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Аннотация
When an old man sees an unidentified Civil War photograph of a woman in the newspaper, he begins a desperate search for a 160-year-old painting that he believes will match the image of the enigmatic woman in the photograph, and if it does, it will prove that his great, great grandfather did not run from battle. After the old man hires Sean O�Brien to find the mysterious painting, O�Brien discovers it�s linked to a secret letter and map that will lead to a trapdoor where a hidden key to the most horrific war on U.S. soil lies buried in mud at the bottom of a river. It's also linked to a new murder, and there are those who will stop at nothing to keep the information hidden because to bring it to the surface will re-write American history.
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EPIGRAPH

�The present is the ever moving shadow that divides yesterday from tomorrow. In that lies hope.�
��Frank Lloyd Wright
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PROLOGUE

NORTH FLORIDA, JANUARY 1862
Henry Hopkins looked over his shoulder and saw his wife disappear behind the mist rising above the river. The fog couldn�t hide the fear on her face. If he wasn�t killed in the next hour, Henry knew that Angelina would be there for him when he rowed the small fishing boat back across the river, after midnight. She would wave the lantern precisely at 1:00 a.m. for a few seconds to help guide him to the clearing on the shore, to the Confederate-controlled side of the St. Johns River. But now Henry and another man rowed toward the most famous racing sailboat in the world, and Henry felt a knot grow in his stomach.
The river was a half-mile wide at Horseshoe Bend. The weather-beaten boat smelled of dried fish guts, wet burlap, and burnt pipe tobacco. A crescent moon rose over the eastern shoreline and sent a sliver of light bouncing from the surface of the black river � a river filled with alligators, some as long as the boat. And it was filled with Union Navy gunboats.
The men rowed quietly, the only sounds coming from water dripping off the oars and from a great horned owl, its night calls echoing across the river from the top of a large cypress tree near the shore. The moon cast the tree in silhouette, its massive branches holding shadowy beards of Spanish moss hanging straight down. The old cypress tree had been standing since before the first Seminole War with the U.S. government. The tree was a well-known landmark, a visual marker near the secluded entrance to Dunn�s Creek, a deep-water tributary to the St. Johns River. It was in the creek where the Confederates were hiding America, the schooner that beat the British ten years earlier in a race now known as the America�s Cup. The creek was more than seventy feet deep near the place where it flowed into the St. Johns, a few miles downriver from Jacksonville, Florida.
America was recently bought by the Confederate Navy and used as a blockade-runner to outrun the Union Navy blocking southern ports. It had just made a trans-Atlantic voyage from Liverpool, England, and it sailed with a top-secret crew, cargo, and a contract to be delivered directly to the president of the Confederate States of America, Jefferson Davis, and his top general, Robert E. Lee.
Henry wore his wide brim hat pulled low over his eyes. His unshaven face was lean and rawboned. He watched the river, eyes as dark as the water, searching for Union gunboats, listening for steam-fired engines coming from upriver. His nostrils tested the breeze, trying to detect burning coal, the smell of trouble. The two men rowed silently and spoke in whispers as they got closer to America, its mast and stern in a dark profile under the moon rising high above Dunn�s Creek. Henry stopped rowing. �Did you hear that?�
�Hear what?� asked William Kramer, a bull of a man with a thick chest and powerful forearms. He stopped, lifting his paddle from the water and sat erect, listening to the sounds of the night on the river.
Henry looked south. �Sounded like a yank patrol boat.�
�I didn�t hear nothin.� Just an old hoot owl, that�s all.�
�C�mon. We gotta get into the creek and scuttle the ship before the yanks take her.�
�Who�d you say we�re supposed to meet?�
�Don�t know. Top secret. Maybe General Lee himself. Time�s a wasting. Let�s row.�
They entered the wide mouth of Dunn�s Creek, bordered by towering cypress trees and thick hammocks of palms and live oaks older than the young nation. A weeping willow tree leaned into the creek, its tentacle-like limbs scraping the surface of dark water. Bullfrogs competed in a thick chorus of mating calls. Hungry mosquitoes greeted the men with whines, orbiting their heads, biting at necks and ears.
America, 101 feet in length and more than 170 tons of wood and steel, was anchored in the center of the wide creek. As the men rowed closer to the schooner, they heard the whinny of horses in the foliage on the creek bank. Henry touched his .36 caliber revolver on his side. �Who goes there?�
Two men on horseback stepped into a wedge of moonlight spilling between the limbs of a cypress tree near the creek. Both men were dressed in Confederate uniforms. They dismounted and signaled for Henry and William to row to the shore. Captain John Jackson Dickinson, brown eyes hard as steel, watched the men approach. His gaunt face was unreadable. A shaggy moustache curled over his top lip. He wore a Stetson hat, gray coat and pants, and a saber at his side. He held his horse�s reins and waited.
The other man, a sergeant, wore similar clothes, but disheveled, as if he�d slept in them. Dickinson stepped closer and said, �Good evening, men. I�m Captain Dickinson. This is Sergeant Reese. Which one of you is Henry Hopkins?�
�I am, sir. This is my friend, Corporal William Kramer.�
Dickinson nodded. �What are your plans to scuttle the ship?�
William spoke. �Sir, I have two very sharp augers. I believe I can drill half a dozen holes just below the waterline and she�ll sink in no time.�
Dickinson snorted, releasing a deep breath. He removed the cigar from his mouth, spit out a sliver of tobacco, and looked at the yacht, his eyes softening, following the masts skyward. �Damn shame. America beat fourteen of the fastest yachts in the world from the British Royal Fleet in 1851. Back then the race was called the 100 Guinea Cup. After America took it by finishing eight miles ahead of the nearest yacht, Queen Victoria renamed the race America�s Cup in honor of that yacht anchored in front of us.� He lit a cigar and blew smoke at the mosquitoes in front of his face. �It�s just a matter of days before the yanks bring in the whole damn Union Navy to seize her. We can�t let that happen. They�ll outfit her with canons and aim �em down our throats. Orders come from the very top. Commence your drillin�, sir. Looks like you have the arms and shoulders to do it. There�s one final matter.� He looked at William and asked, �Corporal, do you need help with your task?�
�I�m just gonna lean over the edge of the rowboat and bore holes into the yacht right below the waterline. I figure it won�t take too long. Three in the bow and three in the stern.�
Dickinson turned to his sergeant. �Go on and sit in the boat, keep it from flipping over as Corporal Kramer cuts the holes. Lieutenant Hopkins, step ashore. I need to fill you in on your mission, and it�s your mission alone. Are we clear on this?�
Henry nodded. �Yes sir.�
As Henry stepped on dry land, the sergeant climbed in the boat. Within two minutes the men in the boat were at the bow of America, the auger chewing the first hole through wood.
Captain Dickinson watched the progress for a moment, eyes heavy, and then turned to Henry. �We removed all her cargo right after she arrived from England last week. She�s made a trip over there to bring back something.� He opened a haversack tied to his horse, lifting a strongbox from the sack. He also removed a leather satchel.
�What�s that?� asked Henry.
�No one, not the corporal, no one is to hear what I�m about to tell you. Understand?�
�Yes sir.�
�Inside this pouch is a letter of agreement � a contract. It�s extremely confidential. Understand?�
�Yes sir.�
�It could give the CSA the edge for the long haul. Your job is to get this fully executed contract and the strong box, to President Davis, and to do it traveling behind enemy lines. If you feel you are about to be captured, or worse, your last mission on earth is to make sure this agreement doesn�t fall into Union hands.�
�I understand, sir.�
�I�m told you were hand-picked by our Secret Service to carry out this job.�
�What�s in that box, sir?�
�Let�s call it a good faith payment. It�ll go into the Confederate treasury to help the CSA sustain the cause, and to give us added financial stability to fight this damn war.�
Henry nodded. �Understood, sir. I assumed the CSA is one party in the contract�may I ask who�s the second party?�
�No. That�s confidential. Are we clear, Corporal?�
�Yes sir.�
Dickinson glanced at his horse. �I also hear you�re one of the best riders we have.�
�I do all right.�
�You�ll be traveling great distances, mostly by night. The strongbox is fairly light. A diamond doesn�t have the weight of gold.�
�Diamond?�
�Yes. We�re under strict orders not to open the box. But I�m told one of the most valuable diamonds in the world is in there. It is here as a loan. A gamble to keep the South solvent. If this war drags on, and if the CSA treasury is drained, the diamond, if sold to the right people, might keep the cause alive. However, if the war begins to look like a losing proposition, regardless of a cash infusion, we�re supposed to return the diamond to England. All to be done with the utmost confidentially.�
A movement caught Dickinson�s eye. America was taking on water, slowly sinking. The men in the rowboat were now paddling back to shore. Dickinson said, �The irony tonight is that we are scuttling a ship that beat the British, and yet we might need their money to keep the Confederate states afloat. Are you prepared for what might be the most important, and most dangerous, one-man mission in this war?�
�I hope so, sir.�
�Henry Hopkins, son, I do, too. I sure as hell do. We will have a second small boat follow you across the river into Confederate territory. It�ll be carrying what�s left of the treasury.� Dickinson turned to watch America drop below the surface. Within minutes, the massive schooner vanished beneath the dark water. Only the three masts and their crossbeams protruded from the deep creek as if three crosses rose up in the moonlight to mark a watery grave.
* * *
An hour later, Henry Hopkins and William Kramer quietly began rowing back across the St. Johns River. Clouds passed slowly in front of the moon providing the cloak of darkness they needed. The breeze from the north brought the slight odor of burning coal.
Henry rowed, his eyes scanning the dark water, north to south. �Yanks are out there somewhere. I can smell them, smell the coal burning. It�s got to be a gunboat.�
William stopped rowing for a moment, listening, his eyes straining in the dark. �Yeah, I smell it. Can almost feel the steam on my skin. But I don�t see or hear anything.�
�Row. We�re only halfway across.� He looked toward the far western shore, the tree line a slight silhouette in the dim moonlight. �There�s the lantern! Angelina�s signaling.�
William nodded. �Yep, she�s right on time. You got a fine woman, Henry. How�d a fella like you manage that?� William chuckled.
�I ask myself that all the time.�
William glanced down at the strongbox in the center of the boat. �I guess you�re not gonna tell me what�s in the box, huh?�
�You guessed right. I swore an oath. I�m just the courier.�
�Can you tell me what�s in that haversack around your neck? I know it�s important, or we wouldn�t be meeting those men and sinking the most famous schooner in the world. Is it something that sailed across on America from England to Florida?�
�I can tell you that�yes, it is. Come on, we gotta get to the other side of this river.�
The moon climbed out of the clouds like shedding dark clothes, the St. Johns now bathed in moonlight, the ripples across the black water shimmering with brushstrokes of buttery light. Henry said, �Let�s move! We�re sitting ducks out here.�
William rowed harder, looking north for a second. A bullet hit him in his throat, the impact knocking him on his back, his dying eyes focused on Henry.
�William! Dear God! Hold on! I�ll get us to the other side.�
William tried to speak, his words gurgling, blood flowing out of his mouth.
Henry rowed with all his strength, looking over his shoulder to the spot on the distant shore where his wife waved the lantern, the moving pulse of light like the glow of a firefly in the black. He glanced back at his friend just as a dozen rounds burst from the gunboat skirting an oxbow bend in the river. The heavy bullets ripped through the wooden boat, blowing the sides and bottom out.
Within seconds, the boat began sinking, William Kruger�s body slipping beneath the black water, his wide eyes gazing up at the stars. Henry reached for the strongbox just as the boat split in half taking the strongbox and the body of William Kruger to the bottom of the river.
Henry clutched the haversack around his neck, trying to hold it above the surface of the cool water. A cloud slipped over the face of the moon and the river was black again. He could hear the steam engine on the patrol boat in the distance, somewhere in the inky darkness. Henry swam with all his strength toward the glow of the lantern. He swam toward the promise of a life with Angelina.
And he swam toward the hope of the South.

ONE

LONDON, ENGLAND � TODAY
British Prime Minister Duncan Hannes decided he wouldn�t tell the Queen. At least he wouldn�t tell her immediately. The less she knew about a ghost from the past, the better. There was no sense worrying the Royal Family when these matters could be handled by others. But never in Hannes� political career had he been faced with such a dilemma. He paced the hardwood floor behind his desk at 10 Downing Street in London and thought about the two emails he�d received.
Hannes, a fleshy man with a trimmed gray moustache and ruddy cheeks, looked through his bifocals and read the latest email again. He rubbed his temples, his face drooping from fatigue, and looked out the window at the Tower of London. He punched five buttons on his desk phone and his call was answered on the first ring. �Good morning, Prime Minister Hannes.�
�I wish it was a good morning. That anonymous email I received last week��
�Yes, we�re still pursuing it, sir. Highly encrypted. Channeled through at least seven servers around the world. We�re still working on its point of origin. However, we may have isolated it.�
�Well, now you have more to work with, Justin.�
�I take it you received another one.�
�Indeed. Now the sender wants money to remain quiet. Who is making this threat, and where is the bloody bastard? You need to get your very best operative there at M15 to find this person. Do it with speed and utmost discretion, obviously.�
�I have a cyber-team coming to your office. They�ll begin tracking immediately.�
�You said you might have isolated it. What do you mean?
�We believe the point of origin is in the states. Possibly Florida.�
�That makes sense because that�s where they found it. This person is threatening to send the information to the news media. That cannot happen.�
�I understand Prime Minister Hannes. We�re working around the clock on it.�
�This threat is unprecedented. If what this blackmailer says is accurate, it could very well open a Pandora�s Box between Britain and India. He or she � whoever sent this demand � this utter blackmail, they alleged to have tangible evidence that could make the Royal Family complicit in the tragedy and horror of something that remains controversial to this very day. The Queen and her family will not be held hostage to their ancestors on my watch.�
�We�ll begin chasing up the latest correspondence immediately.�
�Correspondence? Justin, correspondence is a letter, perhaps a telephone call, even a damn text message. This is a strong-arm blackmail of the worst kind. It involves three nations and has the potential to drag the Royal Family into the dark terrors of something better left buried.�
�Sir, could you read the email to me?�
�Most of it reiterates what was previously stated. The new addendum threatens to release everything to the news media unless ten million pounds is wired into a Cayman Islands account, attached to a letter of impunity from pursuit and prosecution and signed by a member of the Royal Family. Justin��
�Yes sir?�
�I�m looking out the window across the River Thames to the Tower of London in the distance. And, at this moment in time, I�m not certain whether one of the most famous of the Crown Jewels is authentic.�

TWO

PONCE INLET, FLORIDA
Sean O�Brien turned to Max and said, �Let�s pull your head back inside the Jeep. We�ll park, unload groceries, and go to work. At least I�ll go to work. You might find old Joe the cat to play a hard-fought game of hide n� seek. On second thought, maybe not.� O�Brien�s ten-pound dachshund, Max, balanced herself, hind legs on the passenger seat, head out the open widow, hound dog ears flapping in the wind. Her nose tested the air as O�Brien drove across the parking lot adjacent to the Tiki Bar at the Ponce Marina, oyster shells cracking under the tires.
He got out of the Jeep and stretched his 210-pound, six-two frame. Max scampered across his seat, diving from the floorboard to the parking lot like a paratrooper on a mission. She could smell the scent of blackened redfish, garlic shrimp, and hushpuppies, all coming from the Tiki Bar. O�Brien laughed. �Whoa, if Kim�s on duty, you�ll be fed.� He unloaded a bag of groceries, two cans of boat wax, and followed Max and her nose into an open-air dining experience that blended the smells of sunblock with deep-fried mullet.
The Tiki Bar was a restaurant on stilts, a place that appealed to bikers, babes, fishermen and vacationing families. Beyond the food and drinks, it evoked a 1950�s picture postcard atmosphere addressed from a Florida of simpler times. Fifty percent of the customers came from the marina neighborhood of live-a-boards and transients, mariners with seafaring gypsy blood in restless genes. Many were men who worked the shrimp boats for a paycheck and the distance the sea could place between them and their troubles anchored to land-bound conflicts. The Tiki Bar�s hardwood floors were stained into a piebald splatter of spilled beer, grease, and more than a few drops of blood. Bar art.
This Saturday morning, all the isinglass windows were rolled up, the sea breeze delivering the smell of grilled fish across the marina. One person sat at the rustic bar. A dozen sunburnt tourists and charter boat deckhands were seated at the tables made from large wooden spools that, in a former life, were used to wrap telephone cables around them. The big spools were shellacked and turned on their sides. Three chairs to each spool. The hole in the center � a great place for tossing peanut shells.
Kim Davis beamed when O�Brien and Max approached. Kim�s chestnut hair was pinned up. Her caramel-colored eyes were bright, like morning sunlight shining through amber stained glass. She stood behind the bar, rinsing a beer mug and timing a slow-pour of a draft Guinness.
�Sean, you ever notice Miss Max is always leading you? She�s the only female that can get away with it.� Kim smiled, dimples appearing on her tanned face. She handed the Guinness to a charter boat captain who sipped it before returning to his table. �Hold on, Max� she said, picking up a small, chilled shrimp and walking around the end of the bar. She knelt down, Max almost jumped in her lap. �Hi, baby. Here�s one of your favorites.� Max took the treat, tail wagging, and sat to eat.
O�Brien said, �She�ll be back for cocktail sauce.�
Kim smiled, standing, pressing her open palms against the blue jeans that accentuated her hips. �I heard you were coming to the marina today. Nick said you called. Are you getting a little lonely out there on the river?�
�Sometimes,� O�Brien smiled. �My old cabin is a lot like owning an old boat. It�s always in need of a coat of paint or wax.� He held up a tin of boat wax.
�I�m off at four, if you�re still at it, I�ll ice down a few Corona�s for you.�
�Sounds good, but you�d first have to sneak them by Nick�s boat.� O�Brien could feel someone staring at him. He glanced over his shoulder and locked eyes with an older man sitting by himself at the very end of the bar. The man wore his white hair neatly parted on the left, ruddy thin face, polo shirt, and khaki pants.
Kim said, �He�s been waiting for you.�
�Who is he, and how did he know I was coming here today?�
�I didn�t get his name. He�s been sipping black coffee for two hours, and guarding that folder in front of him like a hawk. He asked at the marina office whether or not you lived aboard. Nick was in the office paying his rent and overheard the man. Nick told him he knew you and that you had plans to work on your boat today. So the gent�s been waiting your arrival.�
�I wonder what he wants.�
�Maybe you should find out. On second thought�oh, what the hell, Sean. He�s just a harmless, elderly gentleman, right? But what if something in that folder isn�t so harmless? I�ll keep an eye on Max for you.�

THREE

Jack Jordan felt as if he�d prepared for this exact moment most of his life. After all of the research, after all of the long weekends of heat and rain � and mosquitoes, after the hundreds of battlefield reenactments, this felt about as real as it gets. He proudly wore a Confederate uniform, authentic from the gray slouch hat down to the black cavalry boots. A week�s worth of burgundy whiskers sprouted from his tanned, lanky face. He felt his pulse quicken, waiting for the director to start the scene.
Jack glanced down at the replica of the Smithfield rifle he held in his hands. He looked up across the landscape of pine trees and scrub oak and took a deep breath. A mockingbird called out from a dead, leafless cypress tree. Jack could smell the wood smoke beyond the pines, hear the snort of the horses behind him, and almost see the Union soldiers slipping through the forest.
A young private looked up at Jack and whispered, �You ready, Sergeant?� the private�s cheekbones smeared with charcoal dust, his Confederate cap pulled down to his blond eyebrows.
�I�ve been ready for this all my life. Feels damn good. Let�s defend the South.�
�Quiet on the set!� came the command through a loud speaker. �And roll cameras.�
�Speeding,� came a voice through a walkie-talkie held by an assistant director standing below a motion picture camera, one of five, mounted on a crane.
�Action!�
Platoons of men, both Union and Confederate soldiers, all wearing sweat-stained Civil War uniforms, charged. Cannons fired. Stuntmen, dressed as soldiers, fell and tumbled near the ground where the earth exploded in dirt, fire, and dust. Men ran through the smoke. Trumpets sounded. Soldiers on horseback cut through the smoldering battlefield, firing pistols.
Jack, and three dozen of his men, ran forward, rifles firing blanks, white smoke billing from the end of the barrels. �Let�s move!� Jack yelled, the troops picking up speed � shooting and reloading. A seventeen-year-old recruit ran behind the first flank, gripping a wooden pole carrying the Confederate flag as the southern forces advanced closer to the Union army.
Jack reloaded, packing the black powder into the barrel of his rifle. His young private looked up and nodded. �This one�s for Shiloh!�
�Atta boy, Johnny. Keep shooting! Advance men!� Jack held his rifle in both his hands, moving stealth-like, stepping around the wounded men, blood capsules oozing red dye through the ragtag uniforms. He fired his rifle and stood to reload powder and paper. He stared through the smoldering battlefield, remembering the instructions the director had given him and the other actors. Jack wondered if he could hear the director yell �cut� over the noise of gunfire.
That was Jack Jordan�s last thought.
A Mini� ball slammed through the center of his forehead, the heavy lead bullet blowing the back of his skull off. Blood and brain tissue splattered across the horrified face and chest of the young soldier carrying the Confederate flag. Directly in front of him, Jack Jordan fell dead.
�And cut! Brilliant! Great scene. Let�s reset cameras.�
The young soldier looked up and vomited in the muddy field.
An assistant director stared through the rising smoke. �Oh my God,� he said running around the film crew and actors. �Somebody call nine-one-one!�

FOUR

O�Brien set the bag of groceries on an empty barstool and approached the man. �I understand you�re looking for me.�
�Are you Mr. O�Brien?�
�Sean will work fine.�
�Good, Sean. My name�s Gus Louden.�
�What can I do for you, Gus?�
The old man looked down at the manila file folder on the bar, and he sat straighter, raising his eyes to meet O�Brien. �I saw your face on the TV news a while back. It was after those terrorists were caught. If the news is to be believed, it seems like you, Mr. O�Brien, were the main fella who found the terrorists. They said you had flushed out that spy who thought he got away with what, in my book, is absolute treason.�
O�Brien was silent, closely watching the man�s liquid blue eyes behind the glasses.
Louden cleared his throat. �I spent four years in service to our country. After the Army, I used the GI Bill for college and eventually started my own company. When I sold it, we had more than a thousand employees. Been retired ten years now. I was born in Summerville, South Carolina. But I call Charleston home.�
�What brings you to Florida?�
�You do, Sean. I was watching CNN the other day and they aired a story about an old photograph that had recently been donated to the Confederate War Museum in Virginia. The photograph is in a small frame. It�s a picture of a beautiful woman in the prime of her life. It was taken either before or during the Civil War. The picture was found in an attic as part of an estate sale. It�d been there a long time. The donor said her grandmother had kept it for years, finally giving up trying to identify the woman in the picture. She tried hard because the story of where and how the photograph was found had deeply touched her heart. The picture was originally found in a battlefield near Chickamauga, Georgia. As the story goes, the photograph was found in the mud and blood between a Confederate and Union soldier. There was no ID on the bodies, and no one knew for sure which man had been carrying the photo. The man carrying it probably looked at it as he lay dying.�
O�Brien was silent, letting the old man continue when he was ready.
�I called the museum and told them I thought the picture was my great, great grandmother. The reason I believe this is because I remember my grandmother had an oil painting that was painted from a picture. And the painting looked identical to the woman in the photograph found between the bodies.�
Louden rested his arms on the bar, fingers splayed. O�Brien noticed something different about the man�s fingernails. The crescent moon shaped lunula, at the base of each nail, was the largest he�d ever seen on anyone�s hands. O�Brien cut his eyes up to Louden. �Did you tell the museum you could identify the woman in the photo?�
�They listened and were very kind. But, when they asked me how I knew it was the image of my great, great grandmother, I could only say I remembered the painting hanging in the living room of my grandmother�s house in Jacksonville, Florida. My grandmother told me that the woman in the painting was her mother.�
�What happened to the painting?�
�After about age thirteen, I never saw it again. My grandparents both died in a horrific car accident. Their possessions were sold to cover the cost of the two funerals and the mortgage. My parents are dead, and I have two older sisters and a younger brother. My family has a long heritage in the South. And that�s one of the reasons I�m here.�
Louden reached for the file folder, opened it, and handed O�Brien a picture of a woman wearing a formal dress. She had long brown hair, high cheekbones, dark eyebrows, and she was smiling, something O�Brien rarely saw in photographs from the Civil War era. The woman was photographed standing near a river. Louden nodded. �I think the lady in the picture was my great, great, grandmother. This is a copy made from the original photograph donated to the museum. The story of the finding was in USA Today, too.�
O�Brien looked closely at the woman�s face. �Where was the picture taken?�
�I never knew. Looks to be here in Florida, the palms and river in the background.�
�Why is it so important for you to prove that the woman in the framed photo is related to you?�
�I mentioned that I was raised in the South, in and around Charleston. Families and their reputations go way back. Honor, commitment, bravery�they are all traits we believe in and don�t take lightly. It�s a handed-down heritage.� Louden, his face filled with concealed thoughts, stared at an open space over O�Brien�s shoulder. He exhaled a deep sigh and met O�Brien�s eyes. �My great, great grandfather was said to have been someone General Robert E. Lee had taken under his wing. My father once told me that he�d heard General Lee so trusted my great, great grandfather that the general assigned him a very important mission. We don�t know whether he succeeded or failed.�
�Why�s that?�
�Because no one ever saw him again. He became absent-without-leave. And, if he was killed in action, his body was never identified. The whispers in the South, in Charleston in particular, grew louder, especially the first fifty years after the war ended. For generations of southerners, they believed he was a coward. A man who ran away, someone who hid, retreated rather than face his sworn duties and the enemy. They believe he was one of the biggest cowards to have ever put on a gray uniform. Some of the elders said he ran from the Confederate Army the night before a battle and hid, finally making his way out West, leaving his young wife and children behind. He was never seen again.�
O�Brien nodded. �So, if this copy of a photo currently housed in the Confederate Museum is your great, great grandmother, it will prove that one of the men found dead on the battlefield was carrying it. And the man carrying it was her husband � a soldier who did not run away but was, instead, a brave man because he fought until his death. Most likely, since the photograph was found next to his body, the last thing he saw was the image of his wife, which he probably pulled from his rucksack as he lay dying.�
The old man�s eyes widened, color blossoming in his pallid cheeks. �Yes sir. It would indeed prove that.�
�Why come to me?�
�Because I hear you find things, you find people. If you can find that painting, I remember there was writing on the back, written by my grandfather. Although I was only thirteen, it struck me so profoundly, I memorized what he wrote, and hoped one day I�d find a wife like he had.� The old man closed his eyes briefly searching the archives of his memory, and then he said in a whisper, �He wrote, �My Dearest Angelina, I had this painting commissioned from the photograph that I so treasure of you. We shall display the painting prominently in our home for all to see�as your beautiful face is always displayed privately in my heart.�� He turned to O�Brien. �Will you help me? If the painting survived, it will match this photo, more importantly, will correct history and right a terrible wrong, a bad reputation that my great, great grandfather did not deserve, and a stigma his family had to endure.�
O�Brien studied the image closer. The woman in the photograph stood near a river, smiling. Visible in the sepia tone image was a single flower she held in one hand. He cut his eyes up to Kim who was laughing, watching Max, and serving a charter boat captain a beer. O�Brien thought Kim resembled the woman in the picture. He said, �She�s very beautiful. I can understand how your great, great grandfather would have commissioned a portrait of this woman, his wife. I�ve tracked down a lot of things in my life, but I�ve never searched for a 160-year-old ghost.�
�I�ve been blessed, very successful in business. My time is running out. I�m battling pancreatic cancer. Before I die, I�d love to see this solved. I�ll pay all of your expenses, plus ten-thousand to search for the painting. Fifty-thousand if you�re successful. Will you do it, Sean?�
�What was your great, great grandfather�s name?�
�Henry Hopkins.�

