.”


“Okay, so this seal is worth a lot of money. I get it. And you go all over the world finding valuable things that are lost. So, suppose you can find this seal. What’s my cut?”


Gabriela narrowed her eyes. “You don’t get a cut.”


“Sweetie Pie, it’s my journal.”


“It’s not your journal. It belongs to my family.”


“Not anymore,” Rafer said. “It came with the house. You gave it to me when you divorced me.”


“The decision to end the marriage was mutual.”


“You started it,” Rafer said.


“And you ended it. You slept with Mary Jane Cooney.”


“That was after the divorce.”


“It was an hour after! Everyone knew. You did it in your pickup truck in the courthouse parking lot.”


Rafer grinned. “She ambushed me.”


Gabriela rolled her eyes and grunted. “Ugh! Yuk!”


“Why is this invaluable seal so important to you? You look like you’re doing okay. Do you really need more money?”


“The town needs it,” Gabriela said. “Have you been back lately? They can’t recover from the hurricane. People are being forced to sell their houses. The dock is gone. There’s no fishing.”


“You’re going to get the Seal, sell it to some rich guy, and give the money to Scoon?”


“Yes.”


Rafer slouched back in his chair and closed his eyes. “Crap.” He opened his eyes and leaned forward. “Of all the lousy luck. I get a chance to really piss you off and make some money in the bargain and then you pull this on me.”


“What? Do a good deed?”


“Yes. Good deeds suck. I hate good deeds. They always end up biting you in the ass.”


“You have nothing to worry about. It’s my good deed, not yours.”


“Does the journal have a map in it with a big X marking the spot where the Seal is hidden?”


“Not exactly. There’s a small map but it’s vague. And there are some coded and cryptic clues to the Seal’s suspected location.”


“And are you thinking we should follow the cryptic clues?”


“There’s no we. There’s just me,” Gabriela said. “I work alone.”


“Not anymore, Pumpkin. My parents and my sister are still in Scoon, barely hanging on to their houses. I’m all about finding a magic ring.”


“I can find the ring on my own.”


“The hell you can. I’m not letting you or the journal out of my sight.”


“You don’t trust me?”


“Not even a little.”


Gabriela thought about it for a beat and nodded. She couldn’t fault his reasoning. She didn’t trust him, either.
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