FIVE

Kim Davis filled a cold mug with a craft beer, handed it to a customer at the bar, and watched the old man shuffle out the Tiki Bar door into the wash of bright sunlight in the parking lot. She tossed Max a piece of cheddar as Sean O�Brien set the folder on the bar. Kim said, �Well, well, looks like whatever�s in that folder was enough to make you want to keep it.�
O�Brien smiled. �Nothing to keep, really. Just a copy of an article in a newspaper, a photograph, and an address.�
�Okay, I�m curious. If you don�t mind me asking, what did the gentlemen want?�
�He�s looking for something long ago from his past�something, that if found, might change a long-held legend or perception of his family.� O�Brien told her the story the man had left with him.
Kim splayed both of her hands on the top of the bar and leaned closer to O�Brien. �So, are you going to take the job?�
�I don�t know. On first pass, I�d say no. But there�s something in the old man�s eyes, a quiet dignity, a long-distance stare�a last hope. I don�t know if I can help. I said I�d think about it and let him know.�
�Seems innocent. I mean, you�re just looking for a painting, right? Not an old body, a fresh body, or anything threatening. The change might do you some good, Sean. Can I see the picture?�
O�Brien opened the folder and slid the copy of the photograph onto the bar. Kim looked at it, her eyes growing wider. She moistened her bottom lip. �That, woman�she looks familiar�like I�ve seen her somewhere before, at least I�ve seen the image. I just can�t say exactly where. So this woman was that man�s great, great grandmother?�
�That�s what he says.�
�She�s beautiful.�
O�Brien looked up from the picture to Kim. �That�s what I thought. She�s striking. So you really think you�ve seen this before? He said it was on the news, CNN, in this USA Today story, and other news outlets.�
�No, I didn�t see it on TV or online. I believe I saw it somewhere else. I just can�t place it. It�s like trying to recall puzzle pieces from a day-old dream. Oh well, maybe I�ll think of it. You said the man left an address, too. Whose address?�
�The home of the person who donated the photograph to the Confederate Museum.�
�What real use is that if whoever donated it told the museum they didn�t know the identity of the woman in the photo?�
�Because sometimes an old photo is stored with other things that might shine some light into the past.�
�Hey, Kim,� shouted a charter boat captain at the end of the bar. �Turn up the sound on the TV. Looks like some poor bastard got nailed in the Ocala National Forest.�
�Hold your horses, Bobby,� Kim said, reaching for the remote control. She pressed a button and the sound became louder.
On screen, a news reporter stood in the Ocala National Forest, the images quickly cutting to video of flashing blue and red lights from police and emergency vehicles. Police and paramedics worked the scene behind yellow crime tape wrapped around cypress trees laden with Spanish moss. A white sheet was pulled over a body lying on a gurney, a red flower of blood in the head area, detectives in the background questioning men dressed in Civil War uniforms.
The reporter looked into the camera and said, �Police investigators are initially saying the death is most likely an accidental shooting. The victim, a long-time Civil War re-enactor, is described as a man in his late thirties, someone who spent occasional weekends participating in Civil War battle reenactments. Police say the shooting happened when a movie crew was filming a battle scene between re-enactors playing Union and Confederate soldiers in the production of a movie called Black River. The man may have been shot with a Mini� ball, which is a bullet used in vintage Civil War era rifles. All of these old rifles are supposed to be firing blanks. However, one was not. I�m told there are more than two hundred extras on the film, evenly divided between actors playing Union and Confederate soldiers. Filming the movie, which is described as a big-budget Hollywood feature, is suspended pending the results of the investigation. Detectives want to know how the Mini� ball got in the chamber of one of these old rifles�maybe a horrible oversight that now has resulted in a death. If somehow this death points toward a homicide�detectives will be searching for a motive, and that would make this unfortunate incident like something found in a mystery movie script. The name of the man killed is being withheld pending notification of relatives. Live from the Ocala National Forest, this is Mike Stratton, Channel Seven News.�
The charter boat captain, a barrel-chested man with sunspots the size of dimes on his bald scalp, said, �Doesn�t sound like an accident to me. Lot�s of crazy shit happens out there in the national forest. I know it sounds weird, but I wonder if they were filming exactly the time the fella got shot.�
Kim blew out a deep breath. �Come on, Hank, that�s morbid.� She glanced down at the photo on the bar and then raised her caramel eyes to meet O�Brien. �That�s odd, Sean. Here we are talking about a lost Civil War era painting possibly being connected to the unknown identity of this woman in the photograph, and a Civil War re-enactor dies on a movie set doing a mock battle. I know it�s just coincidental, but I got goose bumps on my arms. Another thing�remember when I told you I did some acting back in college?�
�I remember.�
�I�ve always had the acting bug. Once bitten, I suppose. Anyway, when they had an open casting call, I drove to the production office and auditioned.�
�You didn�t mention that.�
�Probably because I didn�t get the bit part I auditioned for. I was out most of the day. Met a lot of Civil War re-enactors the producers were recruiting. I hope to God that one man I spoke with wasn�t the poor person killed on set. I can�t remember his name, but I do remember one of them kept staring at me. He was weird. I�m actually glad I didn�t get the part if I�d have had spent time on set around that man.�
�Maybe he wasn�t hired.�
�Maybe. But now good old reality comes along in a non-scripted scene in real life where that older man walks in here with a 160-year-old Civil War puzzle, and he�s asked you to solve it for him. That�s the kind of thing that gives me goose bumps.�
O�Brien slid the photo back in the folder, closed it and smiled. �You have an active imagination.�
�Sometimes, but when I first saw the old man guarding that folder on the table waiting for you, I felt it was harmless. Now, I�m not so sure.�
�It�s only an old photo. Come on, Max. Let�s head down the dock to Jupiter. We have some work to do.� O�Brien stood. He looked at Kim. �Don�t worry. I haven�t even taken the job. Finding a 160-year-old painting would be like finding the proverbial needle in the haystack of time. The question is where is the painting today? It might not still exist.�
�But like the old man said, Sean, you have a way of finding things�or they have a way of finding you. Maybe it�s because you have the courage to look under the rocks.�
�I�ve got to fix a bilge pump on Jupiter. See you later.�
Kim watched O�Brien step out the restaurant door facing the marina. She looked through the open window as he walked down the long dock, the sound of laughing gulls in the warm breeze, a flock of the white pelicans sailing over the moored boats.
She glanced down at her tanned upper arms, the warm breeze doing nothing to make her goose bumps go away.

SIX

Nick Cronus stuck his head out of the open window of the wheelhouse and shouted to O�Brien, �Sean, great timing � grab the stern line, and tie it to the white cleat.� Nick reversed the engines of his forty-foot fishing boat and backed into the slip as easily as a New York cabbie parallel parking. He stepped down from the wheelhouse and tossed O�Brien a rope. Max paced the dock, eyes bright, barking twice while Nick quickly climbed back in the captain�s chair and worked the bow-thrusters, inching the boat closer to the dock.
O�Brien tied the stern line and walked to the bow, Nick adjusting the engine on St. Michael, working against the rising tide and wind out of the east. O�Brien grabbed the rope on the bow, rapidly tying it to a cleat. Nick shot his brown arm out the window, killing the engine, giving O�Brien the thumbs-up sign. Max cocked her head, watching Nick climb down from the wheelhouse. �Hot Dog,� he said, scooping Max off the dock with one large hand. �I caught a lot of fish out there. Gonna cook some after I sell some. Sound good? Hell yeah it sounds good �cause Uncle Nicky is hungry.�
O�Brien smiled. �Between you and Kim, Max will forever turn her nose up at dog food.�
�That�s because �lil Max is the queen of the marina, and she knows it.� Nick laughed and set Max down in St. Michael�s cockpit. The fishing boat had the seafaring look and lineage of Greek boats that sailed and fished the Mediterranean Sea for centuries.
Nick reached inside a large cooler and pulled out two cans of beer. He popped the top on one, taking a long pull, his eyes watering. He used the back of his hand to wipe the beer foam from his bushy moustache, handing the second beer to O�Brien. �Cheers, Sean. I�ve been at sea five days. Didn�t catch nothing the first three days. I say a little prayer and bam! I�m toasting to a damn good catch. Amen, brother.� He touched the gold cross hanging from his neck and knocked back a second long swallow from the can, shaved ice running down the side and splattering on the top of his brown feet.
Born on the Greek island of Mykonos forty-four years ago, Nick Cronus�s accent was still as thick as his mop of curly black hair. He had the shoulders of a pro linebacker, ham-sized forearms, and black eyes that smiled from an olive-skinned face tanned the color of light tea. He had a generous and yet fearless heart. Three years earlier, O�Brien pulled two bikers off Nick, saving his life in a brutal bar fight taken into a parking lot. And since that day, Nick said he and O�Brien were �brothers for life.�
O�Brien nodded. �Good to hear you did well out there. What�d you catch?�
�Got about a hundred pounds of red snapper. Maybe another seventy-five in grouper. A half dozen mackerel. I�ll sell �em to Johnson Seafood this afternoon. Old man Johnson prefers to pay me in cash. I don�t have a problem with that.� Nick grinned and finished his can of beer, crushing it with one hand. He gestured with his head toward the dock. �Look who�s here looking for a handout. My buddy, Ol Joe.�
Max growled when a large black and orange cat sauntered down the dock and sat less than ten feet behind St. Michael. Nick said, �Maxie, you may be queen of the marina, but Ol� Joe is king of the docks. That cat is the Scarface of the harbor.� Nick reached in a fish cooler, searched through ice, pulling out a small yellowtail snapper. He slid the filet knife from the leather sheath on his belt, cut the head off the fish, and tossed it to the cat. Ol� Joe clamped down on the fish head with one bite, held it in his mouth, and strolled back down the dock, a sea gull squawking from one of the pilings.
�Sean, are you expecting a package?� Dave Collins shouted, standing in the center of his cockpit across the dock and one boat away from St. Michael. He held up a brown box.
�It might be my bilge pump,� O�Brien said, walking toward Dave�s boat, Gibraltar, a 45-foot trawler. Nick set Max back on the dock, and she followed O�Brien, pausing a moment to look in the direction she�d last seen Ol� Joe disappear.
Nick tossed the fish in the cooler and also followed O�Brien over to Gibraltar. Dave said, �Shipping label indicates it came from Pacific Marine. UPS guy left it with me since you weren�t on Jupiter. I signed for it. Let me know if you need any help installing the pump. Not that you�re challenged in that area.� Dave grinned. �How�d you do, Nick?�
�Real good. Caught enough to pay dockage fees, fuel, beer, food � a few bucks to entertain the ladies. What else is there in life, huh?�
Dave nodded, pushing his glasses on top of his thick white hair. He had a matching beard, wide chest, and inquisitive, sea-blue eyes. For a man in his mid-sixties, he kept in shape, jogging daily on the beach, spending time at the gym. He had a passion for craft beers and scotch. He�d spent most of his career in the Middle East, Germany and England before returning to Washington and a desk job at Langley. After retiring, he moved to Florida with his wife of twenty-eight years, divorcing within eight months. The only times O�Brien ever saw Dave sad was when, after a few martinis, past reflection brought out bits and pieces of the story.
O�Brien moved the file folder under one arm and lifted the package. Dave said, �When did you start carrying your newspaper in a file folder?�
�Since an elderly man asked me to search for a ghost.�
�Ghostbusters,� Nick said, smiling.
Dave nodded. �I have to hear this. Nothing like a good ghost story. Come aboard, gentlemen. I�ve had a pot of chili simmering since the pelican crowed this morning. It ought to be ripe about now.�
They boarded Gibraltar, Max following at the rear, her nose going into overdrive as soon as she trotted inside the salon. A crockpot sat on the bar in the salon. Dave went into the galley and came back with three bowls and a small saucer. He lifted the glass top off the crockpot, steam rising, the salon filling with the smell of rich chili. Max stood on her hind legs and glanced at Nick.
�We gottcha covered, hot dog,� Nick said.
Dave ladled chili into the bowls and cut up some turkey meat for Max. He reached inside a small refrigerator under the bar and brought out three cans of craft beer, The Poet, from a Michigan craft brewery. �Let�s eat,� he said, taking a seat on the leather couch. �Ghost stories are told, or received, better at night, but I�m sure we�ll get the effect, Sean.�
O�Brien went over what he�d heard from Gus Louden, showed them a copy of the old photo and the article in USA Today. Dave pushed back from his empty bowl, sipped his beer thoughtfully and said, �The woman in the picture was certainly striking, enigmatic eyes. So all it would take is for you to hunt down her original image captured in oil paints on a canvas somewhere? It could have been destroyed in a house fire, or maybe sold a few times for ten cents on a dollar in a garage sale.�
Nick chuckled. �That painting might be on the wall of a Cracker Barrel restaurant. You see that kind of period Americana art in those places right up there with the old Coca Cola and Burma-Shave signs.�
O�Brien said, �The last time Gus Louden saw it was when he was a kid�he must be at least sixty-five today.�
Dave nodded. �And, now, after all these years, an old Civil War photo turns up from out of the blue and is donated to the Confederate Museum.� Dave looked down at the picture in the newspaper. �But the woman in the photo, although quite beautiful, is as anonymous as any of the many unknown soldiers buried in Civil War cemeteries.�
�Not to Gus Louden,� O�Brien said. �He�s convinced she was his great, great grandmother. But he can�t prove it.�
Nick ladled a second scoop of chili in his bowl. �Maybe you ought to take the job. You�re done with teaching at the college �till the winter semester. Your charter fishing biz�� Nick grinned. �Well, the last time you went out, you caught a submarine on your anchor. Maybe you should do what you�re good at�finding people, finding stuff, not finding fish.�
Dave grunted. �He�s right, Sean. This could be the perfect time to do some PI work. I always said that you�ve got a sixth sense. Might as well be compensated for using it.�
�After years as a detective, I�ve done everything I can to keep from going back there.�
�Indeed,� Dave said. �But, like it or not, you�re often back in that arena. Why not do it professionally, even on a limited scale? Finding an old painting seems innocuous, at least safe.�
O�Brien�s cell phone vibrated. He answered and Kim Davis said, �Sean, I�ve been racking my brain, and now I remember where I saw the painting that looks a lot like the woman in the old photo.�

SEVEN

Nick glanced at the TV screen behind Dave�s bar. �Crank up the sound. Since I�ve been at sea, looks like the hands of time got turned back. Why�re all those dudes dressed as Civil War soldiers? And why is a police crime scene tape around that field?�
�Hold on, Nick,� O�Brien said, trying to hear over the phone as a trawler two slips down fired up its big diesels. �Kim, did you come up with something?�
�Maybe. A few months ago I was antiquing with my friend, Beverly, and we were in this shop in DeLand. On the second floor they have lots of turn-of-the-century stuff, some things from the 1800s. I remember it because Bev pointed out the painting, saying the woman looked a little like me. I didn�t think so, but now I remember where I saw it.�
�What�s the name of the store?�
�Crawford Antiques. Are you going there?�
�Maybe. Dave and Nick think I should work as a private investigator.� O�Brien watched Nick grin and lift up a bottle of The Poet in a mock toast, his eyes cutting back to the TV screen.
Kim said, �Unfortunately, your investigations manage to become very public. That�s how the elderly gentlemen knew about you. Maybe you can find the painting for him, give him some kind of family closure and let it end there. I just hope that old painting is in no way connected to that Civil War movie they�re filming. There�s a news bulletin on now. Talk to you later.�
She disconnected and O�Brien said, �Nick, you can turn up the sound.�
�Good,� he grinned. �I�ve been tryin� to read lips.�
Dave reached for the remote control, turning up the audio. A news reporter stood under some oak trees, red and blue lights from stationary police cruisers flashing, yellow crime tape in the background. He said, �Detectives aren�t calling the shooting death of a Civil War re-enactor a homicide, but they�re not calling it an accident either. They�ve interviewed the re-enactors working on the set of the feature film, Black River, and according to one detective, of the forty-five re-enactors playing Union soldiers, none was aware a Mini� ball was in his rifle when the first barrage of gun blasts were fired. All of the rifles were supposed to be shooting blanks. Since this was the first battle scene filmed for the movie, police theorize that the round might have been left over from target practice. However, they say the investigation will continue. To recap, authorities say the victim is a thirty-five-year-old Civil War buff�a man said to have loved re-enacting Civil War battles and collecting Civil War memorabilia. From the Ocala National Forest, Jack Greene, Channel Four News.�
Nick pushed back in his chair, his dark eyebrows arched. �Those reenactors are a funky bunch. Sounds like one dude, the Union guy, forgot the damn Civil War is history. It�s gotta be old wounds, grudges that keep gettin� handed down, father-to-son kinda thing.�
Dave set his beer on a lime-green coaster that read: Bottoms Down � Key West. He grunted. �Maybe that�s the case, but it�s doubtful. Looks like a very unfortunate accident. Those guys are re-enactors because they love it, and for the most part, they all know each other and are friends whether they�re on the Union side or flying the Confederate flag. Maybe it was nothing more than a bad mistake and the shooter most likely didn�t know he had a round in the rifle.�
Nick shook his head. �Wouldn�t it kick his shoulder harder if it shot a bullet rather than a blank? What the hell do I know? I�m just a fisherman. Looks like, if it was an accident, the guy who did it would step up to the plate and admit it.�
Dave nodded. �That�s assuming he knew there was a Mini� ball in the rifle. Those guys are probably using the old Springfield models, or replicas. They spend a lot of time at the shooting range and competitions. It was most likely a horrible accident. And think about this parallel: in some firing squads, only one of the shooters has a live round. So no one knows who is firing the bullet into the body of the condemned man. All of those re-enactors out there today can�t be sure if the rifle they were using was firing blanks�so it�s a shared potential culpability. What are your thoughts, Sean?�
O�Brien lowered his eyes from the TV screen, fed Max an oyster cracker and said, �That�s assuming it wasn�t deliberate. Otherwise, it wouldn�t be the first time someone was accidently shot or killed on a movie set.�
Dave folded his arms across his chest and settled back into his couch. �Perhaps a dear old friend of mine can shed some light on that, assuming he was actually on the film set at the time. You two may have heard me mention his name � Ike Kirby. Ike�s a history professor at the University of Florida and is recognized as one of the foremost experts on the Civil War. He�s been doing some consultant work for the producers of the movie, Black River. I�ve invited him to dine on my boat tomorrow. Please join us.�
Nick said, �I�ll shuck a couple dozen fresh oysters for appetizers.�
O�Brien glanced at the photograph he set on the bar, smiled and said, �Maybe your friend can tell me more about the lady in this picture. Now that would be impressive.�
Dave chuckled. �Well, look at the irony in this. You have that old Civil War era picture there on the bar in front of you. The Confederate Museum can�t identify the woman in the picture, a photo that was originally found on the battlefield between two dead soldiers, one Confederate and one Union. Now, out there today on a mock battlefield, a Union soldier kills a Confederate in a scene for a movie � a motion picture � cameras all around and no one knows the ID of the person responsible. There�s no tangible relevance, a pure fluke really, but an interesting observation no less.�
O�Brien slid the photograph back in the envelope. �Kim said she recalled an old painting, possibly resembling the woman in the picture.�
Nick leaned forward in his chair. �Oh boy, it�s happening.�
Dave asked, �What�s happening?�
�Stuff. The kinda stuff that happens when my bud, Sean, gets involved. Lemme just say this, shit happens. Okay, tell us�where�d Kim see it?�
�At an antique store in DeLand. I think I�ll visit that store.�
Nick shook his head. �Told you.�
Dave grinned. �So we can assume that you�re taking the job. And to carry the assumption a step further, we can infer that Sean O�Brien is now � record the date Nick � that Sean O�Brien today officially becomes a private investigator. Correct?�
�I�m just going to an antique shop. Nothing more.�
Nick sipped his beer and said, �But if you find the painting you solve the mystery. The old man salvages the family�s good name, and Sean, dude, you pocket some dough for just checking out an antique store. Maybe I ought to trade fishin� for the private eye biz.�
Dave snorted and lifted Max up to the couch. �But what if he doesn�t find the painting? It�s very doubtful that something Kim saw months ago is really the mysterious woman in the photo. However, Sean, and don�t take this wrong�the nature of private investigating is covert, clandestine work. Your investigations, especially the last one, involved a candidate for the White House. You don�t get any more public than that.�
O�Brien smiled. �Yeah, but I didn�t ask for that. It was tossed in my face. Trying to help an old man locate a lost painting is something I�m stepping into, not something I get by chance.�
Dave said, �Maybe. But what if the door to the antique shop opens a door to the past that has a dark history? What if the search for the painting takes you 160 years into the past, on the threshold of the bloodiest war in U.S. history and you discover something your new client might not like?�
O�Brien got up to leave. �That�s possible, but not probable. If Max can hang here a couple of hours, I�m going antiquing. Maybe I�ll find the painting and some other old treasures I can get on that PBS program, Antiques Roadshow.�
Nick tilted his head and raised his thick eyebrows. �Like Dave says, the old painting might be cursed.� He cracked open another beer. �If that picture was found in the mud and blood of a battlefield, it�s already got a creepy past, and with my man Sean�s luck, it might even get darker.�

EIGHT

The store smelled of things remembered. O�Brien entered Crawford Antiques through a screened door that whined when he pulled it open. The inside was dimly lit, low wattage bulbs glowing under Tiffany lampshades. The still air was layered with a musky scent of old pennies, leather, sawdust and linseed oil. Antique furniture, grandfather clocks, phonographs, vinyl records, rusted wooden-shaft golf clubs, vases, pictures � framed and unframed, filled every nook and corner.
O�Brien stepped across a wooden floor that creaked and groaned under his weight. He stood quietly and watched dust fall from cracks in the ceiling. Someone was upstairs, walking over a floor above him. A one-inch sized roach ran from the crevices in the rough-hewn ceiling and scampered the length of a wooden beam.
Within a half minute, an elderly man came down the steps, like a crab trying to get its footing on sand. The man used both hands, gripping the banister for support. He wore bib overalls and a red flannel shirt that buttoned at the neck and wrists. �Can I help you?� he asked, stepping over to a counter with an old manual cash register sitting on it like a museum piece. He looked up at O�Brien through bifocals, smudged with dirt and fingerprints. His white hair was unkempt, beard the color of dirty cotton. His breathing labored, as if the air was pushed through a cracked billow.
O�Brien smiled. �Hi, are you the owner?�
�Yep, Carl Crawford�s the name.�
�Sean O�Brien�nice to meet you, Mr. Crawford. I feel like I stepped back in time. This is quite an assortment of Americana. Is most of it from Florida?�
�From all over. You name the state, or the decade, and we probably got something in here from that period or place. Whatcha you lookin� for?�
�A painting.�
�What kind of painting?�
�Something from the Civil War.�
�You mean painting of soldiers, maybe something of General Grant or Lee?�
�No, I�m looking for a portrait of a woman.�
�Those are rare. We may get one come a blue moon.�
�Do you have one that looks like this?� O�Brien opened the folder and set the copy of the photograph on the counter.
Carl Crawford�s white eyebrows rose. He squinted through the bifocals, holding the picture to study it in the dim light, the brown age spots on the back of his weathered hands the size of pennies. He grunted, shuffled down the counter, reached under a lampshade and pulled a chain, holding the image under the soft light. �Where�d you get this?�
�You recognize it?�
�Yes.�
�Do you have it in the store?�
�I did. But it�s long gone. Didn�t have it for more than a couple of days before it sold. And that was months ago.�
�Do you remember who bought it?�
Crawford lifted his eyes from the photo to O�Brien. �You sound more like a detective than a buyer of antiques. You mind telling my why it�s so important you find it?�
O�Brien told him that the unidentified photograph was donated to the Confederate Museum. He added, �That painting you had was probably painted from the original photo. It was a photo found on a Civil War battle-field between two dead soldiers, one Confederate, the other Union. A man about your age believes the woman in the photo is a relative of his. But he can only prove it if he finds the painting.�
�How�s that?�
�There�s an inscription on the back of the painting. Do you remember seeing it?�
Crawford closed his eyes for a moment, searching his memory. �I don�t recall ever looking at the back of the painting. The front, the woman�s face, was mesmerizing. It was in a frame, signed, I think.� He glanced down at the picture. �Why�s this man trying to locate the painting now?�
�Only because the photo recently turned up. If he can match the two it�ll proved his great, great grandfather died a war hero not a deserter.�
He nodded. �I see. Honor is something that gets little attention until it�s lost. Sometimes the genie never goes back in that bottle. That�s why disgraceful people are often more remembered than honorable folks. Go figure. So this friend of yours has been toting the stain on the family name, huh?�
�You might be able to help him put the genie back in the bottle. Do you remember who bought it, or do you have a record of its sale?�
Crawford looked to his left where a steel gray cat jumped from a rocking chair and sauntered from across the floor. �I remember it was man and a woman � a husband and wife. Never saw them before or since. I do recall they paid me cash, the full price, two hundred dollars. He bought the painting and she bought a bunch of old magazines, Saturday Evening Post. Maybe a dozen or more. The magazines and the painting came from the same place.�
�Where was that?�
�An estate sale near Jacksonville. The woman who sold the stuff to me said the painting and box of magazines had been in her grandmother�s attic for a lot of years.�
�Do you recall the name of the woman who had the estate sale?�
�No, hell at my age sometimes I can�t remember what I had for breakfast. But I might have their address.� He opened a scratched and dented black file cabinet behind him, thumbed through tattered file folders, breathing through his open mouth. �Here it is. I bought the painting, magazines and a French end table inspired by Louis Fourteenth.� He wrote down the address on a small piece of paper and handed it and the photo to O�Brien. �Wish I could be of more help. If I see the folks that bought the painting, I�ll call you.� He nodded, his face filling with a look of unease. �I do recall something else.�
�What�s that?�
�A couple of days before the couple bought the painting, a man came in the store looking for Civil War collectables. He saw the painting and wanted it on the spot. But he didn�t have enough to cover it. I offered to put it in layaway for a few dollars down. But he said he always paid in full. Said he�d be back later. It was a few days after that when couple came in and bought the painting. It must have been two weeks later before the man returned. And when I told him the painting had been sold�he��
�What�d he do?�
�It was the way he looked at me. It was like he wanted to kill me. He left in a huff and said I ought to be careful because an old building like mine was a firetrap. But that�s been months ago so I�m hoping he was all hot air.�
O�Brien gave the man a business card. �Maybe he came to his senses. Thank you, Mr. Crawford.�
He looked at the card through his bifocals. �This says you�re a fishing guide�Sean O�Brien, full and half day fishing trips. Are you good at catching fish?�
�Not really.�
�Maybe your luck will change at finding people�and the painting.�

NINE

Laura Jordan finished eating a lunch of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches with her four-year-old daughter, Paula. She lifted Paula up and onto a stool next to the counter in their kitchen. �Mommy, can I help make the cookies?�
�Of course, sweetheart. We�ll mix up the dough, add the eggs and chocolate, and blend it all up. Then we�ll roll it on a cookie sheet, press the dough into fun shapes, and put the cookies in the oven to bake. When Daddy comes home our house will smell soooo yummy.�
�Yippee!� Paula Jordan�s cherub face lit up. She clapped her tiny hands, her blue eyes wide, blond hair pulled back in a ponytail. �Can I put the eggs in, too?�
�You can help me crack them. We�ll pull open the shells, and you can let the eggs plop into the mix, okay?�
�Okay.�
Laura draped a small apron over her daughter�s neck and tied the strings behind her back. She glanced up at the clock, calculating the time she anticipated her husband would be home. She wore her light brown hair in a ponytail; her emerald green eyes captured the afternoon light streaming through the kitchen window. Her face was almost heart shaped, skin tanned and flawless with no make-up.
�How long do we bake the cookies, Mommy?�
Laura smiled. �The instructions say ten minutes.�
�Will Daddy be home in ten minutes?�
�He might, but I expect him maybe in a half hour or so.�
�How many minutes is a half hour?�
�Thirty minutes.�
�Is that long?�
�No, it�s just a blink and it�s gone. I love you, sweetie. You know that, don�t you?�
�Yes, because you tell me lots of times.� Paula smiled.
�Okay, let�s get baking.�
The doorbell rang.
Laura looked up at the kitchen clock again. �Stay right here, Paula. I�ll see who�s at the door.� She lifted up a clean, white towel and wiped her hands walking to the front door. She looked through the peephole.
Two police officers. Standing on my front porch.
Laura touched her throat with two fingers, hesitated a second, then opened the door. �May I help you?�
The taller of the two men nodded. �Good afternoon, ma�am. Are you Laura Jordan?�
�Yes�why? Is something wrong?�
The taller officer blew air out of both cheeks. The shorter officer with rounded shoulders glanced down at the tops of his polished black boots. He lifted his eyes up, meeting Laura. �Mrs. Jordan, is your husband Jack Jordan?�
�Yes. What is it? Has something happened to Jack? Is he hurt or in some kind of trouble?�
�Ma�am, we�re so sorry to have to tell you this�but there�s been an accident. Your husband was killed.�
Laura dropped the hand towel. Her heart hammered in her chest. She couldn�t breathe. She stood there, holding onto the doorframe. Knees weak. Nauseous. She couldn�t walk. Couldn�t move. Paralyzed from the words that hit her with the force of a sledgehammer in her stomach.
The taller officer reached for her. �Please, Mrs. Jordan, sit down.�
She pushed his hand away, breathing fast through her nostrils. She turned, almost stumbled in the foyer, running to the hall bathroom. She jerked the door open, dropped to her knees, vomiting an undigested peanut butter and jelly sandwich into the toilet.
* * *
Sean O�Brien followed the GPS directions to a rural neighborhood of older homes in south Jacksonville. He read the addresses on the brick mailboxes, turning into a concert driveway that wound through a large, fresh-cut lawn and around stately oaks up to a 1920�s Greek revival style house with columns shading a wrap-around front porch. Baskets of white and red impatiens hung between each of the round pillars, a half dozen wicker rocking chairs sat motionless on the porch.
O�Brien climbed the four brick steps up to the porch as a breeze tickled two wind chimes, their jingling compositions drifting across lush grass and into the deep shade of blooming azaleas and camellias. He stood at the front door a moment, the sound of a horse whinny in the adjacent pasture. O�Brien pressed the doorbell and could hear the soft cascade of bells followed a few seconds later by the canter of heels on hardwood floors.
A forty-something woman opened the door, partially. Her raven-black hair framed an attractive face filled with suspicion. She wore pearls around her long, slender neck, her blouse exposing full cleavage. Her dark eyebrows were pencil-drawn and arched above ice-blue eyes. �Can I help you?� Her voice was southern, laced with mistrust. �We don�t need a new roof, driveway paved, or the lawn cut at this time.�
�Good, I don�t do any of those things very well.� O�Brien smiled. �My name�s Sean O�Brien. A man who owns an antique store in DeLand, Florida, gave me your contact information. Are you Ellen Heartwell?�
�Yes.�
�I�d like to talk with you briefly.�
�What about.�
�A painting.�
�What painting?�
�It�s one that was done around the time of the Civil War.� O�Brien opened the folder he carried and showed her a copy of the picture. �This old photo was donated to the Confederate Museum in Virginia, and no one knows the identity of the woman. The fellow who owns the antique store said he bought the matching painting from you. I was hoping you might know who this woman was�or maybe shed some light about the painting.�
�Is it still in his store?�
�No, it was sold, and we can�t locate the buyer.�
The woman looked away, her eyes following purple martins flying in and out of the gourds hanging from the pole near a massive live oak tree. �It was here at the house for a long time. This was my grandmother�s house. She passed last year. My husband and I moved in, it�s the way she wanted it, in her will and whatnot.�
O�Brien nodded.
�Anyway, Mike and I had to get rid of a lot of clutter. We took an ad out in one of those Civil war re-enactor magazines and had a garage sale of sorts. It�s amazing at how many people showed up. One man in particular was very angry we sold the painting. But it was first come, first serve.�
�Did he tell you his name or where he lived?�
�No, and I didn�t ask. Not after his snarky attitude. I�m glad he didn�t buy it. Grandma wouldn�t have approved.�
�What do yon mean?�
She smiled. �Grandma was a great person, she had a hard time letting go of stuff. Not that she was a hoarder, she just kinda had a personal relationship with her things�especially that old painting.�
�What do you mean?�
�Well, Grandma had always been active in the Daughters of the Confederacy. The Civil War was still fought, in spirited debates, when she and Granddaddy had family and friends over for a party, especially in the summer when the azaleas were in bloom. They�d grill a pig on a spit, drink beer � mint julep�s if it was near the runnin� of the Kentucky Derby. It was after one of those parties when I first heard Grandma talking to the painting.�
�Talking?�
�Yes, and sort of listening too. I remember, even as a little girl, standing in the foyer and hearing Grandma speak to the painting like she was chatting with a real person. She�d even pause and carry on. Like I said, she had some kind of connection with the things she collected, especially that painting.�
�Was there anything written behind the painting, on the other side?�
�I don�t recall ever looking, and Grandma or my parents never mentioned it.�
�Any idea where your grandmother got the painting?�
�I believe she bought it from an estate sale many years ago. It came with some old magazines, Saturday Evening Post and Colliers. Grandma kept them stacked neatly in an armoire under the painting, and it hung on a wall near the fireplace for about as long as I can remember. I�d ask my parents if they were still alive. Mama might have known.�
�Did you ever glance through any of the old magazines?�
�Not that I can remember. Why?�
�Just curious.�
�I�m sorry, but I have to run. Mike and I are entertaining friends soon.�
�Okay, but one last question�do you know the name of the woman in the painting?�
She inhaled deeply, her eyes shifting back to the purple martins in flight. She exhaled and said, �I remember one time, I was about eleven�I believe Grandma had consumed a couple of glasses of wine. I hid in the foyer behind a tall vase when I heard her talking to the painting. She said the name Angelina. I never forgot that. So I always assumed that was the name of the woman in the painting, but I don�t know for sure. Oh, something else, she said the secret of the river would always be a family secret. I never knew what Grandma meant by that, and I never had the courage to ask her.�

TEN

O�Brien walked down L dock toward his boat, Jupiter, thinking about his conversation with Ellen Heartwell. He watched the setting sun begin to turn the Halifax River and inlet into an inland sea of sparkling copper, gold, and deep reds. The tide was receding, creating exposed sandbar islands in the bay, the brackish scent of mangrove roots blowing across the tidal pools from the soft nudge of a western breeze.
He walked past a twenty-year-old Hatteras that had a long string of Japanese lanterns draped and glowing over its cockpit. A woman�s laughter came from the open salon doors mixing with Willie Nelson�s singing of Blue Eyes Cryin� in the Rain on her indoor speakers.
O�Brien approached Nick Cronus�s boat, St. Michael, looking to see if Max was on the boat. Nick�s salon door was open, the scent of a crab boil � garlic and bay leaves, coming from the galley. O�Brien stepped onto the cockpit and stood by the screened-in open salon door. �Hey Nick, something smells great. Is Max on your boat?�
Nick stepped up from the galley, wearing a white apron, wooden spoon in one hand, a Corona in the other. He opened the screen. �She�s hangin� with Dave. I had to run up to the store. I was outta Old Bay and garlic. I pulled forty pounds of crabs from my traps, sold thirty pounds, kept the rest for a couple of dinners. I�m shuckin� oysters, too.� Nick was fresh from the shower; his dark hair combed back, moustache trimmed, and a bounce in his step. O�Brien picked up on it.
�You have company coming, Nick?�
�How�d you know?�
�St. Michael looks a little more�well dressed.�
Nick grinned, rolling his sleeves up to his beefy forearms. �Yeah, my old boat cleans up good, and I picked up the beer bottles. Her name�s Marlena. Met her at a flea market in Sanford. She was working the craft beer tent. Gotta love a woman who enjoys a fine brew. She said she really likes seafood. So, of course, I invite her to the best floating seafood restaurant in all of Daytona, and Ponce Inlet, my boat. She�s due here in about a half hour. Dave is coming over to get a bowl to go. You want some, too?�
�No thanks. Save it for your guest.�
�I have plenty in the pot. Always do, it�s the Greek way. Speaking of flea markets, how�d you do at the antique shop? Find the painting?�
Max barked. O�Brien turned around and watched her scampering across the dock, Dave following, the revolving beam from the Ponce Lighthouse making its first sweep of the night across the low-lying clouds. Dave inhaled deeply through his nose and grinned. �Ahhh, the aroma of a fine crab boil. Smells great, Nick.�
�I got blue crabs, stone crabs � but no she crabs.� Nick raised his arms like a maestro and laughed. �Lemme fix you fellas a couple of takeout bowls. Not that I don�t enjoy your company. Come in. Sean was just about to tell me how he did at the antique shop.�
Dave grunted. �Tell us the painting was there, and you have it.� He eased his frame down on a barstool.
Nick held up a paring knife and shouted, �Found a pearl! Hot damn! That�s a good sign.� He came up from the galley with a platter filled with shucked oysters in a bed of shaved ice. He set the platter down on his wicker coffee table and used a small fork to lift a bluish-white pearl from the tissue of a fresh oyster. �Look at that.� Nick grinned, his dark moustache rising. He held the pearl in the palm of his large hand. �A gift from Poseidon. I will re-gift it and give to Marlena�when the moment is right.� He winked. �Eat fellas. I squeezed fresh lemon juice, a dusting of white pepper, and a touch of tabasco over these babies.�
Dave chuckled and reached for the pearl. �Most people devour oysters for their alleged libido-enhancing properties. However, Nick finds a lucky charm, a perfectly round pearl, in the belly of the bivalve.�
Nick shook his head, eyes animated. �It�s not an alleged libido pick-me-up. For centuries, the Greeks used this as their Viagra. Eating oysters with a beautiful woman was part of the mating ritual. The Greek way is no forks. Lips to shells, look the woman in the eye, together they suck in the oyster and instantly inspire the mouth on its way past the heart to stomach�to central station. That�s the libido, gents.�
Dave set the pearl in the center of a rubber coaster that read: Bottoms down here. He picked up a half shell, letting the oyster slide into his mouth. He closed his eyes, savoring the tastes. �Ah, Nicky�these are delicious. Come to think about it, goddess Aphrodite rose from the sea in the half shell of a mollusk. At this moment, let�s assume it was that of an oyster. Sean, you were about to update us on the painting. Was it in the antique shop?�
�It was there, at least at one time, but not now.�
Dave downed another oyster. �So you didn�t find it.�
�That�s correct. But I did find a trail, a rather cold one.� O�Brien told them what happened and then added, �The house and all its belongings was inherited by a granddaughter and her husband who began selling off what they considered to be leftover clutter, the painting being a good example. They sold it and a stack of old Saturday Evening Post magazines to the guy that owns the antique store in DeLand. He sold those months ago to a couple � man and a woman � who paid cash. No name. No address.�
Nick untied the apron and hung it on a hook in the galley. He said, �Cash is king at swap-shops and antique stores. It�s like bidding in an auction. The price for something old, and often not working, is what the collector is willing to pay for it. That stuff�s hard to track.�
Dave pushed his bifocals up and on his head. �Well, Sean, if you�ve reached a dead-end, maybe the option now is that your client can advertise in art or Civil War memorabilia magazines and blogs to see if someone has seen it. If he can find the buyers, in this case the unknown couple, maybe they�d be willing to sell. Excuse the pun, but perhaps the old painting is simply gone with the wind.�
O�Brien smiled. He slid the copy of the photograph from the folder and studied the picture. �The granddaughter, Ellen Heartwell, mentioned that her grandmother, a woman who was a long-time member of the Daughters of the Confederacy, used to stand in front of the painting, especially after a couple of glasses of wine, and speak to it.�
Nick�s thick eyebrows arched. �Whoa�so grandma�s having a conversation with the dead lady in the painting. I told you that thing might be cursed.� He ladled the hot crabs into two plastic bowls, popped on the tops, and set them on the bar. �Take out�s ready.�
Dave said, �Did the granddaughter indicate what the lady of the house said to the painting?�
�She overheard her say the secret of the river will always be their family secret.�
�What secret of the river?� Nick asked.
O�Brien looked down at the copy of the photo, the unidentified woman standing in the long white dress, a live oak near her, Spanish moss draping from its limbs, the expanse of a wide river in the backdrop, the woman beautiful � full smile, her eyes connecting beyond the lens of the camera � connecting with the photographer. �Whoever took this photo managed to bring out the spontaneity and inner beauty of this woman. Maybe whoever it was, he could have shared the secret of the river with her.�
Dave nodded. �But how would, decades later, the old woman who used to live in the house you visited today, know about that secret�whatever it was?�
O�Brien looked up from the photo to Dave and said, �Because something other than the painting must have been left behind.�

ELEVEN

He waited for her. Waiting patiently. Sat in his truck parked on the side of the road in the dark and watched her house. The floodlights came on one corner of Kim Davis� small home, illuminating her driveway. The man squinted in the night. Watching. And there she was.
Dressed in a bathrobe, rolling a garbage can to the end of her driveway. She did it every Thursday night. Like clockwork. Usually around 9:00. Same blue bathrobe. He watched her closely, his face hidden in the dark. The robe was loosely tied. It opened slightly as she rolled the can not far from her mailbox.
From the floodlights, he could see her body in silhouette under the robe.
She had a fine body. Sculpted from good genes. Good stock.
He felt and erection growing as she turned and walked back to her home.
And then the lights went out.
He waited a few minutes, shut off the dome light in the truck, got out and walked toward Kim Davis� home. There was no moon. Clouds covered light from stars. Crickets chirped and a mosquito whined in his ear as he opened her garbage can. He liked that she had a large rubber can. It made no noise when he removed the top. This was the third Thursday he�d done so.
He pulled a small pin light from his jeans pocket. Only turning it on when he reached inside the trashcan. She always used black garbage bags. Neatly tied. He removed a serrated knife from the sheath on his belt, slashing the two bags, his hands clawing through the trash like a scavenger. Coffee grounds. Paper towels. Cardboard packages that had held frozen dinners. The woman needs to learn to cook. He grinned. That would be one of the things he�d teach her. She�d learn to cook better than ma�a harsh woman, but one of the best cooks the South had ever known.
There it was. Wrapped in toilet paper. He unwrapped the toilet paper and stared at a blood-soaked tampon. The man smiled.
* * *
Sean O�Brien and Dave Collins sat in deck chairs on the cockpit of Gibraltar, Max between them, Dave pouring Jameson over ice. O�Brien sipped a cabernet and removed the photo again, placing it on a small white table in front of him. Dave lit a cigar, blew smoke out of the side of his mouth and said, �Are you going to call your client and hang it up, or try to find that ever so elusive and now secretive painting?�
�One part of me is saying let it be. The trail is cold. But the former detective part of me says there�s somebody out there who knows where to find this painting�have to admit, I�m intrigued. To locate that person is often a long process of elimination, knocking on doors, following leads. I�d feel bad, though, cashing the old gent�s check if I can�t produce a result.�
Dave sipped his drink, the stern line moaning against the pull of a retreating tide. �You want to produce a positive result, but not finding the painting is still a result. Not the one he wants, but a result because it will prove the painting is probably lost in the corner of somebody�s garage, or hanging in some Civil War re-enactor�s man-cave, where it�ll never be found because the painting to a guy like that is his Mona Lisa. After knocking back three-finger�s worth of straight bourbon, the guy will look at the woman�s haunting face and make a promise he�ll never forget the legacy of the South, its traditions, and all the reasons his ancestor wore a gray uniform. It�s all part of the fantasy, the double life. It�s the chivalrous dichotomy of working weekdays as an accountant from a cubical, and then changing into a uniform and spanning 160 years over the weekend � sleeping in tents, brewing coffee from creek water, leading a platoon of like-minded men, and placing ladies like that woman in the picture on pedestals of divine femininity.�
O�Brien smiled and swirled his wine. �There�s something to be said for that last part, you know.�
Dave puffed his cigar and looked over to Nick�s boat. �Yeah, I know. Nick tries to do that. Says it�s the old Greek way. Too bad his taste in women lean towards the ones who look like strip club employees.�
O�Brien pulled out his cell phone and turned on the flashlight app, examining the photo. Dave said, �I have a marine flashlight if you need more light.�
�This is fine.�
�Did you drop something on it?�
�No. I�m thinking about what Ellen Heartwell told me when she said her grandmother and the woman in this painting shared a secret of the river. I believe this is the St. Johns River. I think I�ve seen this section�I just can�t recall where.�
�I can see why. The river is more than 310 miles long. And it�s a good bet the old river has changed in 160 years � new twists and turns carved out from flooding and hurricanes.�
�No doubt, but the secret of the river is probably the secret of the St. Johns. So this mysterious woman, probably, at one time in her life, lived near the river or visited it during a family vacation.�
�You think if you can find this section of the river, this oxbow, you�ll be a little closer to this mysterious secret and the ID of the woman?�
�Could be.�
�The whole topography, the foliage, the terrain have to be vastly changed in a century and a half. How in the hell could you find that?�
�I probably can�t, but I know someone who can.�
Dave grinned, clenching the cigar between his teeth. �I presume that�s your Seminole friend, Joe Billie. And I surmise that this means you�re taking the case.�
O�Brien�s cell rang. He didn�t recognize the in-coming number. He answered, and a man said, �Mr. O�Brien?�
�Yes.�
�This is Carl Crawford. You visited my antique store�asked me to call you if I came up with a name of the person who bought the old painting.�
�Yes, what do you have?�
�Well, the only reason I remembered his name is �cause I just saw his face on the TV news.�
�I�m listening.�
�Damn shame, really. That fella was killed in an accidental shooting while they were filming a movie. He�s the one that was in here eight months ago and bought the painting. He was in with his wife. They seemed like a real happy couple, now that I think back. He�d left his card, and I filed it under C rather than his last name. I filed it under C as in Civil War �cause he�d asked me to let him know if I ever got any stuff in from the Civil War. His name is�or was�Jack Jordan. You want the number on the card?�

TWELVE

A sixty-four-foot Bertram sport fishing yacht cut through the marina, running lights ablaze, big diesels rumbling, a party of five mixing cocktails on the deck, the captain pushing the throttle a little beyond the courtesy, no wake zone. Within thirty seconds the rollers spread across the waterfront, causing moored boats to rock, tugging at their spring lines. Max barked one time, the yelp more of a protest than a bark.
Dave lifted his drink off the table and said, �I�d like to think that guy�s a new boat owner and he hasn�t learned the easy touch of getting in and out of the marina, but more likely it�s someone who can�t spell the word consideration.�
O�Brien had just disconnected from the call, jotting down the phone number at the bottom of the picture. He stared at the photo and said nothing. Dave puffed his cigar and studied O�Brien for a moment. �I�ve seen that look on your face too many times, Sean. Something�s happened or happening, and it�s beginning to suck you into the wormhole. Do you mind me asking who was on the other end of the line? If it was your stock broker, I�d infer that you lost a bundle.�
�It was the antique dealer, the guy who couldn�t place the name or face of the man who bought the painting of this woman.� O�Brien motioned to the picture on the table.
�What�d he say? Did he say how he suddenly remembered the buyer�s face?�
�He saw it on television, on the news. It was a picture of the man wearing a Confederate uniform.�
Dave�s eyebrows rose. He sipped his whiskey, cracking a piece of ice between his back teeth. �Was the unlucky fella, the guy who was shot and killed on the movie set, the buyer of the painting?�
�One and the same. The dead guy�s name is Jack Jordan. The antique dealer said the man came in the shop a few months ago with his wife and they bought the original oil painting of the woman in the photo and a stack of old magazines.�
Dave blew air out of his cheeks, his eyes watching the lighthouse. �This is unsettling, maybe a game-changer. It might be a good point in time for you to call your client and politely decline his open offer for you to find and retrieve the painting.�
�Why? Police are saying the shooting appears accidental. The deceased man�s widow may have the painting. Maybe, at some point, my client could buy it from her.�
�That�s possible. However, if you accept the job, your journey could take a fork in the road that may lead you to some murky places. I don�t say that without duly considering the hypothesis. What begins as a lost-and-found may reverse itself and turn into something found and lost. You�re helping an old man find something lost, and by doing so you find the evidence that proves his relative wasn�t a coward in battle�this noble effort may lead to a mystery better left in the past. Why? Well, ask yourself this question: is this chain of events coincidental or are there other forces, darker forces, at play here?�
O�Brien said nothing for a long moment, Gibraltar, rocking slightly in the changing tide. �It could be a fluke, nothing more or less. Like you suggested, if this guy, Jack Jordan, had a man-cave, maybe the painting is there.�
Dave finished his Irish whiskey, lifting Max to his lap, scratching her behind the ears. A salty breeze puffing across the harbor from the ocean, the moving beam from the lighthouse piercing a hole into the dark far out over the Atlantic. �And there could be a hibernating grizzly bear in that abandoned man-cave. You know, Sean, most of reason and deductive logic in life begins with a given � a postulate that can�t be proved or disproved, but the preponderance of reason sets the outer perimeter and everything works inward from there, sort of like working in from the borders of a known circle. That doesn�t exist in the shadowy world you often find yourself in because evil has no borders, no limits, and no presumed axiom from which to start. It�s just there, my friend. And your circle can grow outward because the criminal mind is without conventional reason. So you fight the fight, but never define the undefinable because it�s always just over the horizon�in any and every direction. And there lies evil.�
�Maybe there�s nothing criminal about this. You�re reading the tea leaves and there�s nothing in the bottom of the cup, at least not yet.�
�I�m not reading tea leaves, I�m reading the way that you�re looking at the face of the enigmatic woman in the photo. Don�t let it become the face of unreason, the image of Medusa. Want another drink?�
�I might need one after what you just said, but right now, I�m going to have a long walk with Max on the beach, then take a shower and hit the sack.�
* * *
O�Brien was in a dimly lit room, hot air rife with the stench of mouse feces, dead cockroaches in the corners. He sat, stripped to his waist, against a concrete wall, his hands cuffed to a chain locked to a large ring in the center of the floor. His face was bloodied, left eye swollen, lower teeth loose. He could hear them outside the door. He knew the sounds of their boots walking by, the slow stride of the heavier guard, and the lighter steps of the slender guard.
Held prisoner for three weeks in a darkened room, O�Brien felt his senses � hearing and smell � becoming more acute. He could smell the heavyset guard at the door as he turned the key in the lock. The odor was always worse after lunch when the jowly man ate garlic-laced raw lamb, falafel, and tabbouleh, all washed down with sweet wine, except for the parsley pieces that stuck in his small teeth.
There was another sound. Not the noise of boots. It was the softer pace of sandals. Sandals worn by the interrogator. The man entered the room, followed by a tall gaunt-faced man with a knife in his tunic. The interrogator wore the clothes of an afghan warlord � taqiyah hat, thawb coat, a Berretta 9mm strapped to his hip. He carried a wicker basket in one hand. He stood in front of O�Brien and then squatted � eye to eye. �You know, Major O�Brien, they are not coming for you. They disavow your very existence. You are, to them, expendable�collateral damage, as was my son when one of your president�s drones killed him and seventeen other children under the age of twelve.�
O�Brien said nothing.
The interrogator leaned in closer. O�Brien could smell old sweat on his clothes and goat cheese on his breath. �Abdul is so impatient.� The interrogator cut his dark eyes to the man standing at the door. �Abdul has beheaded seven infidels, and his knife is dull. So the process takes a while.�
The man slowly opened the top of the wicker basket and reached inside. There was the buzzing of flies mixed with the stench of rotten flesh. He lifted the decapitated head of a man O�Brien knew well. Maggots wriggled in the eye sockets. The interrogator held the head by the hair, waving it less than a foot from O�Brien�s face. �If you don�t tell me what I must have, Major O�Brien, this is what will happen to you. He was your friend, yes? Guess what my men have done with your friend�s head�they used it as a soccer ball. And now they need another one.� The interrogator grunted, a slow grin forming, his black eyes as detached as a dead mackerel.
* * *
O�Brien awoke and sat straight up in bed, breathing fast, sheet soaked from perspiration, his heart hammering in his chest. He looked out the porthole from Jupiter�s master berth, the moon over the harbor, its milky light reflecting from the dark water. The digital clock on the nightstand read 4:37. He reached for a water bottle next to the clock and took a long swallow, the water doing little to quench the burning in his gut.
Max raised her head, staring at O�Brien from where she slept curled in a ball at the foot of the bed. �It�s okay, Max. Just a dream�one that keeps coming back. Do you ever dream? Let�s go topside for some air, okay? It�ll be dawn soon.� O�Brien slipped on his jeans, a long-sleeve shirt, and boat shoes. He lifted Max off the bed, went onto the cockpit and climbed the stairs leading to the fly bridge. He settled into the captain�s chair, Max on his lap, the marina soaked in darkness.
A gentle breeze coming in from the Atlantic caused Jupiter to pitch slightly. A sailboat halyard at the top of a mast clanked a half dozen times in the draft. O�Brien watched a shrimp boat enter Ponce Inlet, churning its way slowly up the bay, soon to dock at one of the seafood processors. He could just hear the drone of the boat�s diesels as it chugged upriver, white and red running lights iridescent over the black water.
He thought about the events of the last twenty-four hours, his eyes scanning the horizon toward the ocean, his thoughts playing back what Dave had said between sips of whiskey. Was it the whiskey talking or did Dave have a valid point? �So you fight the fight, but never define the undefinable because it�s always just over the horizon�in any and every direction. And there lies evil.� He remembered what Nick had said while making his crab boil. �So grandma is having a conversation with the dead lady in the painting. I told you that thing might be cursed.�
O�Brien watched the glow of a pink light bloom from the dusky water far out into the Atlantic, beyond the horizon, the appearance of a new sunrise, the promise of a new day. He pulled the photograph of the painting from the file folder, stared at the woman�s face in the picture, and then watched the rosy bloom in the eastern sky. He rubbed Max�s shoulders and said, �Max, you�re a lady. We can�t find the lady in the painting, but we might find the painting. And if we�re lucky, it�ll answer some questions and speak volumes for someone.�

THIRTEEN

Kim Davis tried to make sleep come to her. But it was elusive, the dream-weaver playing a stealthy game of hide-and-seek. Kim lay in her bed, the chirping of crickets outside her small home, soft glow from the moon backlighting the thin, white curtains across her window. She glanced at the clock on her nightstand. The red numbers glowed: 4:07 a.m. She thought about the old man who seemed to come from nowhere, asking for Sean, asking for a favor � to search for a Civil War era painting.
Was it just coincidental that a Civil War re-enactor was killed on the movie set?
She thought about her few hours on the set waiting for a casting call.
She pictured the re-enactor, the man with the long sideburns who looked at her that morning on the set in a strange way�a way no man had ever looked at me before. Although her bedroom was warm, she felt a chill. She turned toward the single bedroom window, pulling the sheet over her bare shoulder.
Then she saw it. Out of the corner of her eye. A shadow against her drapes. Maybe it was a bat. Maybe it wasn�t really there.
But the noise was real.
Something in her front yard. The sound was as if somebody opened her mailbox that was attached to a wooden pillar near her front door.
She slipped quietly out of her bed. Heart hammering. Palms sweaty. Kim tiptoed across her bedroom to the window. She used both hands to just open the drapes, afraid of what might be staring back at her.
Nothing. Nothing but the glow of the moon over her yard. She looked toward her white Toyota in her driveway. She could see no one. Palm fronds swayed slowly in the night breeze, the tiny flicker of heat lightning far away in the distance. Then she looked at the porch, the front porch swing scarcely moving in the draft
Her eyes scanned the area. Something was different. But what was it?
The mailbox.
She�d checked the mail when she came home from work. And she remembered closing the lid. Now it was open, yawning in the night.
And something was protruding from the mailbox.
* * *
Joe Billie lived so far off the grid that O�Brien wondered if Billie even had a birth certificate. O�Brien thought about that as he set out at dawn to find a man who could only be found if he wanted to be found. O�Brien didn�t know if Billie was home. He never did. Billie didn�t have a phone. He didn�t own a computer. O�Brien wasn�t sure if Billie drove a car. He did own a canoe. His universe � the natural world, was larger than the World Wide Web, but far removed from social networking. The tweets he paid attention to come from birdsong in the cypress trees near the St. Johns River. Even among the Seminole Indians, Billie, full-blooded Seminole, was a mystery. He�d spend time with family on the reservation in South Florida, but he kept his distance from the casinos owned by the tribe and controlled by a select few within the tribe.
Their paths first crossed one summer morning when O�Brien was working at the end of his dock, repairing some boards. He looked up and spotted Billie in the distance, bronze face shadowed under a wide-brimmed hat, walking in chest-deep water, tapping the river bottom with a wooden pole. Between the pole and his bare feet, Billie would find and retrieve ancient arrowheads from the river mud. He was undaunted and seemed impervious to the possibility of being pulled beneath the water by alligators, some more the thirteen feet long and weighing over a thousand pounds.
O�Brien thought about that as he drove back in time down the winding gravel road leading to Highland Park Fish Camp. He thought about Billie�s constant awareness of the natural presence honed from biology of survival, from a DNA helix spiraled by endurance and inherited from the collective souls of the elders, the handed-down genes of a shaman.
The old fish camp was a throwback to Florida of the 1950�s, timeworn cabins with screened-in porches, Airstream trailers anchored beneath live oaks cloaked with pewter beards of Spanish moss. O�Brien could hear the muffled sound of a boat motor on the river in the distance. There was the scent of wood smoke, fresh pine needles, and damp moss in the still air.
It was in the most remote section of the fish camp where Joe Billie lived, away from fishermen and families renting cabins for long weekends on the water. His trailer sat on cinderblocks beneath pines and oaks, the decades-old Airstream�s traditional polished exterior now covered in age spots from time, tree sap, and roosting birds. To the left of the trailer, a canoe was turned upside down, perched on logs a foot off the ground.
O�Brien parked and got out, Max scampering from the Jeep�s open door, squatting to pee near a rotting tree limb covered in salmon pink mushrooms. �Max, let�s go see if Joe�s home.� She cocked her head, sniffed the mushrooms, and trotted behind O�Brien down a pine straw path to the trailer�s front door.
O�Brien knocked. Silence coming from the trailer. There was the chortle of two ravens flying over the pines in the indigo blue sky, the birds making a half circle high above O�Brien before heading toward the river. An acorn dropped from an oak and bounced off the trailer�s roof. In the distance, rifle shot echoed across the river somewhere in the Ocala National Forest.
�What brings you to my place in the woods?�
O�Brien turned around and smiled. Joe Billie, six-two, notched brown face with a hawk nose, could look O�Brien directly in the eye. And he did. He wore faded jeans, black T-shirt and a wide-brim, fawn-colored hat. In his left hand he carried a paperback novel. Billie grinned and squatted as Max ran up to him, her tail wagging, eyes bouncing. He lifted her up in one large brown hand. He held her against his wide chest and said, �I will never forget the time Max had her first encounter with that big rattlesnake. She showed no fear.�
O�Brien smiled. �I believe she thought the rattle was a toy.�
�She�ll know better next time.�
�How�ve you been, Joe?�
�Okay. You?�
�Good.�
�I rarely see you when things are good, Sean.� Billie smiled.
�You�re not an easy man to find, good or challenging times.�
�I�ve been building a few chickee huts for outdoor bars and restaurants. That work takes me into the �glades where I harvest palm fronds for the thatched roofs. The fronds are getting harder to find.�
�I have something that�s hard for me to find.� O�Brien stepped closer to Billie and opened the file folder. He lifted out the photo of the woman standing next to the river. �This picture was taken around the time of the Civil War. Do you recognize that place on the river?�
Billie shifted Max to his left hand and held the photo with the right hand. He stared at the image, his dark eyes alternating between the woman in the photo and the river in the background. �The lady is beautiful. Who is she?�
�I�m not sure. A painting was made from this picture. An elderly man hired me to find the painting.� O�Brien told Billie some of the story and added, �I have no idea what the secret of the river may be, but if I find that spot on the river I might have a better clue. Any idea where I might find it.�
�I recognize the area. It�s changed a lot since that picture was taken.�
�Can you give me directions?�
�Yes. At that point, the river is wide and deep. After the third Seminole War with the U.S. government, things kinda came to a draw as the Civil War broke out in North Florida. The army forgot about the Seminoles, having driven most into the �glades. A few still managed to live in and around the river. Some of the elders spoke of their grandfathers seeing a bizarre incident one night on the river. I don�t know if it�s the secret of the river. I do know where it happened.�
�Where?�
Billie looked at the picture. �Here�where the woman is standing. It�s a bluff overlooking the river. That�s the place where something very bad, very dark, happened.� He handed the photo to O�Brien.
�What happened, and how do I find this place?�
�You don�t. At least not quickly.� Billie glanced toward his canoe. �I�ll take you there, and the best way is to journey by water. Then I�ll tell you what happened on the river, and I�ll point out how I recognized the place�most people wouldn�t.�

FOURTEEN

After sunrise, Kim Davis slipped on a sweatshirt, pulled up her jeans, then opened her front door to step out onto the porch. She was barefoot, the concrete cool on her soles. She walked toward her mailbox and stopped in her tracks. The mailbox, mounted vertically on a wooden beam, was wide open. Sticking out of the opening was a blood red rose.
Kim lifted the rose out of the box. A note, attached by a white string, was written in what appeared to be font from a manual typewriter. Kim could hear a dog barking from the next street. Her temples were pounding, adrenaline flowing. She glanced around her yard. It was there in the grass. She held her breath for a second.
Footprints.
They were scarcely visible in the wet dew. But the prints were there. Leading from the porch to the far end of her driveway. Kim walked back inside her home, shutting the door with force, locking the bolt lock. She read the note: Dear, Miss Kim, a rose by any other name would smell as sweet. But this rose has more than a similar scent. Its changing color represents Confederate blood. It is a beautiful flower, as you are a beautiful woman.
Kim stepped rearward a few feet, her back touching the wall in her living room. She stood there, breathing fast through her nostrils. Light from the sunrise poured through the glass pane window at the top of the door, striking the rose she held in her hand. Kim lowered her eyes, the rose suddenly looked inflamed, as if it was smoldering in her grip. She felt a chill, goose bumps popping up on her arms. For an eerie moment, Kim Davis thought she could see inside the petals, see the molecules moving, the lifeblood of dead soldiers flowing through the deep red petals.
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, slowly releasing the air in her lungs. She whispered. �Focus. I�ve dealt with my share of freaks before�he�s just one more in the lineup. Now it�s time to get the hell out of my life.�
Kim walked into her kitchen, tossed the rose and note on the table, picked up her phone and dialed Sean O�Brien. It went immediately to his voice-mail. At the beep, she said, �Sean, hey, it�s Kim. During the night, I received a special delivery. One single rose with a creepy note delivered to my mailbox. I don�t know for sure who did it. But I have an idea, and it could be related to the Civil War, just like that painting you�re trying to find for the old man. Honest to God, I hate to say this�but deep inside me, my gut is telling me that, somehow, they could be related. Please call me as soon as you get this.�

FIFTEEN

The first thing O�Brien noticed was the inconspicuous, the silence. Joe Billie sat in the rear of the canoe, paddling so quietly that O�Brien looked back twice to see how he did it. Even in the aluminum canoe, Billie made no noise. No sound of the paddle against the canoe. No sound of the oar pushing against the river current. O�Brien wasn�t concerned about a stealth approach, dipping his paddle in the dark water, pulling straight back � the twirling whirlpools of water burping up a slight whoosh sound.
They paddled for more than an hour up the St. Johns, the river becoming wider each mile. Max sat in the center of the canoe, her eyes following the flight of ospreys diving for fish. She watched as an alligator, half the length of the canoe, swam unhurried across the river. The big alligator�s eyes, nostrils, and part of its thick back breaking the dark surface. Max uttered a low growl when an emerald-green dragonfly alighted on one edge of the canoe.
Joe Billie stopped paddling for a moment. He lifted his wide-brim hat off his head and ran one hand through his long, dark hair. The air was still, humidly rising like an invisible steam from the river and black water creeks that merged and joined the river�s passage to the sea. Billie smiled at Max and said, �That dragonfly is the best hunter out here. Much better than the gator.�
�How so?� O�Brien asked.
�The dragonfly has four wings. Each can move independently. It can fly in any direction, including upside down. The dragonfly attacks its prey from behind, in midflight. The insect it catches never is aware it was stalked until the dragonfly begins tearing the insect�s face off.�
O�Brien squinted in the sun. �Let�s be glad they aren�t four feet long.�
Billie grinned, putting his hat back on his head. �Ever notice how many women wear dragonfly jewelry?�
�I�ve seen a few wear them as lapel pins.�
�Those aren�t so bad, but when a woman wears dragonfly earrings, that�s when I try not to think how tasty an earlobe might be to a real dragonfly.�
O�Brien laughed.
At that moment, the dragonfly rotated its large saucer eyes and flew across the river, less than three feet directly above the alligator. One predator leaving a slight wake. The other leaving no trail. O�Brien said, �You have to wonder who�s been here the longest, the gator or the dragonfly. Both, no doubt, have a lineage to the dinosaurs.�
Billie used his paddle to point. �See that jetty, the bluff with the big cypress tree?�
�I see it.�
�I believe that�s where the woman in the picture stood.�
O�Brien slipped the photograph from the folder. He held it up and studied the shoreline. �Let�s take a look. We can walk around the area and look back over the river. That�ll give us � or at least me, a better perspective.�
Billie dipped his paddle back into the water. O�Brien did the same. Both men were quiet the ten minutes it took them to cross the river. When the bow of the canoe slid under cypress limbs and nudged onto the riverbank, O�Brien jumped to the shore and pulled the canoe farther out of the current. Two white herons, stalking fish in the shallow water, took flight, beating their wings, sailing across the river. Max hopped from the canoe onto soft sand, Billie following. They walked up a slope, past a huge cypress tree, into a small clearing covered in lush ferns and wild red roses. Near the edge of the clearing hundreds of gnats hovered in flight above the ferns. The air smelled of wet moss, black mud, and fish.
O�Brien held up the picture. He walked about thirty feet inland and then turned around, again holding the picture. �More than 160 years later�the woman in this photo stood right about here. The trees and foliage have changed, that cypress tree was small, but the river is basically the same. I can almost see her standing in front of us, her back to the river. Photography was new, so she might have been a little hesitant.� He glanced down at the woman in the photo, and then studied the landscape. �She may have been hesitant, but she didn�t look nervous. This spot is beautiful�and so was she. I wonder where she�s buried.�
Billie shook his head. He watched two roseate spoonbills slowly walk around knotty brown cypress knees protruding from the river at the shoreline, the birds pink feathers a stark contrast to tea-colored water. �Sean, this most likely is the area where she stood alive�see the width and the bluff�but it wouldn�t mean she died here. Why are you interested in her grave?�
�Just trying to put the puzzle pieces together.� O�Brien looked across the wide expanse of river, the forlorn call of a train whistle in the distance. �She may have taken the secret of the river to her grave. You mentioned something your ancestors spoke about on the river. You said it was bizarre, very dark. What was it?�
Billie stood next to O�Brien and pointed to the far shoreline, almost a mile wide. �Over there. Pretty much opposite where we are standing. The elders spoke of a great sailing ship that went under the river. But it didn�t go all the way under. They watched, hidden in the bushes, as the soldiers sank it. The ones in the gray coats. They didn�t blow it up. They bored holes in the hull. �
�Confederates?�
�Maybe. The ancestors said that night the river ran red with blood. The blue coats and gray coats were fighting all night. Gunboats everywhere. Smaller boats going down. Bombs exploding. Men screaming and swimming for their lives. Many were injured. They tried swimming to shore. In those days the gators were larger and a lot more of them in the river. The elders heard the crunch of bones, screams of men being eaten alive.�
�Causalities of war that never made it into the history books.�
Billie nodded. �Bad as all that was, the thing I remember hearing as a kid, spoken from the lips of a very old medicine man at the time, was what happened to one man captured by the blue coats.�
�What?�
�It might have had something to do with that huge sailboat that was sunk. The soldiers caught this guy and later that night they hung him from the highest mast that was sticking out of the water like a big cross. They say it looked like the soldier was crucified rather than just hung.�
�How so?�
�Because they used a hook, a boat anchor. Tied his hands behind his back and ran the hook through his shoulder. Then let him hang from the tallest mast, swaying in the breeze, and dying. A foot over the river. An easy leap for the gators. It was ugly. The remaining band of Seminoles slipped further into the Ocala Forest to let the whites fight it out. The elders retold that story for generations.�
O�Brien said nothing. He stared across the river.
�Sean, I don�t know if what I told you is the secret of the river you heard mentioned, but I�m sure it�s something, once done, was so wicked it was kept quiet. Never discussed. Especially by the soldiers who did it. You think the woman in the photo was somehow connected to what went on here during the Civil War?�
�Yes. Maybe her husband, brother, or father was one of the soldiers out there on the river the night your ancestors saw it running red with blood.�
�Where do you go from here?�
�I�m trying to decide. I mentioned the antique dealer in DeLand, the guy who had bought the painting made from the photo�he said a husband and wife bought it. Couldn�t remember their names until he saw a picture of the dead husband on the news. Shot. Apparently accidental�and on that movie set. Killed by a stray Mini� ball from rifles that were supposed to be unloaded. Now that I know that the mystery painting, which was made from the original photo of the woman in this file folder, was owned by the Civil War re-enactor shot on a movie set�things are becoming more complex. Working crime, I never found irony or coincidence in motive.�
Billie nodded and stepped closer to the large cypress tree. He studied the mud between the ferns at the base of the tree. �You used the word crime. But a moment ago you said the shooting was apparently accidental.�
�That�s quoting initial police reports released on the news.�
Billie squatted and touched the mud and sand with the tips of his fingers. �There�s some boot prints here. Unique prints. Look at the ridges � like some old-style combat boots.�
O�Brien stepped closer and studied the prints. �Custom made. Probably by hand.�
Billie nodded and pointed. �Looks like whoever stood here probably took a stick of gum from his pocket. Here�s the silver wrapper wadded. There�s some change�two pennies and a dime. Maybe this fell out of his pocket as he was getting his lighter. He crushed the stogie with the heel of his boot.� Billie used a small forked twig to lift something from the mud and sand. �And would you look here?� He stood, holding the object from the tip of the twig. �Sean, you mentioned that stuff about coincidence. What are the odds that we�d fine this?�
O�Brien studied the object. �Very slim. Maybe that came from the war going on here 160 years ago. But most likely it came from the guy�s pocket when he dropped it. That�s a Mini� ball. Could be fifty caliber. Makes a nasty exit wound. I�m betting the guy killed on the movie set, was killed by a Mini� ball.�
�Makes you wonder who was standing near this tree and why.� Billie set the Mini� ball back where he found it.
O�Brien looked at the picture in his hand and lifted his eyes to the river. �Maybe the secret is beginning to reveal some of itself. That Civil War re-enactor was killed at least twenty miles from here on a movie set in the Ocala National Forest. So why did this photo lead us to a spot? It�s miles from where the re-enactor died, but yet that Mini� ball in the mud seems to make the place where he was killed appear a lot closer. Like you said, Joe, who was standing here�and what was he doing?�

SIXTEEN

She tried to sound fearless. O�Brien could hear the alarm in Kim�s voice. On his way back to Ponce Marina, he called Kim, and she told him about finding the rose. After she read the note he said, �Those shoeprints in your front yard�did you happen to use your phone to snap a picture before the dew evaporated?�
�No. Sean, I�m not a police investigator. My mind doesn�t work that way. I just want this guy to go away. The stuff he wrote on the card is bizarre.�
�One line is from Shakespeare��a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.� I�m thinking about the implication of what he wrote�the rose changing its color and the Confederate blood analogy. What rose changes colors?�
�I don�t care! Maybe I can get a restraining order.�
�Where are the rose and the note?�
�On my kitchen table.�
�Put the rose in a vase with water.�
�Sean, are you crazy?�
�It�s evidence. Keep it alive. Snap a picture of it. Bring the rose and the note to the marina � to Dave�s boat, Gibraltar. I�ll call to let him know we�re coming.�
* * *
No one in the cemetery noticed the man. He kept his distance. Just another mourner visiting a grave in a remote section of the cemetery. But there were no graves in the nearby woods. He wore dark glasses and a Scottish tweed hat, his features vague in the distance from the gravesite where Jack Jordan was about to be laid to rest.
Laura Jordan sat in one of the metal folding chairs, her daughter next to her, dozens of friends and family sitting or standing near the open grave. The humid air smelled of flowers and fresh dirt. A green canvas awning, held in place by white metal poles, cast a section of the mourners in shade. Most wore sunglasses. Some wiped away tears trickling from behind the dark lens. A few used hand-fans to circulate the steamy air around their faces.
They listened to a tall, thin minister with a ruddy face and hair to match speak eloquently of Jack Jordan, the difference Jack had made in his community, his love of family, country, history, and God. �For those fortunate enough to have spent time with Jack, you couldn�t but help but feel good in Jack�s presence,� said Reverend Simmons, glancing from the crowd of about one-hundred, looking up to the blue sky for a beat, then lowering his eyes to the flock. He nodded and smiled, almost like he remembered a joke he wanted to tell. �His positive spirit was infectious, giving anybody who knew him a brighter day. Jack would rather be off on his next adventure, searching for lost history. Always curious. Always probing for lost puzzle pieces. As much as he loved history, it was the present and future with his family that he treasured the most. Laura and little Paula were his light in the night.�
Laura blinked back tears and held her daughter�s tiny hand. She glanced across the cemetery, her fragmented thoughts swirling in variegated images of the last days she�d spent with her husband. A movement in the neighboring pine trees caught her eye. A man stood in the thicket and watched the funeral. Laura wondered if he was one of their friends. Maybe someone who�d rather grieve alone, a friend who preferred to keep in the background. But all of their mutual friends were here. She wasn�t sure, but it appeared he lifted a pair of binoculars to his face. The Reverend Simmons eulogy was now a faint soundtrack in her mind, lost in the warble of blue jay calls, soft sobbing, and the sound of a horse trailer passing by on the country road.
Laura swallowed dryly, glanced down at her daughter. Five seconds later, when she looked back toward the woods, the man was gone.
* * *
After forty-five minutes, most of the mourners had left the cemetery. Less than a dozen cars remained in the parking lot lined with large moss-draped oak and palm trees. Cardinals and wrens competed in song with choral chirrups and warbles. Laura and little Paula walked Jack Jordan�s mother and father to their parked Lincoln. There were long hugs and warm tears as they said their goodbyes, Laura�s mother-in-law promising that she would stop over tomorrow to visit and bring some more pictures of Jack when he was a boy. Laura nodded, thanked them, and then took Paula by the hand, walking across the hot cemetery parking lot to their car.
A shiny new Ford pickup truck was in the space beside Laura�s car. A man wearing dark clothes, approached the truck, coming from the direction of Jack�s grave. Cory Nelson smiled at Laura and Paula. Nelson, tall, broad shoulders, military haircut, removed his sunglasses and said, �I was just giving Jack my final farewell. How you holding up now, Laura?�
Laura glanced down at Paula. �It�s going to be hard without him.�
Nelson nodded. �I�m always here for you and Paula. I never thought I�d see a day like this. Jack was just�he was just larger than this life in everything he did.� Nelson leaned down and hugged Paula. �You take care of your mama, okay�
�Okay, Uncle Cory.�
He touched her cheek with the tips of his fingers and stood just as a car engine started. It was at the far side of the lot. The last car, a gray BMW sedan, windows tinted. Laura watched Nelson�s eyes following the car. There was the no hint of recognition. Laura turned to look at who was leaving. She could barely make out a Scottish tweed hat pulled low. The driver wore dark glasses and didn�t slow or wave. Windows up. Identity sealed. She thought about the man she�d spotted at the edge of the woods during Jack�s service. She looked up at Nelson. �Who was that?�
He placed his sunglasses back on. �I couldn�t make out his face. Maybe someone Jack knew.� Laura could see the reflection of the car in the curved lens of the dark glasses, the automobile extending like a stretch limousine, somehow strange and incompatible with the lyrical sounds of birdsong in the oak trees. Over Nelson�s wide shoulders, high above a distant field of wildflowers, Laura saw black carrion birds riding the air currents, circling the smell of death below the deep blue sky.

SEVENTEEN

Max scampered down L dock a few feet in front of O�Brien. He carried the file folder in one hand. He paused to watch a forty-three-foot Viking inch into its slip, diesels gurgling in the marina water, two laughing gulls flying above the boat. A man in wrap-around mirrored sunglasses stood at the wheel adjusting the bow thrusters. Another man in swim shorts and a Miami Dolphins tank top stepped to the rear of the transom, tossing a line to a waiting boat owner standing on the dock. Max barked once, welcoming the fishermen�s return, and then trotting toward the end of the pier, head held high.
Kim was already there, sitting at a round table on the cockpit with Dave and Nick. O�Brien could see the rose in the center of the table, paper plates, cheese and a bottle of wine. Dave looked up and said, �Sean and Miss Max, welcome aboard. Kim brought the floral arrangement. Nick delivered a half-bushel of stone crab claws on ice. And I�m breaking out a couple of bottles of chardonnay I�ve been chilling.�
Nick grinned. �I brought a gallon of Kalama olives, a pound of feta cheese, and some pita bread. C�mon, hot dog, join Uncle Nicky in the galley.�
Max scurried up and down the steps leading to the cockpit, following Nick into the salon and down to the galley. O�Brien took a seat at the table, set the folder down, looked at the rose and said, �I�ve seen a rose like that.�
Dave nodded. �They�re in southern states, mostly.�
Kim said, �I�m wondering if I�ve seen them on graves.�
Dave leaned forward, moving his glass of wine. �Kim, you have every reason to be bitter about this unscheduled and somewhat dark delivery. However, after I did some research, I discovered a curious history connected to this species of rose. And, of course, it has a direct bearing on why the sender chose it.�
Kim folded her arms, a breeze across the water tossing her hair. She attempted a meager smile. �History? I�d like to see into the future � a future without this guy bringing me flowers and weird notes.�
Nick returned with a large platter filled with cracked stone crab claws on a bed of chipped ice. He set the food on the table. �Eat! Me and my gal pal, Max, already started.� Max sat down near Nick�s bare feet.
Dave reached for an olive and said, �First, it�s not really a rose, although it�s been labeled as such for years. This is a southern flower that�s more of a hibiscus than a rose. Nonetheless, it�s steeped in Old South tradition. It�s called a Confederate rose and carries quite a legend with it. When it first blooms, the petals are as white as cotton. But as it goes through the blooming cycle, the petals begin to turn pink and then finally red before the bloom withers and dies.�
O�Brien slid the vase and rose a little closer to him. He studied it for a few seconds. �What�s the history or the legend?�
�The flower is said to embody the dying spirit of a young Confederate soldier. As the story goes, the soldier, wounded from battle, was said to have fallen upon the flower trying to return home. He bled over the course of two days, some of his blood covering the petals. And then he died. These roses, if you will, sort of follow the birth and death process with the color changes. And after that, the term Confederate rose was used extensively from the end of the Civil War through today. Many of the Civil War veterans returning to the state of Alabama were greeted with these roses.�
Nick dipped the meat of a stone crab claw into a spicy mustard sauce. He said, �Sean, slide that vase back to the center of the table. I don�t want to stop and smell the rose, at least not that one.�
O�Brien held the vase, examining the rose, then set in back in the center of the table. He said, �Where�s the card or note the guy left?�
Kim reached for her purse, opened it, and removed the single white note card. �I read this to Dave and Nicky earlier.� She handed it to O�Brien.
He read it aloud, ��Miss Kim, a rose by any other name would smell as sweet. But this rose is different. Its changing color represents Confederate blood. It is a beautiful flower, as you are a beautiful woman.�� O�Brien glanced at the rose.
Dave said, �The opening is an obvious reference to Shakespeare�s Romeo and Juliet. In that line, Juliet was suggesting that the names and titles of things don�t matter. It�s what those things really are or are not that matters. So whoever wrote the message to Kim was, perhaps, trying to reinforce Juliet�s words for possibly two reasons: the first is that the Confederate rose doesn�t have a palpable scent, so it really is different from other roses, by any other name. Conceivably, in his mind, as Kim is different from other women. Maybe the sender was simply using an analogy of the changes in the rose to symbolize the birth and death of the Confederacy. In the beginning, the petals are pure and white, slowly changing with time and the elements, the rose gets darker in color, finally dying on the bush.�
Nick grunted and used a napkin to wipe a speck of feta cheese from his moustache. He said, �Dave, you can try to profile stupid all day long, but crazy is crazy. This guy is nuts, and he has a sick thing for Kim. Maybe I use him in my crab traps.� Nick took a bite of crab.
O�Brien said, �Kim, on the phone, you�d mentioned that you didn�t know who did this, but you had an idea. Who do you suspect?�
Kim folded her arms, glancing at a commercial fishing boat leaving the marina before shifting her eyes to O�Brien. �Remember when the old man brought you the picture of the woman, and I�d mentioned to you that I spent a day on the set of the movie, Black River?�
O�Brien nodded. �You were auditioning for a small part.�
�The casting directing and her staff were trying to cast hundreds of extras. I was hoping for a small speaking role. While I was on set, one of the extras, a re-enactor, kept staring at me. I was uncomfortable and I moved around the set, trying to avoid him. After I read for the role, I left the room to go to the craft services table for a bottle of water. This guy, dressed in a Civil War uniform, approached me and asked if I�d ever seen the movie, Shenandoah. I said I hadn�t. Then he said I reminded him of Katharine Ross, the lead actress in the film. And then he tipped his hat to me and walked away. Although he gave the suggestion of the southern gentlemen, he also gave me the creeps.�
Dave said, �But he never told you his name.�
�No, and I didn�t ask.�
Nick raised his eyebrows. �Did the dude get the part in the movie?�
�I don�t know. I wasn�t called back to the set. So I just added the experience to my bucket list, auditioning for a part in a movie, and I left it at that�until the old man came into the Tiki Bar with the picture of the woman, and Sean started looking for a Civil War era painting.�
O�Brien opened the file folder and looked at the photograph. He said, �I mentioned I�d seen a rose or flower like that one.�
�Oh shit,� Nick said, sipping his wine. �Here it comes.�
O�Brien handed the photo to Dave and said, �It�s there in the photo. In the woman�s left hand. She�s holding a single rose, a rose that looks just like the one on the table.�
Dave passed the picture to Kim. She looked at it and held one hand to her mouth. �Oh my God.�

EIGHTEEN

Franklin Sheldon glanced out the window of his personal Gulfstream G650 jet as the pilot descended over Jacksonville, Florida. The interior of the world�s fastest private jet � jets that can fly nearly Mach speed � the speed of sound, was done in cream and light browns, cherry wood, burled walnut, soft leather chairs and couches, retractable lighting. A shapely, twenty-something blonde flight attendant refilled coffee cups and prepared plates of fresh fruits and exotic cheeses. Sheldon, traveling with his top international lawyer and his Senior VP of Design, was returning to the states after a two-day business trip to Beijing, China.
Sheldon, a self-made billionaire software developer, owned or controlled more than a dozen global companies. He bore a significant resemblance to Liam Neeson. Sheldon sat in a wide leather chair, laptop open, sipping green tea from a cup made in China. His two employees sat behind him, each man reading information on computer screens.
The jet dropped altitude, making a half circle over Jacksonville as the pilot readied to land. Sheldon looked down at the city. In a way, it reminded him of his hometown, San Diego � both near the sea, both with a long maritime and naval history. But it was in Jacksonville where one of the best yacht builders in the world was headquartered. Not only could Poseidon Shipyard custom-build state-of-the-art yachts, the company was one of the few in the world with the expertise to design and construct a wooden schooner from scratch � from yacht-building plans that went back to 1851 when the racing yacht America was launched. After his recent America�s Cup win in late summer, as challenger, beating New Zealand, Franklin Sheldon would be the only man in the world to own an exact replica of the famous race�s namesake, the yacht America.
He thought about that as the jet taxied from the tarmac and eased to a stop. A black CL65 Mercedes pulled up, the driver hidden behind darkened windows. He parked the car, kept the motor running, waiting for the men to disembark from the jet. He didn�t wait long. The door opened, ramp lowered to the asphalt, and the men exited the plane. Sheldon was last. The chief pilot, slender, silver haired, stood just outside the cockpit as Sheldon exited and said, �We�ll be right here when you get back, Mr. Sheldon.�
�It�ll be less than two hours.�
�She�ll be refueled, sir. Congratulations, again, on the America�s Cup win. You brought the trophy back home.�
�That�s the game, Ed. Claim the trophy. Hang the head on the damn wall.�
�Yes, sir.�
* * *
Twenty minutes later Franklin Sheldon was at Poseidon Boatyard inspecting the construction of the wooden schooner. It was solid wood, three-mast racing yacht, and almost finished. Sheldon crawled over every recess of the 101-foot yacht, examining everything for accuracy. His staff and two members of the construction team followed him, all the men, except Sheldon, wearing hardhats. The workers took a lunch break as the men made their inspection and tour.
Sheldon wasn�t completely satisfied. He rarely was. He barked suggestions or corrections, the yacht architect and master builder jotting down notes on clipboards, each man nodding as Sheldon went through the schooner, bow to stern. He said, �In September, I want to sail her from the states to England, making the same damn voyage the original yacht made in 1851. Will she be ready?�
�She should, Mr. Sheldon,� the builder said, scribbling a note and underlining a word.
�The word should means nothing to me. Either she will be ready or she will not. Which is it, Don?�
�She�ll be ready for the christening by the end of September, sir.�
Sheldon stood from examining the keel and started a slow smile. �Make it happen, then.�
�Yes, sir.�
Sheldon�s phone buzzed in his pocket. He looked at the number of the incoming call and said, �I need to take this.� He stepped away from his party, pressing the receive button on his phone and standing near the bow of the yacht. He said, �I�m here. What do you have?�
�What you wanted.�
�It�s done.�
�Yes.�
�Bring it to me.�
�Not so fast, Mr. Sheldon. I know you want it because it was the last cargo carried by the predecessor of that schooner you�re building. However, it is of great value to its former owner.�
�How much?�
�That�s not a question for me to provide the answer. To the highest bidder.�
�You can�t auction it.�
�Yes I can, and I will. The question, even with your formidable wealth is this: can you out bid the Queen of England?�
�This is not acceptable!�
�I�ll be in touch.�
�Listen to me, you worm!� The call disconnected. Sheldon gripped his phone, knuckles cotton white, the pupils in his eyes on fire and no larger than pinheads.

NINETEEN

Professor Ike Kirby stared at the old photograph in silence. He sat at a table on Gibraltar�s open cockpit with Dave Collins, Nick Cronus and Sean O�Brien. Max sat near Nick�s feet, waiting for him to drop a piece of food. She didn�t have to wait long. The men watched, eating quietly as Kirby examined the picture. His silver hair was neatly parted, eyes puffy, a salt and pepper beard covered most of his long, weathered face. �She�s a striking woman. Definitely Civil War era,� he said, tilting the picture, catching the amber light of the sun setting beyond the mangroves, casting a tawny shimmer across the water in Ponce Marina. �I feel like I�ve seen that picture, or one like it, somewhere.�
Dave pushed back in his chair and said, �She�s striking, but she�s an enigma. That�s one of the reasons I wanted you to hear the story behind the photo. Since you�re a Civil War scholar, you�ve seen hundreds of Civil War images. The woman in the photo is the kind of beauty that leaves an impression in a man�s memory. I call it the Cleopatra effect. Her identity might point to the grave, or at least the identity, of an unknown soldier. A man who died looking a final time at the woman in that photo.�
Nick grinned. �Dave calls her an enigma. Considering what�s happening � the fella shot on the movie set, the word ghost seems spot on.� He reached down and fed Max a sliver of broiled crab.
Ike Kirby raised his snow-white eyebrows and looked over his bifocals. �What do you mean?�
Dave said, �Ike, Sean can explain that in more detail in a minute. You mentioned earlier that you�re working as a consultant on the movie, Black River. Are you spending some time on the set?�
�Most of my work was in pre-production and consulting with the director and screenwriter. I have spent a few days on set to assist, where I can, with the authenticity. But I�m no set or art director. I�m also speaking at a Civil War history conference in Orlando.� He handed the picture to O�Brien. �I feel as though I�ve seen her face, but I can�t recall the circumstances. The story you told me about how you�re searching for a portrait painted from this photograph is fascinating. Just the fact that the original photo was found on a Civil War battlefield between two dead soldiers gives a world-weary elder historian like me a bounce to my step.�
O�Brien nodded and said, �The thing that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up is what Nick alluded to�how the image of the woman in the picture is somehow connected to the re-enactor killed on the movie set.�
�What�s the connection?�
Dave sipped a glass of chardonnay and looked at his friend. �Sean told you how he came to obtain that photo. But what he hasn�t shared with you yet is its serendipitous link to the accident.�
O�Brien said, �But we don�t know if it�s an accident.� He cut his eyes from Dave to Ike. �What�s your take on the shooting? What�s the talk on film set? Do you think it was an accident?�
Ike cleared his throat. �I was on the set after the man�s death. He had a lot of friends and they all seem very shaken and saddened. Every man and woman I�ve met on that movie seems like they enjoy a real camaraderie, professional and personal. It�s similar to what I�ve seen in mock Civil War battle reenactments around the South and the North. They�re passionate about the Civil War.�
Nick wiped his mouth with a paper napkin and said, �I couldn�t be passionate about any war �cause that�s the human race at its damn worst, so why reenact misery and death?�
Ike nodded. �The Civil War was unique among wars, though. Death was the tragic consequence of attempting to preserve a way of life or an illusion of life. In retrospect, the supposed dichotomy between the North and the South was more political than social or even geographical.� He looked across the table to O�Brien and asked, �What is the association, the photo of the woman and the death on the movie set?�
�It�s the portrait that was painted from this picture, or the original picture. The man that owned the painting, he and his wife bought it in an antique store a few months ago � was the same man killed on the set. And his name is Jack Jordan.�
Ike sat straighter in his deck chair. �That�s sad and a very bizarre coincidence.�
Dave nodded. �After working more than a decade as a homicide detective, Sean would be the first to tell us there are few, if any coincidences in crime, especially murder.�
Ike�s eyebrows arched. He looked at O�Brien. �Do you think the man was murdered?�
�I don�t know. At this point, I�m simply trying to find a long-lost painting for an elderly man with cancer.�
Ike tilted his head. �You mentioned that you and a friend found the spot on the St. Johns River where the picture was taken, correct?�
�Yes, it�s a high bluff on the north side of the river, near a wide oxbow. To the south is where Dunns Creek enters the St. Johns. The river is very wide there.�
Gibraltar rocked slightly as a trawler backed out of a slip, the captain easing the big boat across Ponce Marina, a mild wake rolling over the surface of the water. Ike watched the trawler for a moment and said, �The St. Johns River played a lot of unique roles during the Civil War. The river was the scene of ferocious fighting. Lots of gunboats, torpedo-like mines placed just below the surface. Confederate troops, commanded by one of the savviest leaders the South had, played hell with the Union. The rebels were led by a man the Union called Swamp Fox. His real name was Captain J. J. Dickison. He never lost any of the dozens of raids he led against the Union. He and his men knew the swamps and Florida backcountry. The Union forces were always caught off guard. And none of them could follow or find Dickison and his marauders. But they did kill one of his two sons, and that event made Dickison even a much greater foe to the Union.�
Nick grinned. �So then he really got pissed, kicked butt and took names.�
Ike looked over his bifocals and nodded. �That�s an accurate portrayal, to put it mildly. Dickison commanded a raid called the Battle of Horse Landing on the St. Johns River. After the smoke cleared, his men had sank a massive Union gun, the Columbine. And they did it from the river�s edge. No Confederate forces had ever done that. Dickison salvaged a lifeboat from the wreckage, and he and his men hid it in a creek that flowed into the river. He used that boat to help Confederate Secretary of War, John Breckinridge, navigate south on the river, hijacking a sailboat and escaping to Cuba. Breckinridge later fled to England. Dickison stayed behind in Florida.�
�Did they eventually catch and kill Dickison?� Nick asked.
�No. The war was about over, the South gutted. Dickison just stopped fighting. He walked away. Two weeks later, he was rounded up at his little cottage on the shore of a deep spring called Bugg Spring, imprisoned for a short period and released. A few historians believe the only reason he was held in prison was to interrogate him about the Confederate treasury, what little gold may have been left. Many believe John Breckenridge was traveling with the remains of the treasury. In his escape, he�d have a hard time taking it to Cuba or England later. Some believe he tasked Dickison with the job of hiding the gold.�
Dave said, �Maybe he dropped it into Bugg Spring.�
Ike smiled. �Maybe. The water is crystal clear, but it�s very deep and veers off into underwater passages. No one could begin to treasure hunt there now.�
�Why�s that?� O�Brien asked.
�Because the U.S. Navy conducts most of its ultra-sensitive and ultra-secret underwater sonar tests there. What they learn makes it into navigation systems for nuclear submarines. Anyone going into that spring would be shot.�
Nick sipped a Corona, chuckled and said, �I used to dive for sponges. I can find anything underwater. Even lost submarines, right Sean and Dave?�
Dave said, �Nick�s a human sonar. A porpoise under the sea.�
Ike�s gray eyes ignited for a second. He reached for the photo next to O�Brien. �May I see that one more time?�
�Sure.�
Ike looked at the woman�s picture for a few seconds, her face reflected in the lights onto the lower portion of his bifocals. �Ahh�now I remember. If I�m not mistaken, there�s a painting on the movie set that�s similar to this.�
�Where on the set?� O�Brien asked.
�In an antebellum plantation-style home known as the Wind �n Willow near Ocala. The film company is renting it to shoot scenes there. I believe the painting was used as a prop and hung in the great room with period furniture all around the room, big fireplace, near an old piano. The painting was used in some of the first scenes they shot. But I don�t believe they�ve finished shooting in the house.�
Dave said, �If it is this puzzling painting, it means it was bought by Jack Jordan and his wife in that antique store you found, Sean. Maybe, since he was in the movie, he let the art department borrow or buy it.�
Nick said, �Well, if it was on loan, the dead man�s wife still owns it. And I�m bettin� she wants it back big time.�
�How do I find this place?� O�Brien asked
�The Wind �n Willow Plantation is off highway 122. South of Ocala. The street is Dixie Drive. I don�t remember the address. But it�s easy to find.� Ike reached inside his wallet and pulled out a card. �Here�s a business card for the art director. Guy�s name is Mike Houston. Tell him you�re a friend of mine. Everybody on the set acts a little frenzied, and since the death, they�re quite excitable.�
�Thanks, I�ll drive out there in the morning. Maybe I can wrap this thing up.�
�That�s possible,� Dave said, reaching for a napkin. He watched the rotating beam from the lighthouse for a second. �Sean, if this is that painting, you�ve done what you were commissioned to do. If the widow, or even the film company owns it, your client may want to buy it, or snap a picture of whatever�s written on the backside of the painting. And you, with your first PI job, can quietly walk away. But something is gnawing at my gut and telling me it might not be that simple.�

TWENTY

It wasn�t hard for O�Brien to find the Wind �n Willows plantation. A bronze plaque near a slate-rock fence on the perimeter of the property indicated the estate was included on the National Register of Historic Places. O�Brien didn�t take time to read the inscription as he followed a film production lighting and grip truck down a winding gravel drive through manicured property that included a grove of pecan trees, stately live oaks, blooming azaleas, and camellias.
A white-columned, Greek Revival plantation home could be seen at the end of a long row of trees. O�Brien parked his Jeep under a century-year-old oak, limbs swathed with Spanish moss, blackbirds squawking in the branches. He got out and began walking down a long gravel driveway toward the great house, the sweet scent of blooming magnolias heavy in the motionless air.
Dozens of production vans, cars and two semi-trucks were parked in an adjacent field. Film crew workers, most wearing shorts, T-shirts and baseball caps, moved around the property, walkie-talkies crackling. Actors dressed in period clothing stood in small groups chatting, some sipping coffee from white Styrofoam cups, others sitting at folding tables beneath large awnings. The crew carried lights, jibs and dolly tracks inside the front door of the old home.
Beyond the mansion, at the end of the pecan grove, an actor sat motionless on a chestnut-brown horse. O�Brien watched him for a moment. Even on a film set, in the midst of art in motion and life fixed on storyboards, the man on horseback looked somehow out of sync with the rhythm of the movie set.
O�Brien walked closer to the mansion, approaching a college-aged girl, blond hair pulled through an opening in the back of her baseball cap. He smiled and asked, �Are cameras about to roll?�
�Getting close.�
�Are you the director?�
She grinned. �One day, maybe. I�m a PA, short for production assistant. This is my first feature since graduating from film school. They have me working props, shipping and receiving stuff.�
O�Brien extended his hand. �Sean O�Brien.�
�Katie Stuart, nice to meet you. Are you an actor?�
�I don�t have the talent. For you, it sounds like a good start in the biz. Is Mike Huston, the art director, on set?�
�He�s like the big guy in the department. I don�t even think he knows my name. Just a sec.� She held one hand up, listening to chatter coming through a single earpiece connected to a walkie-talkie. Her eyes searched the surrounding area, then she spoke into the walkie-talkie. �I don�t see Phil. He might be in his trailer. I�ll try to find him.� She turned back to O�Brien. �Sorry, it�s typical crazy, but like in a good way.�
�And that�s a good thing.� O�Brien smiled.
She pushed a strand of blond hair back under her hat. �Absolutely, especially after the accident. We�re all trying to move forward. Are you with the police?�
�No.�
�Good. You�re looking for Mike, right?�
O�Brien nodded.
�He�s probably inside the house. I�d lead you to him, but I�m not sure I can do that. Set protocol and whatnot. Also, I need to find an actor who�s MIA.�
�He�ll be back. Actors need some direction to run away. Describe Mike for me.�
She smiled. �He�s not quite as tall as you. Kinda losing his hair. He�s wearing a black, long-sleeved shirt with the sleeves rolled up. And he�s carrying an iPad. Gotta go.� She turned and left.
O�Brien walked up to the huge front porch, climbed a dozen steps centered between large white columns. Wooden rocking chairs, a porch swing and antique outdoor furniture were tactically positioned on the veranda. He followed power cables into the house, nodding at production assistants, gaffers, and camera and sound technicians going in and out.
Inside, they were preparing to shoot a scene in a great room, one wall lined with old books, a massive stone fireplace, and hot lights shining through diffusion screens. O�Brien tried to remain as unobtrusive as possible. He watched the assistant director position two stand-in actors as the lighting was set. He remembered what Professor Ike Kirby said: �I believe the painting was used as a prop, hung in the huge parlor room with period furniture all around the room, big fireplace, near an old piano.�
O�Brien looked at the walls, above the piano, over the fireplace. Lots of paintings. Art depicting Civil War era dynasties, landscapes, sailing ships � but nothing resembling the woman in the photograph. He could feel the mood on the set change, like an abrupt change in weather.
The crew seemed to part as a man in his mid-fifties entered the room. He had long limbs, dirty blond hair, and a lined and timeworn face. He walked with a distinct gait across the wood floor. O�Brien assumed he was the director as he stepped up to a man that matched Mike Houston�s description � black shirt, sleeves rolled up. They looked at the monitors together, each man speaking in a low tone.
O�Brien waited for them to finish before approaching. He worked his way around the production crew and actors, removing the photo from the file folder, walking up to the person he assumed was Mike Huston and said, �Excuse me. Mr. Houston, Professor Ike Kirby suggested that I see you.�
�Ike�s been a savior on this film. He has an enormous understanding of Civil War history. What can I do for you�I didn�t catch your name.� The director didn�t acknowledge O�Brien.
�I�m Sean O�Brien, Mr. Houston. Professor Kirby told me about a painting that�s being used as a prop for the movie. It was painted from this old photo.� He extended the photo. Mike Houston held it in one hand. O�Brien continued. �Is it here, on the set?�
�It was, but I�m sorry to say it�s no longer here.�
�Where is it?�
�Stolen.�
�Stolen?�
�Yes, unfortunately. After the third day of shooting, we became aware it was gone when we were playing back scenes for continuity.� He gestured toward a far wall to his right. �It hung above the piano. And it was in every wide shot we took.�
�Was the theft reported to police?�
�Of course. Its owner, a re-enactor we had hired, loaned it to us.�
�Who was the re-enactor?�
Houston glanced at the director for a beat. �His name was Jack Jordan?�
�Was?�
�He died in a tragic accident.�
�The shooting?�
As Houston started to answer, the director said, �This is a closed set, Mr. O�Brien. What�s your real business here?�
�The painting originally belonged to my client�s family. My client is elderly and ill. He wants to find the painting before his death. It has a lot of history and meaning for him. I�m simply trying to locate it, not recover it.�
The director lifted one eyebrow, touched the tip of his nose like he was swatting a gnat. �Client? Are you a lawyer?�
�I�m a private investigator.�
�Which means you�re not a legitimate police detective. You�re costing me time and money. We have a film to shoot. Leave now or we�ll call security and escort you off the property we�re leasing.� The director turned his back and walked over to the director of photography.
O�Brien glance up at the wall behind the piano, placed the photo back in the folder, and walked out the door. On the porch, he stepped to one side as six actors � four women and two men, dressed in Confederate uniforms and period gowns started to climb the steps. Personal assistants, a publicist, and hair and make-up people followed them. A behind-the-scenes photographer snapped a candid picture of the ensemble before they entered the cavernous mansion.
O�Brien started for his car, his thoughts replaying what Mike Houston had said about how he discovered the painting was missing when he looked at the scene takes. O�Brien�s mind raced. Now I know the painting exists. It was caught on camera�but the camera can�t reveal what was inscribed on the back of the canvas.

TWENTY-ONE

O�Brien was almost to his Jeep when heard footsteps coming from behind him, walking faster. �Pardon me,� came a man�s voice.
O�Brien turned around, expecting to see a security guard. A man wearing a Confederate uniform came closer. He was unshaven, dark whiskers, elongated face damp from perspiration. He said, �Couldn�t help but overhearing you back there on the set. Heard what you said about the painting. Name�s Cory Nelson.�
O�Brien looked at the man�s medals. �Do I call you Captain Nelson?�
�Only if you�re doing a reenactment with me.� He grinned. �When I�m wearing my Confederate uniform I�m a captain. When I�m dressed as a Union soldier I�m just an enlisted man.�
�So are you a re-enactor who can fight for either side, the blue or the gray?�
�You work more in the movie and TV biz that way. I�m more of an actor than a re-enactor. I�m pretty good at accents, especially Scottish and English. Hell, I�ve even worked in theater.� He glanced to his right and left. �That painting belonged to a friend of mine. He was the one killed in that freak accident on set.�
�I�m sorry for the loss of your friend.�
�You said your client is looking for the painting. Mind if I ask why?�
�It would prove that a relative of his wasn�t a deserter during the Civil War. And at my clients advanced age and health, it�s important for him to know.�
�I understand. Too bad somebody walked off with it, especially considering what happened to Jack.�
�Were you there when he died?�
�Yeah�but not right where he was killed. By the time I got there, they had a sheet over Jack�s body and the cops were on the scene.�
�And no one knows which rifle fired the fatal shot, correct?�
Nelson raised his blond eyebrows. �No, at least I don�t think anybody knows. Jack didn�t make enemies. It was the first battle scene filmed�just carelessness. Somebody not checking his firearm thoroughly. It�s sad. Jack left a wife and little girl.�
�Do you know where Jack found the painting?�
�He and his wife, Laura, bought it at some antique shop. Jack showed the painting to Mike, the art director you just met. Mike loved the painting. He wanted to buy it, but Jack told him it wasn�t for sale. Mike wasn�t the only one who had a fascination for the painting.�
�What do you mean?�
�There�s a re-enactor who couldn�t take his eyes off of it. Guy�s name is Silas Jackson. He was one of the first hired on the movie. Jackson lasted a little more than a week. He began questioning how the filmmakers were doing their thing.�
�Questioning?�
�This guy�s a purest. He lives and breathes Civil War reenactment like a religion. If he didn�t like the way the assistant director was lining things up, he questioned it for realism. The film folks were patient at first, but that changed and they had security walk him off the set.�
�Does he portray Confederate and Union soldiers as an actor or re-enactor?�
Nelson shook his head. �Never. For him, it�s the gray all the way. He has rebel blood flowing in his veins.�
�Where do I find Silas Jackson?�
Nelson grinned, lit a cigarette, took a deep drag and said, �He�s about as close to the Aryan Brotherhood that you�ll come across. Hell, maybe a lot worse. Some call him a radical anarchist and prepper.�
�Prepper?�
�Yeah. He�s always preparing.�
�For what?�
�Civil dissolution in the country. He says he wants to take the nation back. He has a trailer deep in the Ocala National Forest. Hunts and traps. Lives off the land, for the most part. He makes the dudes on Duck Dynasty look like boy scouts. I didn�t catch your name?�
�Sean O�Brien.�
He nodded and blew smoke out of the corner of his mouth. �I don�t know for sure that Silas Jackson stole that painting you�re hunting for, Mr. O�Brien, but he�d stare at it and say stuff like he could feel the presence of the woman in the painting. He said she was reawakened in another woman, and when he found that other woman, he�d know it. Crazy stuff.�
O�Brien said nothing for a long moment. �You said he lives deep in the forest. How deep?�
�Near the headwaters of Juniper Creek.� Nelson pulled a watch out of his pocket. �I need to get back to the set.� He dropped his cigarette and used his boot to crush the hot ash.
O�Brien looked at the boot print a second and then lifted his eyes to Nelson. �Thanks for the information.�
�No problem. Maybe you can find that painting somehow, help get it back to Jack�s wife, Laura. Cops haven�t found it. Probably won�t.�
As Nelson turned to leave, O�Brien said, �One last question.�
�Sure.�
�Where�s the casting department?�
�It�s in a trailer near the grassy lot where most of the cars are parked.�
�Thanks.�
�If you do go into the forest looking for Silas Jackson, you�d better take some men with you. He�s got a like-minded group of followers who meet with him from time to time. They camp, ride horseback in the woods, shoot at cutout targets of politicians. Silas is always armed. And he was born dangerous.�

TWENTY-TWO

The casting trailer was parked in the shade under a live oak. O�Brien knocked on the door and entered. A middle-aged woman with full lips, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, sat behind a modular desk, one hand on a computer mouse, eyes trained on the screen. She wore tight faded jeans and a T-shirt that read: Black River � The Movie. She looked up at O�Brien and said, �If you�re here to read, I�m sorry. All the parts are cast.�
O�Brien grinned. �Darn, I guess I missed the cut.�
She leaned back in her chair a moment and smiled. �Hardly, you most definitely would have made the cut, but you missed the casting deadlines.� She glanced at her computer screen and then raised her eyes back up to O�Brien. �I�m casting for a TV series in two months. You could be just what the director is looking for in one role. You ever play a bad guy?�
�Only if I�m forced to.�
She smiled. �Do you have a headshot, resume?�
�Maybe I can come back with that. In the meantime, you might have a headshot on file of an actor who auditioned.�
�What�s his or her name?�
�Silas Jackson.�
�Let me see.� She typed on her keyboard for a few seconds, squinting. �Umm�I do have a head shot. But it�s not one that he carried in here. I remember when I met him. He brought half a dozen of his Civil War reenactment buddies with him. I hired them all. Wardrobe department actually took the shots to keep for continuity purposes, mostly. But with these guys, you don�t have to worry about realism. They know period clothing better than just about anyone.�
�Can I have a look?�
�Sure, but this man doesn�t work on the film anymore.�
O�Brien stepped next to the casting director�s chair and looked at the computer screen. A man dressed in a Confederate uniform stared into the camera, eyes empty, handlebar moustache disheveled. O�Brien nodded. �He certainly resembles soldiers I�ve seen in real Civil War photos.�
�Is he a friend of yours?�
�An acquaintance of a friend. Do you have a phone number for him?�
�All of that information is confidential.�
�I understand.� O�Brien smiled. �Maybe I could audition for a part on the TV show you mentioned. How are actors paid�every week?�
�Depends on the actor and the deal. The bigger the name, the more complicated it can be.�
�How about for extras�people like Silas?�
�They�re usually paid directly unless they make arrangements through an agent. Otherwise they can receive a check by mail or pick it up on every other Friday at the payroll trailer. I�d doubt very much if any of the re-enactors have an agent. This stuff is what they do on their days off.�
O�Brien nodded, turned to leave and said, �I look forward to seeing the movie.�
�It�ll be great.�
�No doubt. Oh, one more thing. Where do they look at the film takes? I know it used to be called dailies, but the digital world renamed it.�
�They do rough-cut editing in a post-production edit suite they�re using at the Hilton in DeLand. After the director is satisfied, the scenes are uploaded to the cloud for the studio executives to view back in LA.�
�Editing�now that�s where the story comes together. That�s what I�d like to try. But I guess it�s too late for me. I�d have to go to film school.�
�Not really. A good editor is a person who sees the big picture but uses smaller pictures to segue from an opening, middle, and finally the end. If the editor is really talented, it�s flawless and the audience is swept up in the story.�
�I�ve usually been okay at seeing the big picture. I could use a new career, maybe intern for a while, I might have an eye for it. I was pretty quick with jigsaw puzzles. Thanks.� O�Brien opened the door to exit.
�Hey, what�d you say your name is?�
He smiled. �I didn�t say, but it�s O�Brien�Sean O�Brien.�
�In a slight way, you look like the actor on the old TV series, Wyatt Earp. I like the old shows on the TV Land channel. His name was Hugh O�Brian. He wouldn�t be your grandfather, would he?�
�Different spelling of the last name.� O�Brien smiled.
�One of the off-line editors over at the post-production suite in the Hilton is free-lance. He�s very good, and he�s an old friend of mine. He cuts features, TV spots � a lot of episodic TV. His name�s Oscar Roth.� She used a pen to write on a slip of paper. �Here�s his number. Tell him I told you to call. My name�s Shelia Winters. If he isn�t with the director and has some time, maybe he�ll let you sit in and watch for a little while�to see if you might like it. Good editors stay busy. Although Oscar always schedules at least three weeks a year to fish.�
O�Brien took the paper, folded it, and put it in his jean�s pocket. �Thank you. Maybe you�ve opened the door for me to a new career.�
�If the editing doesn�t work out, you should really think about acting. I think you have the chops.� She smiled wide. �Here�s my number. Let�s stay in touch.�
O�Brien smiled, took her card and walked out the door. He called Kim Davis as he approached his car. She answered and he said, �Kim, describe the Civil War re-enactor that kept staring at you when you were on the film set.�
�Why, Sean? What�s going on?�
�Just curious.�
�He�s tall and thin. A narrow face with a handlebar moustache. Dark Elvis-style sideburns. When he tipped his hat to me, I saw he had a full head of brown hair. Have you seen this guy? Why the call?�
�No, I haven�t seen him. I called because I�m concerned, and I�d like to know what he looks like should I happen to bump into him.�
�You don�t just happen to bump into someone, not you. You intentionally bump into them. I�m fine, I guess. I don�t know if he left the rose in my mailbox. He was polite, but beneath his �yes ma�am� manners, under all that Civil War chivalry, I felt there was some kind of sociopath staring at me. Don�t go slaying dragons. I�m not some damsel in distress. Let sleeping monsters lie. Talk to you later, Sean.�

TWENTY-THREE

O�Brien walked down the long gravel driveway toward his Jeep, a mockingbird chortling in the live oaks, the sounds of children laughing and playing near the shore of a small lake. He heard the crunch of tires rolling over pecan shells. He stopped walking and turned around to see a woman riding a turn-of-the century bicycle, coming down the middle of the driveway Her hair was as black as a raven�s feather, a blue bonnet tilted on her head, face like porcelain, red pursed lips, white dress billowing as she raced the summer wind.
O�Brien lifted one hand to wave, stepping out of her way. She kept riding, knees pumping, eyes trained on the distant bend in the old drive, beyond a pecan grove. She rode beneath the canopies of live oaks, limbs arching across the drive, the speckled sunlight breaking through the branches in pockets of light flaring off her white dress.
When she passed, O�Brien could smell lavender in the air. He thought she was probably an actress deep in character, someone taking a bike ride between scenes. Watching her ride the old bicycle down the road, he felt there was something unusual about the woman that was odd in a
place of movie set facades, make-believe � where strange was normal.
Then he heard the whinny of a horse. O�Brien looked to his far left, one hundred feet beyond his Jeep, across the gravel road, a man dressed in a Confederate uniform sat tall on a horse. It was the same chestnut-brown horse and the same actor he�d seen earlier. He assumed the actor was keeping from boredom between the slow shooting of elaborate scenes.
As O�Brien walked toward his Jeep, the man led his horse around the perimeter of the pecan grove, the long shadows of trees cast by a setting sun rolled across the man�s whiskered face. He dismounted, took the horse by the reins and directed the animal into a cleared area almost hidden in the deep shade from the century-old oak trees.
O�Brien looked up to see something swirling in the hard-blue sky. Black carrion birds circled. From the pines through a barren meadow scattered with broken and dry corn stalks, came the cries of a mourning dove, the haunting call of the wild across an abandoned field of time.
O�Brien stepped around his Jeep in the direction he�d seen the actor and his horse disappear into the shadows. He walked through blackberry bushes and over rocks the size of pumpkins, the breeze tossing the pastel green leaves of kudzu vines clinging to tree trunks. He stepped over jagged hoof prints and feces left in the dirt by wild boars. The earth looked like a drunken man had plowed it where the hogs had rooted, the soil torn and left in corkscrew trenches.
When O�Brien got to the clearing enclosed in dense shadow, he could see it was a small cemetery. The re-enactor in the Confederate uniform had tied the horse to the limb of a sycamore tree. The man stood in the center of the cemetery. Head bowed. Moss-covered gravestones worn, stooping by neglect and age, drenched in shades of sepia-tone brown. The breeze stopped and tree leaves became motionless. A young crow flew to the top of a cottonwood tree, tilted its head, cut one blue eye at the horse and called out.
O�Brien watched the man in uniform place a flower on a grave. He stood there a moment, whispering something, perhaps praying, and then he turned and walked back to his horse. He was an older man, white whiskers and a narrow face. He held a Confederate officer�s slouch hat loosely in one hand, uniform clean, black boots polished. He placed his left boot in one stirrup and mounted the horse. He rode at a slow pace to the opposite side of the cemetery. As O�Brien approached, the man tipped his hat, turned and trotted away.
He galloped in the direction of the plantation house for a half-minute, and then spun left and trotted across the barren field of bent and broken corn stalks. He soon disappeared into the trees as a mist rose from the pine needles on the floor of the forest.
O�Brien felt a chill in the evening air when he stepped over the rusted wrought iron fence into the cemetery. He walked slowly around the timeworn gravestones, glancing at threadbare inscriptions, the scent of damp moss in the motionless air. He looked down at the headstone, a fresh-picked red rose next to it.
A Confederate rose. Very similar to the one delivered to Kim.
O�Brien slowly lifted his eyes from the grave, looking in the direction where the soldier had ridden across the field. A crow called out. O�Brien glanced at the burial plot. There were two graves to the left of the marker and a barren plot next to the headstone that read:
Angelina Hopkins
1840 � 1902

O�Brien opened the folder and stared at the women�s face in the picture, remembering what Gus Louden had said his great, great grandfather had written: �My Dearest Angelina, I had this painting commissioned from the photograph that I so treasure of you�� O�Brien said, �Is this your grave? If I find the painting, what will that tell me?�
He placed the photo back in the folder and walked out of the cemetery in the twilight of a copper-colored landscape. O�Brien stood under the tall cottonwood tree and looked back in the direction the man on horseback hand gone. He didn�t match the description Kim gave of the re-enactor who approached her on the film set. �He�s tall and thin. A narrow face with a handlebar moustache. Dark Elvis-style sideburns. When he tipped his hat to me, I saw he had a full head of brown hair.�
O�Brien didn�t move for a moment. His mind raced, looking for patterns or contradictions in the people and places he�d recently seen. The older re-enactor didn�t fit Kim�s description. Why the Confederate rose on the grave? Where is the guy with the long sideburns, the man called Silas Jackson? O�Brien stared at the forest in the distance, the trees falling into deep silhouette, the last flickers of a sunset fanning dying embers of cherry in the bellies of clouds as gray as the old soldier�s uniform.
O�Brien turned to walk to his Jeep when he heard a noise in the cottonwood tree. A scratching noise. From the top of the tree, the raven dropped down, branch-to-branch, stopping on a dead limb twenty feet above O�Brien. The bird tilted its black head, one pale blue eye glowing in a drop of disappearing sunlight, unblinking, staring at O�Brien like a diamond emerging from a fist of coal.

TWENTY-FOUR

O�Brien wanted to spend time at his cabin on the river doing physical work. Sweating. Thinking. In four days, he replaced and stained some of the wooden planks on his dock and cut brush around his property. He now was chopping wood near the river, shirtless, sweat rolling off his biceps and down his chest. He thought about the conversations with Professor Ike Kirby, the director and art director on the movie set � the casting agent.
Where was the painting?
Its discovery might provide Gus Louden with what he needed to prove his relative wasn�t a war deserter.
And it may prove why Jack Jordan died on the movie set.
Just let investigators handle it. Move on.
He lifted the ax above his head, his eyes focusing on the top of a log he was about to split in the side yard of his cabin on the river. He stopped, lowered the ax and reached down scooping a ladybug off the log. �It�s your lucky day,� he said, releasing the insect in the grass. Max trotted over and sniffed. �Leave the ladybug alone, Max. She almost lost her tiny head on the chopping block. She has a second chance.�
O�Brien turned and drove the ax into the wood, splitting the log into two pieces. Max followed him as he pushed a wheelbarrow filled with cut firewood. He stacked it in a bin he�d built near his screened-in back porch. He turned to Max and said, �We�ll get a few chilly nights here in Florida. This half cord ought to last ten years. I always heard that wood warms you three ways: when you cut it, when you stack it, and when you burn it. We did two of them today. How about some lunch?�
Max barked and trotted ahead of O�Brien up the path leading to the back porch. O�Brien loved the way Max enjoyed the outdoors � such a trooper, following him from place to place as he did his chores, like it was her job, too. He showered, changed to shorts and a T-shirt, and then turned on the TV in the kitchen as he fixed Max a bowl of food. The news was on the screen. O�Brien muted the sound and began making a turkey, hot mustard and sweet onion sandwich. He picked his phone up from the kitchen counter and made the call. �Mr. Louden, this is Sean O�Brien.�
�Did you find the painting already?�
�No. I did spend some time following a circuitous path. An antique dealer in DeLand bought it at an estate sale and then sold it, more than eight months ago, to a couple � Jack and Laura Jordan.�
�Do they have it?�
�I don�t think so.�
�Are you going to check?�
�No.�
�May I ask you why?�
�Jack Jordan�s dead. He was killed on a movie set. Police say it was an accident. He�d lent the painting to the movie producers to be used in a few scenes. It was apparently stolen from the set and the theft was reported to police. You can check with the Volusia County Sheriff�s department if you want to. Or you can call the man�s widow, Laura. I have a number I got from the antique dealer, but I�m not going to intrude on her privacy at this time in her life.�
�I understand. I read about that shooting. My heart goes out to his wife and daughter.�
�How�d you know he had a daughter?�
�It was mentioned in the news story.�
O�Brien said nothing.
�Mr. O�Brien, you did a lot�you managed to track it down this far and fast. I will send you a check. You earned it.�
�But I didn�t finish the job and find it. Just send me a check for gas and lunch money. I wish you luck with the recovery of the painting. One other thing, do you know where the woman in the painting � the photo � is buried?�
�Yes, her grave is in a very small cemetery on the grounds of a place now called the Wind �n Willows. It�s an old plantation on the National Registry of Historic Places. The property has changed hands many times over the years. But, when my great, great grandmother was alive, it was known as the Hopkins farm. Her maiden name was Anderson, and she married Henry Hopkins, the youngest of the three Hopkins sons. All three boys were killed in the war. Henry is the only one not buried in that little cemetery.�
�I wish you the best in locating the painting. You might want to follow up with police and the antique dealer to gather a few details before speaking with the widow of the man killed on the set. A final question, though: In the photo of the woman in the painting�she�s holding a flower in her left hand�do you know what kind of flower it is?�
�Yes, it�s called a Confederate rose. Why do you ask?�
�Just wondering. Thank you, Mr. Louden. I wish you the best.� O�Brien gave him the phone number he�d received from the antique dealer and then disconnected. He looked at Max. �That�s that, Miss Max. No more looking for a mysterious painting. Let�s take out the canoe and fish for a bass. Perhaps we can find one almost as big as you.� Her tail jiggled. Max cocked her head, listening.
�But I keep thinking about something else. Who sent the Confederate rose and that note to Kim? The re-enactor who left a rose in the old cemetery doesn�t match the description Kim gave me. Maybe it was a one-time-thing, and it won�t happen again.� He looked down at Max. �But we both know better, don�t we?�
Something on the TV screen caught O�Brien�s eye. He reached for the remote, turning up the sound. A reporter stood in the Ocala National Forest, a movie crew adjusting lights and cameras in the background. The reporter said, �Although police are still calling the death on the set of the movie Black River, an accident, Laura Jordan, the widow of the man killed, Jack Jordan, said she does not believe her husband�s death was an accident. She told police that her husband, who was a documentary producer as well as a Civil War re-enactor, was working on a documentary about the last days of the Confederacy. Laura Jordan said her husband had been trying to track down the mystery of what happened to the gold in the Confederate treasury. Jordan says her husband stumbled onto something, perhaps even more valuable, a large diamond.�
The picture cut to a woman interviewed in the front yard of a home, a flag at half-staff behind her. The wind blew her dark hair. O�Brien could tell she had been crying, eyes puffy, nostrils ruddy. She said, �Jack and his crew found it in the St. Johns River. It was wedged in mud on the bottom of the river under fifty feet of water. It was a diamond, and Jack believed it was connected to the Civil War and the last days of the Confederacy.�
�Where is the diamond?� asked the reporter.
�Stolen. Jack had it hidden in his van. He was taking it to a gemologist right after he finished the scene he was in on the movie set. My husband never made it because someone killed him. The diamond was stolen. Police say they�re investigating, but so far nothing. Jack was a good man, a good husband, and a loving father to our daughter. Now he�s gone. How do you tell a four-year old her daddy�s never coming back home?� Tears spilled down her cheeks. �I�m sorry,� she said, ending the interview.
The picture cut back to the reporter. �We talked with detectives, and they assure us that they take Laura Jordan�s assertions seriously. They say they could find no evidence of a break-in on Jack Jordan�s van. Forensics dusted for fingerprints. As far as the reported diamond goes, police say they are watching all pawn shops in the area, monitoring places like Craigslist. Was this alleged diamond part of the Confederate treasury at the end of the Civil War? How did Jack Jordan know where to look to find it in the river? And, if it�s all accurate, who else may have known about it? Now back to you, Karl, in the studio.�
The picture cut to a chisel-faced anchorman in a blue suit. He said, �Let�s hope the movie, Black River, has as much drama as the incidents surrounding the filming of the movie and that documentary. Confederate gold and maybe even diamonds. Now that sounds like an action-adventure movie. Tina James is up next with your weekend weather forecast.�
O�Brien looked at Max. �What do you say we use this TV for a boat anchor, okay?�
Max tilted her head in a dachshund nod.
O�Brien picked his phone up and hit redial. Gus Louden answered, clearing his throat.
O�Brien asked, �Have you called the widow, Laura Jordan?�
�No, not yet.�
�Good. Don�t call her. I will.�
�Does this mean you�re back�you�ll continue hunting for the painting?�
�Yes, that�s what it means.�

TWENTY-FIVE

O�Brien carried the file folder to the end of his dock, thinking about the widow � the look in her eyes, the delicate appeal in her voice. Even from the television screen, the isolation inside Laura Jordan�s heart was as visible as the tears on her cheeks.
Detectives were investigating her claim of theft from her husband�s van, a stolen diamond, a motive for murder. Life imitating art turned ugly on a movie set where lots of Civil War re-enactors were carrying their own authentic pistols and period rifles. If it was an accident, was it like the analogy Dave illustrated, a firing squad? No one knows which one of the rifles is loaded. But every member of the firing squad knows its collective intent � to execute someone. If Jack Jordan�s death was accidental, no one knew � not anyone in the entire advancing Union brigade knew about the Mini� ball in the chamber.
Or did they? If it was a mistake, why didn�t that man admit it? Maybe he really didn�t know.
Stuff happens. Tragic, but it happens.
O�Brien thought about that as he stopped at the end of the dock, the river calm, a pumpkin-orange butterfly alighting on a dock piling, the scent of honeysuckles in the air. Max scampered down the dock, darting after lizards, her nostrils catching the wind over the river, brown eyes scanning for gators. A great blue heron skimmed across the river. O�Brien watched the bird�s flight, its wings almost touching the surface, its reflection off the flat water giving the illusion of two birds flying. The heron flew toward the oxbow bend in the river and alighted in the branches of a cypress tree.
O�Brien slid the photo out of the folder and stared at it. Looked at the woman�s face. Studied the river in the background. He thought about what Joe Billie had told him, the sinking of the sailboat, the soldier swaying from the mast in the night, life fading, and alligators circling below his feet. Wounded men dying in a river filled with alligators.
Where did Jack Jordan dive for a strongbox? And how did he know where to look?
A wild turkey flew from the far side of the river and landed at the top of an elevated and ancient, earthen burial mound near his cabin. The mound dated much further back than the Civil War, back before the Spanish conquistadors tracked all over this land in the 1600�s. The mound was built by the Timmacuan Indians, a race of people long gone. Annihilated by European diseases. More than two hundred thousand dead.
Stuff happens.
But sometimes it doesn�t have to.
He looked at the phone number at the bottom of the picture, the number the antique dealer had given him and made the call. After six rings, a woman answered, her voice reticent and flat. �Hello.�
�Mrs. Jordan?�
�Yes, who�s this?�
�My name is Sean O�Brien. I am so very sorry for the loss of your husband.�
�Were you a friend of Jack�s?�
�No. I heard about his death on the news. I saw your interview today.�
�How�d you get Jack�s cell phone number?�
�It was on a card that your husband left with an antique dealer in DeLand. I�ve been searching for an old painting that you and your husband had bought in the store. It�s a painting of a young woman at around the time of the Civil War. I�m trying to help someone find it.�
�It�s no longer here. The painting was stolen from the movie set.�
�Do police have leads?�
�They haven�t arrested anyone. You said that you�re trying to help someone find it. May I ask why?�
�An elderly man asked me to help him find it.� O�Brien told her the circumstances.
�Who is this elderly man?�
�His name�s Gus Louden. He�s my client. I�m a private investigator.�
�Were you ever a police officer?�
�Yes, at one time. I was a detective with Miami-Dade PD.�
The woman was silent for a few seconds. �Jack was generous with most everything. We didn�t know if the painting had any real worth. It just had a different, unique look to it. Regardless, Jack let the art producers borrow it. Three days later it was gone. The studio said they�d pay to replace it. But how do you replace a painting from the Civil War?�
�How was the theft reported to the police?�
�My husband called them. That didn�t make the producers happy. It was about a week before he was killed. Police took the report, spoke with the film company�s art director, and said they�d keep an eye on local pawnshops, Craigslist, and eBay. And that was all that�s happened. It�s almost similar to how they�ve handled his death and the theft of the diamond.�
�What do you mean?�
�They were quick to rule it accidental�like they were under pressure not to make waves and interrupt the production of a hundred-million dollar movie.�
�You said in your TV news interview that you don�t believe your husband�s death was an accident, but rather a homicide. Beside the theft of a diamond, do you have any other reason to think it wasn�t accidental?�
She said nothing for a moment. �Mr. O�Brien, I don�t want to talk over the phone. Since you were a detective at one time, maybe we could meet. And yes, I do have a reason. It was found in the pages of an old magazine. It�s what pointed Jack to the river�and his eventual death.�

TWENTY-SIX

O�Brien didn�t look at his GPS once he turned onto Laura Jordan�s street. Her house was easy to spot. She�d told him it was the third home on the right. From the TV news clip, he recognized the same American flag flying at half-staff. The flagpole was attached to a pale yellow house, the flag hanging straight down, motionless in the early afternoon. He parked on the concrete drive under the limbs of a white oak, carried the file folder with the photograph, and walked down a fieldstone path to the front door, white impatiens blooming under sago palms.
O�Brien rang the doorbell and waited. He could hear the hum of honeybees in the blossoms, the call of a crow in the woods behind the house. Laura Jordan opened the door, holding the edge with both hands, as if she wasn�t sure she would fully extend the door. She took a deep breath through her nostrils, face tight, eyes swollen and drained. �It didn�t take you long to get here.�
�I have an old cabin on the river not too far from DeLand. It�s just Max and me there. She�s my miniature dachshund. Between her naps, Max is housesitting the rest of the afternoon.� O�Brien smiled.
Laura returned the smile. �Please, come inside. Would you like some coffee?�
�Sounds good.�
He followed her, the home neatly decorated with a blend of antiques and contemporary furniture. O�Brien noticed a gun cabinet with vintage rifles behind the glass. There was a painting of Civil War General, Robert E. Lee, hanging on the wall to the right of the cabinet.
A young girl, no more than four, sat on her knees in a chair at the kitchen table, a coloring book open, and a red crayon in her tiny fist. Laura said, �Paula, this is Mr. O�Brien.�
She looked up from the coloring book, her large blue eyes curious. �Are you Daddy�s friend?�
O�Brien smiled. �I wish I could have met your daddy. I�m so glad I get a chance to meet you, though. What are you coloring?�
�A picture. Big Bird. I�m not very good.�
O�Brien looked down at the page, the wings of Big Bird colored in blue, his head and body scrawled in red and yellow. He said, �That�s good. I really like your choice of colors.�
Paula smiled. �I made him blue.�
�Are there any butterflies in your book?�
She shook her head. �No.�
�Do you like butterflies?�
�Yes.�
�Want me to draw one for you? Then you can color it, too.�
�Okay.�
O�Brien lifted a black crayon from the table, and on the edge of the page, next to Big Bird, he drew a butterfly. Paula�s eyes grew wide. She grinned. �What colors go on it?�
�You pick. Maybe something bright.�
�I like yellow.�
�Me too.�
Laura poured two cups of coffee, watching her daughter interact with O�Brien. She bit her bottom lip, and blinked back tears. �How would you like your coffee?�
�Black�s fine.�
�Let�s sit at the living room table.�
O�Brien looked at Paula and said, �I can�t wait to see how you color the butterfly.�
�Me, too.� She grinned, dimples popping.
He followed Laura into the living room. She set the cups and saucers on a wooden coffee table, O�Brien taking a seat in a chair across from the couch where she sat down. He said, �You have a sweet little girl. She�s animated and curious, a great combination.�
Laura smiled. �You�re good with children. Do you have kids?�
O�Brien was hesitant a moment and then said, �No.�
�Paula can�t fully grasp the death of her father. And I can�t totally explain it to her. She knows Daddy is in a better place, and one day we�ll all be back together again.�
O�Brien said nothing. He sipped his coffee.
Laura looked at O�Brien over the rim of her cup and said, �Jack was the type of man who would give you the shirt off his back if you really needed it. We were married for twelve years, and never in all that time did I hear him say something mean-spirited about another person. He was remarkable, and he had such a love for life and for his family and friends. He loved doing the Civil War reenactments. Paula and I would join him on some of the bigger ones in the summer. It was fun to reunite with people who came to those weekend camps and battles at old historic sites. Jack used to say he felt the spirits of the dead soldiers when he was on that hallowed ground.�
O�Brien nodded, letting her talk.
Laura looked over to a family photograph on the end table. In the picture, she stood with her husband and daughter in front of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C. Jack Jordan was holding Paula in his arms, snow falling around them. �Mr. O�Brien��
�Please, call me Sean.�
�Sean, you said you were a police detective at one time��
�For more than a dozen years.�
�Why�d you stop, if you don�t mind me asking?�
�My wife, Sherri, she�d asked me to. Unfortunately, she was dying of ovarian cancer when she did. She wanted to spend more time together, to start a family, then she got sick.�
�I�m sorry to hear that. And so now you work as a private investigator, right?�
�Sort of�just starting, officially, but only if I feel I can help someone. That�s why I wanted to show you this photo.� He slipped it from the folder. �The picture was taken on the bank of a river. The painting was made from it. Is this the painting that you had?�
She nodded. �Yes. We never knew that the artist painted it from a photo. It�s a remarkable, almost uncanny resemblance. You said it was found on a battlefield.�
�My client thinks the woman in the picture � the same woman that�s in the painting, is his great, great grandmother. Did you or your husband ever look at the back of the painting?�
�I didn�t�don�t think Jack did either. Why?�
�Because before his death on the battlefield during the Civil War, the man who�d commissioned his wife�s painting had written something on the back of it�and he�d signed his name.�
Laura stared at the photo in silence for a few seconds. �What was his name?�
�Henry Hopkins.�
She touched her throat with the tips of two fingers. �Henry?�
�Yes.�
�If you can locate the painting�maybe it�ll mean closure for Henry�s family after all these years.�
�I hope it happens.�
�I do too. I want closure as well. Not just for me, but for Paula. If her father was murdered, one day she needs to know why. And today I need to know. Sean, I don�t want to impose, and I don�t want to sound like a hysterical widow who just lost her husband and is looking for someone to blame. But because my husband died on a film set where there�s substantial money at stake if they have to delay shooting, I don�t think there�s a lot of motivation to call it a homicide if it can have the appearance of an accident. If you find that painting, maybe along the path you�ll learn whether my husband�s death was really an accident or a planned killing.�
�You said there is something found in the pages of an old magazine that might have played a role in your husband�s death. What was that?�
Laura sipped her coffee, her eyes again looking over to a family photograph on the end table. She glanced up at O�Brien. �The thing that entered our lives began when we spotted the painting. That�s what got our attention. But it was what we found between the pages that left us stunned.�
�What do you mean?�
�The antique dealer told us the painting and thirteen old magazines, most of them Saturday Evening Posts, came from an estate sale of an eccentric woman who�d lived outside of Jacksonville. The very last magazine in the stack had something remarkable hidden between the pages.� She stopped speaking and studied O�Brien�s eyes. �You look like a man who would keep his promise.�
�I am.�
�Can I trust you? I mean really trust you? Please, in the name of God, answer truthfully.�
�Yes, you can trust me. And that�s an absolute promise.�
�Okay�I believe you. I�m not sure why, but for some reason I do. And I need to believe you. I can tell you what was hidden in the pages, but to understand it fully, to understand the significance, I must show you.�

TWENTY-SEVEN

She was gone almost five minutes. When she returned, Laura Jordan was wearing white cotton gloves and she carried a file folder in her arms. She sat on the edge of the couch and opened the folder, gently removing two papers, both aged the color of light brown mustard. �Sorry I took so long. For a minute I couldn�t remember the combination to the safe. Jack was the one who usually opened it. He and I found these in the magazine. My hands perspire each time I read them.�
�What are they?
�One is a letter, signed by a man named Henry. He might be the Henry related to your client. The other paper is a document � it�s an agreement between the Confederate States of America and Great Britain.�
O�Brien leaned forward. �Are you saying this is a wartime contract between the Confederacy and England?�
�Exactly. This is amazing when you read what it says.�
�I�m almost hesitant to ask what�s written on that page.�
�Well, for certain this is something no one ever studied in American history or British history classes because I doubt whether anyone alive knew about it until Jack and I found this stuff. The agreement is signed by Jefferson Davis, the president of the Confederate States of America and Lord Palmertson, who was the British prime minister during the time of the American Civil War. You can read it, but what it says is that England agreed to partial backing, at least financially, of the Confederacy as long as the CSA was winning the war. Here�s some of what it says.� She looked down and read from the document. �It is agreed upon, on this date, August 14, 1861, that Great Britain will forgive remaining debt owed on seven warships commissioned by the Confederate States of America, built in Liverpool shipyards, and delivered to the CSA in Charleston, South Carolina. It is further understood and mutually agreed, that Great Britain will not seek repayment or restitution for monies lent to enable the CSA to purchase the yacht known as America, a vessel to be fitted with British weaponry by the CSA, and used at its option in its succession effort. The bullion, more than one million pounds of gold, provided to the CSA treasury by special arrangement with Great Britain, shall remain in the CSA treasury, to be used at the sole discretion of the CSA. Whilst, it is mutually understood and agreed that the diamond on loan from Her Majesty�s Crown Jewels, shall be used only in a capacity of collective collateral assets, although never to be sold jointly or individually, bartered or traded. It is conclusively understood, agreed and guaranteed that this diamond, sometimes referred to as the Koh-i-Noor, will be returned to Great Britain from the CSA by special emissary within seventy-two hours of CSA�s war effort diminishing to the point of no probable restoration or victory. This decision is to be made solely by the Honorable Jefferson Davis, President of the CSA, after consultation with General Robert E. Lee and British Prime Minister Lord Palmertson. At which point the diamond will be returned to Lord Palmertson to be reinstated in its proper place within the Crown Jewels. All parties to this pact shall be sworn to absolute secrecy and confidentially, bonded by the signatures affixed to this covenant.� Laura sat straight back on the couch, her eyes lifting from the paper to O�Brien. �What do you think?�
�If that contract is authentic, this would be huge international news and rewrite British and American history books. Overtly, England was said to have been neutral in the American Civil War, never taking sides with the Union or the Confederacy. But that contract suggests that the Queen of England may have partially financed the Confederate war machine. If nothing else, did she know her diamond was on loan from the Crown Jewels? And since the South lost, was it ever returned? Is this the diamond your husband found?�
�This next paper, written by a man named Henry, may answer that. Let me check on Paula, and I�ll tell you what it says.�

TWENTY-EIGHT

Laura refilled the coffee cups and returned to the couch. She put the cotton gloves back on and lifted the first document, setting it aside, and then holding the second page to read. �This isn�t part of the contract. It�s a letter written by a Civil War soldier � Henry � to his wife. Jack and I thought the wife might have been the woman in the painting. So maybe it�s the connection you�re looking for, too.�
�Was there an addressed envelope in any of the magazines, or did you only find the letter and that contract?� O�Brien asked.
�Just the pages you see here. Anyway, he apparently wrote this and sent the letter and this unknown Civil War contract to his wife when he was about to go into battle again. Here�s what he wrote to her: �My dearest Angelina�I miss your sweet smile more than I can ever convey here with pen and paper. During short times away from battle, I remove your photograph from my rucksack just to gaze at your beauty. I want you to know how much I miss you, and how I long to return to your arms, to hold you like we had no promise of tomorrow. That�s what this war does, it promises nothing but the separation and loss of families. The more I am out here, away from you, the more I see the ugliness of war. However, now I have no choices except to follow my fate. Urgent military matters called President Davis away from our appointed rendezvous three times, thus I have had to carry the document with my person far too long. I fear the document will be discovered upon my capture or death by the Union forces. I feel the CSA can no longer sustain any hope. Therefore, I have sealed it in the envelope and asked a kindhearted gentlemen farmer I met to place it in the post. Finally, as I look at your beautiful photograph near the river, close to where the strong box was lost, I remember how we also lost our dear friend, William, in death that horrible night. Considering the circumstances and the ravages and downward spiral of the CSA in this dreadful war, the diamond from the Crown Jewels must be returned to England, if possible. William sacrificed his life trying to bring it ashore. In his name, and following the terms of the agreement between the CSA and England, the diamond must be returned. The strongbox is probably resting in the mud on the belly of the river, not far from where the photograph of you was taken. There is a handle on the strongbox. Perhaps your brother, or your father, using a grappling hook, could search for the box, bring it to the surface, and then return it to Her Majesty, Queen Victoria. God willing, I shall one day come back to your loving arms to restart our lives together. I miss and love you with all my heart. My life and love, always and forever, I dedicate to you. Your loving husband, Henry.�
Laura looked up from the letter to O�Brien, her eyes watering. �The first time I read that I cried. And now I�m doing it again. Maybe the man who wrote this, Henry, is the puzzle piece you�re looking for. I�m sorry, but I so miss Jack.� She reached for a box of tissues on the end table, removing one and drying her eyes.
�Please, don�t apologize. I can�t imagine the pain that you�re going through. That letter did answer the question. So one of the Crown Jewels, on loan from England to the Confederacy, was lost in the river. Maybe not far from where the woman in the photo, or in the painting, was standing. Is that where your husband located it?�
�Yes. Jack was about half way done with his documentary on how the CSA Secretary of War, John Breckinridge, managed to escape, using three boats to sail from Florida to Cuba to England. Jack thought Breckinridge knew about the diamond, but it wasn�t part of the lost Confederate gold from the treasury. That diamond, called the Koh-i-Noor, in the contract, has lots of political history and turmoil behind it. We learned that, at one time, the country of India owned it. Apparently, it had belonged to many dynasties over the years. In 1850, about ten years before the Civil War, the diamond was taken, some argue stolen, from the Shik Empire by the British East Indian Company and secretly ushered from India to Britain where it was grouped in with the rest of the British Crown Jewels. The diamond became the property of the monarch, which, at that time, was headed by Queen Victoria.�
O�Brien finished his coffee. �Do you think the finding of this contract and the connection of the letter to the diamond is the reason your husband may have been murdered?�
�Yes. Jack was a diver, and a darned good one. He got some of his friends, most of them re-enactors, and they used pontoon boats and underwater cameras to search the bottom of the St. Johns River. They weren�t sure where the spot was � the exact place where the woman stood in the painting, but they searched � made quick dives to avoid attracting alligators. And they did it every Saturday morning for more than two months. Most of the search area was near where Dunn�s Creek flows into the river. Finally, Jack and his best friend, Cory Nelson, pulled the strongbox from the river mud and the diamond was inside. He kept it in a safety-deposit box the first month. This is where you really have to understand my husband, the code he lived by, his longtime allegiance to the traditions of the Old South, and what honor is supposed to mean. To honor the intent of the contract and the wishes of the soldier who wrote the letter to his wife, Jack was trying to figure a way to return it quietly to England without creating an international incident.�
�What kind of incident?�
�Many people in India believed at that time, and apparently many still do today, that the diamond was embezzled by the British, taken out of India and given to Queen Victoria without the knowledge or consent of the Indian government. They want it returned.�
�Did Jack get video of the diamond?�
�Yes, but he didn�t want it released until he�d returned it to England and his documentary was done.�
�Did you show the footage to police?�
�I gave it them on a flash drive. I also gave them the names of the three men on Jack�s production crew. Jack has his own camera gear, and he used one of our bedrooms as his office and editing area.�
�Is that where the raw video footage is, here in the home?
�Yes. There are a couple minutes of video. Would you like to see it?�
�I would.�
�Follow me.� Laura led O�Brien to a back bedroom converted to an office. It was filled with Civil War memorabilia, framed vintage photographs of the war, Andersonville Prison, soldiers with the look of lost hope on gaunt faces. Laura pointed to a vacant part of one wall. �That�s where the painting of the woman by the river hung until Jack let the movie company borrow it.� She turned on a computer, found the file, and played the video.
O�Brien watched it carefully. The images opened with one man in a diver�s wetsuit pulling a rope, hand-over-hand. O�Brien could tell they were on a pontoon boat in the center of the river. Within seconds, a wet and rusted strongbox, about the size of a small toolbox, was pulled from the river, water dripping off of it. A diver emerged from the river, lifting his dive mask. He spit out his mouthpiece regulator and shouted. �Yeaaah, baby! We found it!�
�That�s Jack,� said Laura.
Another diver surfaced beside him, removing his mouthpiece and grinning.
Laura pointed to the screen. �That�s Cory Nelson, Jack�s producer and best friend.�
�I met Cory on the movie set.�
�You did?�
�Yes, he mentioned that someone named Silas Jackson, a re-enactor fired from the set, had an interest in the painting.�
Laura said nothing, her thoughts suddenly distant. She looked back at the computer screen.
O�Brien watched the two divers climb up the diver ladder. Jack looked toward the camera and said, �Maybe it�s an old toolbox. Or just maybe it�s a strongbox that�s been resting down there on the river bottom since the Civil War. The only way to find out is to open it.�

TWENTY-NINE

Paula Jordan stood in the open doorway and said, �That�s Daddy! That�s my Daddy!�
Laura inhaled deeply, biting her bottom lip. �Yes it is, sweetheart. Your daddy was hunting for something in the river. Something that has a lot of history.�
�What�s his�tor�ee?�
�Things that happened in the past.�
Paula held up her coloring book. �I colored the butterfly!�
�You did a beautiful job. Show Mr. O�Brien.�
`O�Brien knelt down and looked at the page. Paula said, �I made the wings yellow and the butterfly�s head pink. She�s a girl.�
O�Brien smiled. �That�s one of the most beautiful butterflies I�ve ever seen.�
Paula grinned wider.
Laura said, �Go start the next page and we�ll celebrate by having an ice cream, okay?�
�Okay.� She turned and walked quickly toward the kitchen.
O�Brien stepped back to the computer on the desk. He played the rest of the video. It revealed the strongbox lid opening, the camera operator zooming closer. A hand reached in, two seconds later, removing a dark leather pouch. Someone said, �It�s dry as a dinosaur bone in that box. The seal worked well for 160 years.� There was laughter, the sound of the river chop lapping against the pontoons.
The shot pulled wide and Jack Jordan stood there in his wetsuit, water rolling from his black hair down his angular, grinning face. He untied the leather pouch and lifted out a large diamond. �Wow! It�s big as an egg,� he said, holding the diamond between his thumb and forefinger, the sunlight pouring through the brilliant stone and creating rainbows of light moving against Jack�s face. �This thing, I do believe, is the diamond known as Koh-i-Noor. It�s probably priceless. Its value for us though, in this documentary, isn�t monetary�but historical � proof that England played a covert role in the American Civil War. My wife and I found the contract between England and the Confederate States of America tucked between in the pages of an old magazine we bought from an antique store. The contract, and a hand-written letter from a Confederate soldier, pointed us in the direction to search a specific area of the St. Johns River to look for the strongbox that held the diamond. England secretly was supporting and partially financing the Confederate war effort. And per the terms of the 160-year-old agreement, signed by Jefferson Davis and Lord Palmertson � the British Prime Minister at the time, the diamond is long overdue to be returned.�
Jack looked at the diamond in his hand and then back at the camera. He smiled, used the tip of one finger to brush a drop of river water from his nose. �Maybe the Queen will offer a small reward, or at least a plane ticket to London to return it.� The shot slowly zoomed in, the diamond filling the frame in a fiery burst of colors, then the image cut to black.
�That�s all there is,� Laura said. �I get so emotional seeing Jack there, on our pontoon boat. It�s like he�ll walk through the door any minute, but he never will again.�
�I want to check something on the video.�
�What?�
O�Brien turned and used the mouse to reverse the images in the video. �I may have seen something.�
�What?�
�I don�t know.� O�Brien watched the screen. He didn�t blink, moving the images frame-by-frame. Then he stopped, leaning closer. �There.� He pointed to the riverbank in the background. �There�s a small flash. It�s the sunlight reflecting off a lens.�
�You mean reflecting off a telescope or binoculars�like somebody�s spying on them?�
�No.� O�Brien enlarged the picture some. �It�s a little blurry when we go in close, but there�s a man standing near that big cypress tree. And the lens he�s using is mounted to a rifle. Someone was following your husband and his crew. The shooter had them in his sights when they pulled the diamond out of the river. But for some reason he chose not to shoot.�
Laura held one hand to her mouth, her eyes moving from the screen to O�Brien and back. �Dear God, Jack was being stalked.�
�The question is by who? Who was the person or persons, and when did he or they first become aware of what Jack was doing?�
Laura said nothing, her thoughts racing. �Only Jack�s production crew, but these are guys he�s known and worked with for years. They�re like brothers. They weren�t treasure hunters. Their treasure was unearthing artifacts that could prove or disprove American history � especially the Civil War. Jack wanted the finding of the diamond to remain very confidential. He was amazed by the contract between the CSA and England, and he felt it could be made public without the need to display the diamond. He was profoundly moved by what the Confederate soldier, Henry, wrote in the letter to his wife. Jack wanted to find the lost diamond and fulfill a soldier�s last request on earth. What began as one of his documentaries soon became his passion � his mission.�
�Did anyone else know about the discovery of the diamond or the contract?�
�Not that I�m aware. Jack and the team kept that quiet. He wasn�t sure what part, if any about the diamond he�d use in the documentary�at least until it was returned to England. Jack mentioned the contract to a wealthy man, a Civil War buff, who was one of the investors in the movie Black River. His name�s Frank Sheldon. My husband had worked as a design consultant on the construction of Frank Sheldon�s schooner. Jack said that Mr. Sheldon was interested in partially underwriting Jack�s documentary. Frank Sheldon is a software billionaire who�s almost finished building an exact replica of the American sailboat that beat the British in the first America�s Cup race. That original sailboat was bought and used by the South as a blockade runner during the Civil War.�
�Didn�t it sink in the St. Johns River?�
�Yes, I�m surprised you knew that. Frank Sheldon told Jack that he wants to sail his new boat to England to re-trace the original sailboat�s final trans-Atlantic voyage.�
O�Brien said nothing. He stared at the image frozen on the computer screen. He looked up at Laura. �I know that place on the river where the stalker was standing.�
Laura leaned forward. �What? You do?�
�Yes, a friend of mine � he grew up on the river � recognized it. I showed him this photo of the woman standing near the river, and he knew the spot. We went there.�
Laura glanced down at the computer screen and then looked at O�Brien without moving her head. �Did you find something?�
�A cigar stub, some loose change on the ground, and something that may have accidentally fallen out of that guy�s pocket. A Mini� ball from a musket. But the guy on the video isn�t holding a musket. It�s a modern rifle with a scope. The stogie, lose change and Mini� ball were all near the cypress tree you see in the video.�
Laura held her hand to her mouth. �Dear God. That man, that blurry image on tape, is he the one who killed Jack? Where�s the stuff you found?�
�Exactly where we found it. If it�s evidence that can connect the stalker to the death of your husband, it�s better left where police can find it.�
�Police! They never even spotted what you just saw on the video. Maybe they aren�t trying too hard. It�s easy and convenient to label it an accident when a 100-million dollar movie is employing hundreds of people and spending lots of money in the county.�
�I have a friend in the Volusia County Sheriff�s office. He�s a detective, a good guy. I�ll let him know about the shooter in the background on the video, and I�ll tell him where to find the Mini� ball and cigar stub. In the meantime, to speed up the investigation before the movie production leaves, you can do something.�
�Me? What can I do?�
�Go public.�
�What?�
�With the video, or a portion of it. With your permission, I�ll edit the video and take it from the point a few seconds beyond the spot where we can see the lens reflection in the background. No need to make that public and risk the guy leaving, although with his hat on and the blurring, he�s really unrecognizable.�
�By public�do you mean upload the video?�
�Yes. You need help. You need it quickly, and you need it for three reasons. First, you�re up against big money � a huge Hollywood studio and its movie being financed by multinational investors. Public opinion moves a case up the judicial chain faster. Whoever took Jack�s life to steal the diamond doesn�t give a rat�s ass about honoring a dead Confederate soldier�s wishes. He couldn�t care less about fulfilling a 160-year-old contract, or returning the diamond to the Crown Jewels. He most likely wants to fence it � to sell it to a private collector and walk away with millions.�
�What�s the second reason?�
�Time. Time is crucial. The people who can afford a rock like that would prefer to buy it without the stain of stolen merchandise or the label of blood diamond attached to the transaction. For a few others, it�s an adrenaline rush to buy a legendary diamond, although stolen, to keep in a safe on a yacht or mansion and show it to friends when fifty-year-old scotch seduces the swagger. But the common knowledge that the diamond is stolen in connection with a murder can make it more difficult to move. And, third, for your and Paula�s safety. As long as you�re secretly holding the contract and have proof of the diamond on video, you�re at risk of being taken out in an effort to conceal the truth by destroying any witnesses and existing evidence.�
�What are you suggesting, Sean?�
�Let�s upload the video to YouTube, send a link to key international media, such as the BBC. If it goes viral, the investigation into Jack�s death becomes top priority because its will be part of a worldwide consciousness. There�ll be lots of global media interests, cable news shows will keep it from going stagnant, and prosecutors will be quick to take it to trial if an arrest is made. Laura, it�s going to thrust you into the public eye. So the question is�do you want to do it?�
�I have to do it.�

THIRTY

Dave Collins was almost speechless. On his way back to his river cabin, O�Brien called Dave and filled him in on his conversation with Laura Jordan. Dave asked, �So are you telling me you actually saw, what appears to be, an authentic contract between Britain and the Confederate States of America and a diamond the size of a goose egg pulled out of the river?�
�I saw the diamond on video. I saw the contract in person�it was signed by Jefferson Davis and the British Prime Minister who, at that time, was Lord Palmertson. I snapped a picture of it.�
�Sean, this little Cliff Note from the past was indeed missed by historians. Imagine what Ike Kirby will say. It�ll create some big buzz across the pond.�
�It was missed because it was supposed to have been missed. Covert. Confidential. At least it was until that painting and a stack of old magazines made their way into an antique store.�
�But uncovered when an elderly man with a Civil War photo approached you out of the blue.�
�It was partially revealed when Jack Jordan was killed on the movie set. At least the window into the past was cracked. The video of his discovery on the river could send it into the stratosphere. I�m putting in a call to a friend of mine at the Volusia County Sheriff�s Department, Detective Dan Grant. I�ll point him to what I have, the shadowy video of the man with the rifle aimed at Jack Jordan when he pulled the strongbox with the diamond out of the river. And there�s the cigar stogie lying next to a dropped Mini� ball and twelve cents in change. Could be prints, DNA, maybe even a ballistics match with the round that killed Jack Jordan.�
�Even if you never recover the painting, Sean, you�ve earned your compensation. Is his widow, Laura, uploading the video of her husband opening the strongbox and finding the diamond?�
�Yes.�
�Do you think she should wait until police have finished their investigation?�
�She�s convinced they�re all but finished. She gave them a flash drive of the video.�
�Did they spot the stalker with a rifle?�
�If they did, no one told her. The investigation continues, but at what pace and what price?�
Dave exhaled into the phone. �Well, your discovery on the bluff overlooking the river, and on the video, definitely shows motive and probable cause in the death of her husband. The video will, no doubt, light a fire under the DA�s butt. The question is�who did it? Who knew about this fabled diamond and its connection to India, Britain, the Confederate States of America, and the Royal Family?�
�Jack Jordan�s documentary production crew. There was a cameraman, a sound guy, and Jack�s dive buddy who was working as his producer. According to Laura, her husband has worked with this team for years and all are trustworthy.�
Dave grunted. �That, of course, means nothing when a priceless diamond is found.�
�There was apparently one person outside of Jack Jordan�s inner circle.�
�Who?�
�Frank Sheldon. Sheldon is the software billionaire who�s building an exact replica of the schooner that beat the English in what became known as the America�s Cup Race. That sailboat was sunk during the Civil War in a deep tributary to the St. Johns River.�
�I never heard that story. Is this the Frank Sheldon who won the last America�s Cup?�
�That�s the guy. According to Laura, he�s an investor in the movie, Black River. Jack was hired two years ago as an historical consultant when Sheldon began designing plans for building the replica of that fabled schooner. Sheldon is a Civil War buff, someone who spends money on collectable relics. She said he�s planning to sail the yacht to England soon, covering the same route as the original schooner did when she was sailed from England to America to be used as a Civil War blockade-runner. Laura says that Jack told Sheldon about the documentary he was making and his quest to find a rumored legendary diamond, and he wanted to know if Sheldon might make a donation to the project due to its educational value.�
�Did he invest?�
�Laura wasn�t sure.�
Dave was silent a moment and then said, �There�s always some kind of puzzle piece, mosaic irony, in these things, even things that have been sleeping quietly in the gut of the old river for a century and a half. As the puzzle pieces come together, we get insight into how greed causes some men to crawl into the muck where it breeds. When you first mentioned the diamond, Koh-i-Noor, since I�m sitting at my computer, I pulled up a history of this rock.�
�What�d you find?�
�Well, let me scan and surmise at the same time. It�s the only multi tasking I find that I can do with some decorum of efficiency anymore. If it�s the real one, the Koh-i-Noor�it�s, no doubt, priceless. At one time, it was the largest known diamond in the world. It was cut down to 106 carats. Koh-i-Noor means Mountain of Light. It gives a whole new definition to the words blood diamond. The diamond was mined out of India in the eleventh century and has changed hands in a bloody history within Indian dynasties. A half dozen leaders of these dynasties have owned the Koh-i-Noor, including the Sikh Empire where it was taken when the British raised their flag over the citadel of Lahore in India. After the diamond was smuggled to England, Prince Albert personally supervised the cutting. When finished, it was kept in Windsor Castle, not in the Tower of London, until after Queen Victoria�s death.�
O�Brien said nothing.
Dave grunted. �Sean, I can almost hear you thinking through your phone.�
�I�m thinking about that picture puzzle you mentioned. The pieces, at least the edges, are aligning and an image is beginning to form. And the woman in the painting by the river will be somewhere in the center.�
�Maybe it�s a good time to contact your client and call it a day, because now the trail of the painting you�ve been following has led to a movie set where it was stolen � a painting owned by a couple who found it in an antique store. One half of the couple is dead. Yeah, I�d say it�s gone far beyond a simple case of locating a missing painting. Add apparent murder to the mix along with the unearthing and theft of the world�s most valuable diamond, and toss in the exhuming of a contract between the Confederacy and Great Britain, you�ve got an international stage. The question is, Sean, when that video goes viral � and it will � when that curtain opens on this global stage, will you be there�or will you exit before all hell breaks loose?�

THIRTY-ONE

Silas Jackson opened the door to his weather-beaten trailer and stepped outside under a canopy of cypress trees deep in the Ocala National Forest. He carried a metal coffee pot, dented and stained from years of use. Three chickens pecked at the hard, barren ground, scattering as Jackson walked to a circle of rocks, the trace of smoke from last night�s fire a ghost in the morning air. Roosters and a dozen fighting cocks paced in A-frame coops built under a large live oak tree. A leaden dawn hung over the forest like a gray shawl, thick and humid as the dew-stained Spanish moss sagging from the trees in the still morning.
He wore his Confederate slouch hat pulled low, just above his thick, dark eyebrows, tufts of dark hair sprouting and curling up from under the hat. His sideburns were long and heavy. Black eyes hard as polished stones. His uniform unkempt, worn ragged from the elements and hundreds of Civil War reenactments.
Jackson threw kindling pieces and split wood into the pit, unscrewed the top from a mason jar, tossing gas on the timber. He lit a wooden match on the side of his boot and lobbed it into the pile. Orange flames erupted. He sat on his haunches in front of the crackling fire, white smoke swirling up through the cypress limbs. He set the coffee pot on top of the flames and waited for the water to boil.
Jackson watched the chickens, yellow flames reflecting off his eyes, the call of a mourning dove coming from somewhere deep in the Ocala National Forest. He poured coffee into a tin cup, steam rising off the black coffee. He pursed his lips and blew across the open cup. Jackson sipped and thought about the events of the last few days.
Beyond the perimeter thicket came the sounds of horses snorting, hooves in the mud, and a whinny from one horse. Jackson set his cup on a rock bordering the fire and stood. He reached in his pocket, removing a pouch of tobacco leaves, biting off a plug and chewing, his mouth small, lips tightened, hawk nose scarred from too many battles to count. As two men rode horses into camp, he spit tobacco juice in the center of the fire, a drop of dark saliva clinging to his lip.
�Mornin� Captain,� said the tallest man. Both were dressed in Confederate uniforms. They dismounted and tied their horse�s reins to low hanging tree branches. They were in their early thirties, unshaven, lean, wearing scuffed boots. Jackson turned toward them as the men approached. He said, �Ya�ll boys keep on eating food on that movie set and you gonna be too big for your mounts.� He grinned, teeth brown from tobacco stains.
�Yes sir, Captain Jackson,� said the shorter man, smiling through a full ruddy beard. �It�s just that they got food from the crack of dawn to late in the evening. We wish you were still on the movie set. Nobody knows the Confederate cause like you, right Bobby?�
�That�s the damn truth,� said the man called Bobby, a toothpick in one corner of his mouth, his bloodhound eyes lethargic. �I hope they don�t cut out the scenes you were in, Captain?�
Jackson snorted. �Do you think I give a flyin� shit about that? The only reason I agreed to be an extra in the movie in the first place is on account that I want Hollywood to get it right when it comes to tellin� the story of the South and how things played out realistically in the war.�
Bobby nodded and said, �Well, Captain, things are playing out all over the Internet that seem to be giving an unrealistic image of the Civil War, at least as far as the South is concerned.�
Jackson�s chewed the tobacco and raised his head, morning sunlight falling on one side of his face under the hat. �Whadda you mean?�
�Jack Jordan, you knew him better than Doug and me, anyway it looks like a few weeks before he died on set from that stray Mini� ball, he�d found something in the St. Johns River, and what he found has set the damn Internet on fire.�
Jackson spit out of one side of his mouth. �What�d he find?�
The short man called Doug said, �A diamond, Captain. Big as a goose egg.�
Bobby said, �Somebody uploaded a video to the Internet, and it shows Jack on video in a pontoon boat finding this huge friggin� diamond in a strongbox that he brought up from the bottom of the river. In the video, you can hear Jack talkin� about how the diamond belonged to England at the time of the war, how it was tied to a contract signed by Jefferson Davis that says England was backing the South in the war and the diamond was part of all that. Anyway, the video is exploding online. Getting millions of views all over the world, especially England and even India. On CNN last night, they were saying that if the diamond is the real deal, it�s got a long history that goes way back to some emperor in India and to the Queen of England.�
Jackson lifted his cup up from the campfire rock and tossed the remaining black coffee into the fire. He watched the steam rise into the morning air for a moment, and then his mouth turned down. He spit out the tobacco plug like it was a hairball, a bitter taste suddenly in his mouth, his face pinched. �Did the news indicate the whereabouts of the diamond or this supposed contract?�
Bobby shook his head. �The news is saying that Jack�s wife said the diamond was stolen from him, taken from the film set. She�s calling his death a murder. And she said she has the original copy of the contract between England and the South in a safe deposit box. Hell, I feel pretty good believing that England was backing what the South stood for during the war. I wonder why England didn�t bring over the big guns and help us beat back the yanks? What�d you think, Captain?�
Jackson stoked the fire with a branch he�d broken off a pine tree, the flames bristling, yellow pinpoints of light locked in his hard, black irises. �I�ll tell you what I think. I think everything the South fought for during the war is coming to realization right now. Country�s gone to hell. I can�t recognize it no more. Jack Jordan might have been good at re-enacting battles, but he talked too much. Boys, some folks call me a doomsday prepper � a feller who�s preparing for mayhem and civil bedlam. It�s gonna happen. That�s why I got thousands of rounds in my trailer, a fully stocked underground bunker. Plenty of canned food and water for a country boy like me to survive. We�ll take the nation back. That diamond is property of the Confederacy, part of the Confederate treasury during the war. And the contract Jack Jordan found was between England and CSA President Jefferson Davis � nobody else. A confidential document like that has no business winding up on the fuckin� Internet.�
The men nodded as Jackson stood. He stepped closer to the moss-stained trailer, reaching in his pants pocket for birdseed. He tossed seed on the ground, the three chickens trotting to the food. Jackson squatted, �C�mere Gladys,� he said, easing closer to a ruddy colored hen. Jackson grabbed the chicken, holding it to the ground, squawking, feathers flying. He pulled a serrated knife from his belt and sliced off the bird�s head. He stood, the chicken ran twenty feet and collapsed.
Jackson turned to the men and said, �Most people in this country are just like that chicken. Running around with no head. No direction. Ya�ll boys want to stay for lunch? I make a damned good fried chicken.�
�I�m fine with coffee,� said Bobby.
Doug nodded. �Me, too.�
Jackson grinned and walked to the fire pit. He tossed the chicken head into the flames and watched it burn, the beak popping like tinder, the smell of feathers broiling. He squatted, pulled a thin cigar from his coat pocket, bit off one end, spit it out, and stuck a small branch into the fire. He waited for it to catch, and then used the flaming stick to light his cigar. Jackson blew smoke out the corner of his mouth, holding the burning limb between him and the men. He looked over the flames and said, �Somebody needs to put a match to that contract. Burn it. President Davis earned that much respect.�

THIRTY-TWO

O�Brien could tell Detective Dan Grant would rather have been somewhere else than entering the Boston Coffee Shop in downtown DeLand. O�Brien sat at a table in the back of the shop, ordered a mug of coffee, waiting with his laptop open and ready. The shop smelled of fresh-ground coffees and croissants just from the oven. Two college students sat near the front, one girl studying from a textbook, the other online with her tablet.
Detective Grant, early forties, skin the color of light tea, square shoulders, wide chest, walked through the restaurant, making eye contact with no one � his eyes locked on O�Brien. The detective�s large wingtip shoes hammered across the hardwood floor. Grant pulled out a chair, exhaled like he�d just walked up a long flight of steps. He sat, and O�Brien said, �Thanks for coming, Dan.�
�Sean, I don�t have a lot of time. I have to be in court in a half hour.�
�This won�t take a lot of time, two minutes.� O�Brien adjusted his computer so Grant could easily see the screen. �The video I�m going to show you is the full length.�
�And it�s two minutes?�
�Yes. The version on YouTube has been edited, but only slightly.�
�How?�
�Let me show you.� O�Brien hit the play button, stopping ten seconds into the opening. �The guy in the pontoon boat, look over the guy�s shoulder�right here.� O�Brien used the tip of a coffee stirrer to point to the screen. �See the man standing on the riverbank, next to the tree?�
�What�s he doing?�
�He�s sighting down on the man in the boat. The reflection is off a rifle scope.�
�Who�s the man in the boat?�
�Jack Jordan.�
�The guy killed on the movie set?�
�The same.�
�Where�d you get the video?�
�From his widow. I wanted to give you this version. The rest of it, all one-minute-and forty-nine seconds is climbing the YouTube charts. Probably viral by now.�
�I heard something about that. What the hell�s going on, Sean.�
�Who�s investigating the death on the movie set?�
�I believe Larry Rollins was on that one. He�s a good detective, aggressive, been with the department almost twenty years. His daughter actually got a small part in that movie.�
�Then maybe Rollins should write himself out of the investigation script.�
�Why?�
�Because his daughter�s on the movie company�s payroll for one. Most importantly, with someone sighting down on Jack Jordan here on the river�s edge, a few weeks before his death on the film set, it shows he was in somebody�s crosshairs. His wife believes he was murdered. I�ll show you the video and you�ll see why.� O�Brien hit the play button.
Grant watched the video intently, to the point where it faded to black at the end. He asked, �Why didn�t she show this to Detective Rollins?�
�She did. She gave him a copy on a flash drive.�
�Well, the video definitely proves the existence of the diamond, assuming it�s real and not planted for some reason. The guy behind the tree, though, is very hard to spot. Maybe Larry missed it. If you hadn�t pointed it out, I�m not sure I would have seen it.�
�Did you see the uniform?�
�Beyond the hat, I couldn�t make out his clothes.�
�Looks like a Confederate uniform. Re-enactor maybe. I�m sure your team can enlarge the images.�
Detective Grand shook his head. �So we may be looking at the murderer�a few weeks later, he pulled the button for real.�
�See if your guy, Larry Rollins, spotted it. Laura Jordan told investigators that her husband had been carrying that diamond; at least it was locked in his van the day he was killed. She said the detective, maybe Larry Rollins, told her there was no physical or forensics evidence of a break-in found on or around the van. He added that the case wasn�t closed, pending autopsy results, although the investigation, thus far, has failed to produce an indication her husband�s death was anything but a tragic accident.�
�Larry�s a bull dog. Prior to what you�ve shown me, everything I�ve heard about the death pointed to a really bad accident. It looked like some Civil War re-enactor got so caught up in the movie stuff he forgot it�s all make believe and that he was supposed to be firing blanks.�
�Maybe that�s the way someone designed it to look. But now, on this video, you have physical and visible proof that Jack Jordan was being stalked by somebody.� O�Brien reached in his shirt pocket and pulled out a flash drive. �The entire video is on here. This is your copy.�
�Why is the rest of the video, the stuff Jack Jordan says about the Civil War contract and the diamond, now on YouTube? Did you do it?�
�It�s on the Internet because Laura Jordan, the widow, thought it would validate her husband�s death as a murder because of his find in the river. Pulling up a diamond in the real rough � the river mud, and putting it on camera as part of his Civil War documentary is an astonishing find. He was producing a documentary about the last days of the Civil War and how some of the Confederate brass exited in the eleventh hour and escaped to Cuba and then England.�
�But why kill the guy? If somebody broke into his van, and he wasn�t in it, why shoot him on the movie set?�
�Maybe it wasn�t just about the diamond.�
�What do you mean?�
�Maybe it was about something else. It could have something to do with the discovery of the contract between England and the Confederacy. What if someone didn�t want that to become public? What if they didn�t want that information to become part of Civil War history�and were willing to kill to hide the secret?�
�Who the hell would do something like that?�
�Dan, a lot of Civil War re-enactors live and breathe this stuff, the heritage and legacy of the Old South�or the North, for that matter. Maybe one of these guys wanted to keep the history books from being rewritten in terms of the Civil War and England�s collusion with the South.�
Grant looked at his watch. �How the hell did you get involved in this thing, Sean? How�d the widow, Laura Jordan, find you?�
�She didn�t. Another widow did.� O�Brien reached in his folder and removed the photo of the painting. He slid it across the table to Grant.
�Who�s that?�
�I think her first name was Angelina. And I think her husband�s name was Henry. That spot she�s standing next to is on the St, Johns River, very near the same place where you saw the sniper with the rifle following Jack Jordan.�
�Where�d you get that photo?�
�From an elderly man who believes the woman in the picture was his great, great grandmother. You see, Dan, her husband was killed, too. Just like Jack Jordan � on a battlefield. But Jack didn�t know he was fighting a war, because someone he knew, maybe trusted, killed him. And now, after lying in the river mud, the finding of the diamond and its mention in the contract between England and the CSA will open more than spirited historical debates. It�ll open old war wounds, and the battle for ownership of that diamond could cross international borders.�
Detective Grant let out a long breath. �Anything else?�
�Yes.� O�Brien slid the photo closer to Grant. �I found that spot on the river. I found it because I was trying to locate the place where the woman in the photo stood at the time of the Civil War. I�ll give you directions. In that picture, the cypress tree is small. On the video it�s huge. The spot where this woman stood is almost the same place where the stalker on the video was standing.�
Grant grinned. �So is this some kind of providence? Was a ghost from the Civil War directing you to a place where a potential shooter was tracking a man who would be shot by a Civil War rifle 160 years later? Sean, is this a crazy, ironic coincidence?�
�When it comes to crime, I never believe in anything being coincidental.�
�And I�ve never believed in ghosts.�
�No ghosts. Just an old photo. Near the tree, on the ground, you�ll find a cigar stub, some change, and a Civil War Mini� ball. I�m assuming all of it fell out of the guy�s pocket.�
Grant nodded. �I know you, and I�m betting you�re also assuming the bullet is probably identical to the one that killed Jack Jordan.�
O�Brien said nothing.
�All right.� Grant pushed back his chair to stand. �I think there�s room in my caseload to work with Larry Rollins. I�ll see what I can arrange internally. If all this is what you think it is, this investigation just shot way beyond my pay grade and jurisdiction. We could be talking about intercontinental diamond theft and sales. Much as I dislike working with the feds, looks like I�ll be putting in a call to them.�
�You won�t have to. The diamond�s appearance on a viral video, coupled with the information about its history and original ownership, will cross international borders and agencies with the speed of light. You�ve got a head start on the investigation�but not for long.�

THIRTY-THREE

Laura Jordan poured a cup of coffee, sipped, glanced out her kitchen window and almost dropped the coffee cup. It was Saturday morning, 7:37, three days since she uploaded the video of her husband finding the diamond and talking on camera about the Civil War contract between England and the Confederacy.
And now a half dozen local and network TV news trucks were parking on the quiet residential road in front of her home, technicians fine-tuning the huge satellite dishes atop the trucks, reporters sipping coffee from paper cups, adjusting earpieces, looking at notepads. �Oh my God,� Laura whispered, clutching her worn terry cloth robe and peeking between the kitchen curtains.
There was a loud knock at her front door. She felt her heart jump, the taste of the coffee acrid and bitter in her mouth. She paced the floor for a second, trying to compose herself. Be calm�just face it. She had told Sean O�Brien that she could do it. And now the day had arrived. The news media were knocking at her door. She glanced at a family picture on the dining room wall of Jack, Paula and herself at the beach, kneeling � a sand castle in front of them.
The knock returned. Louder. Little Paula walked slowly into the kitchen, face creased from sleep. She held a stuffed giraffe to her chest, her pink pajamas with yellow ducks wrinkled and uneven from another night of tossing and turning in her bed. �Mommy, somebody�s at the door.�
�I know sweetheart. I�ll answer it. You go wash your face, and I�ll make you some pancakes.�
Paula smiled, turned and went toward the bathroom. Laura set the coffee cup on her kitchen counter, tied the robe tighter around her waist and walked down her foyer to the front door. She opened it, the morning sun cresting the tree line, shining in her face. She counted seven reporters and at least that many camera operators. They looked like a mob, some professionally dressed, the others in T-shirts and faded jeans. A tall reporter introduced himself, saying he was with CNN and added, �Mrs. Jordan, we don�t mean to intrude, however your number is unlisted. The video of your deceased husband is raising enormous speculation and questions. A few minutes ago, the video has been viewed 127-million times. We�d like to ask you a few questions.�
Laura attempted a smile as camera flashes popped. She said, �I don�t mind speaking with you, but give me a little time. I need to fix my daughter breakfast. And it wouldn�t hurt if I showered.�
The tall reporter smiled. �Absolutely. We understand and we appreciate your cooperation. We�ll be here, as unobtrusive as possible, when you�re ready.�
Laura nodded, looked over his shoulder and saw two more news trucks arrive. She watched as neighbors drifted onto the street, many dressed in pajamas and robes. �Just give me some time. I will answer your questions best I can.� She closed and locked the door, her heart hammering in her chest.
In the kitchen, she searched for her phone, finding it under one of Paula�s coloring books. Laura scrolled through the menu, searching for Sean O�Brien�s number, her hand trembling. She bit her lower lip and made the call. �Sean, it�s Laura. There are news media � reporters literally standing in my front yard. I counted seven of those big satellite trucks. They�re from all over, the cable networks, too. They want to interview me. They just showed up out of the blue.�
�They�re there because the video is well over a hundred-million views. It�s creating controversy. More importantly, Laura, it�ll generate demand for a thorough investigation into Jack�s death. The state�s attorney will make it a priority.�
�I know�I just didn�t expect to open my door and see all those TV cameras pointed at my face. I�ve never done a news conference.�
�Just answer their questions succinctly. Don�t feel you have to elaborate on anything. Nothing beats absolute, heartfelt sincerity � the truth. The public can sense it or the lack of it. I know this is stressful, but accept that and find courage in results.�
�You make it sound a little easier. What if I make a mistake?�
�You can�t make a mistake because you and Paula are victims, too. Just look the reporters in the eye and answer their questions. But, remember, this is your platform as well. It�s your chance to reach the public. Someone out there may know something that might help police find Jack�s killer. Consider this as an opportunity to do your own public service announcement, okay?�
�I understand. Your voice is calming�I just wish you were here.�
�It�s better that I�m not. You�ll be fine if you remember to look at this as a chance to bring some kind of results. When Jack pulled up that diamond, when you both found the old contract, it opened up a Pandora�s box that�s been sealed for 160 or more years. Now that it�s out, there is someone who wants to contain it, to probably fence the diamond to a private collector. Jack was simply doing what he loved, documenting history. That led him down a new and dangerous path to find a way to honor the letter written by Henry and the terms of the contract, and Jack was in somebody�s way.�
Laura released a pent-up breath. She glanced at her fingernails on one hand, broken and chewed. She felt like a mess, suddenly disheveled, and on display. �Thank you, Sean for caring. Maybe Paula and I can meet you for lunch. Then I can tell you how my first, and hopefully my last, news conference went.�
�You�ll do fine. And lunch sounds good�
�Would noon at the Mainstreet Grill in DeLand work for you?�
�What car will you be driving?�
�A white Honda Accord. Why? I won�t get lost or be late.�
�See you and Paula then.�
Laura disconnected. She walked into the bathroom when her phone rang. She looked at the digital display: UNKNOWN. She answered. �Hello.�
�Laura Jordan��
�Who is this?�
�Be very careful what you do and say. You say too much to those reporters and it might come back to haunt you and your daughter.� The voice was slightly muffled, just above a whisper.
�Who is this? How�d you get this number? Don�t threaten me!�
�Some things are buried in the past for very good reasons. Best to let a sleeping junkyard dog lie. If not, there are always consequences�always. It�s bad enough your dead husband mentioned the Civil War contract�but until others see it, it�s just him talking. Nothing more. We advise you to keep it that way.�
The call disconnected.
Laura gripped the phone, her hand shaking. She looked up in the bathroom mirror, the reflection of her frightened face like a stranger staring back at her.

THIRTY-FOUR

Kim Davis was washing a beer mug behind the bar when Dave Collins and Nick Cronus walked in the Tiki Bar. Kim dried her hands and said, �No Sean and no Miss Max. What gives?�
Nick grinned. �Max knows you serve hushpuppies on Wednesday. She stays clear of the Tiki Bar on Wednesdays.�
Kim smiled as Dave nodded and said, �I think Sean�s at his river cabin doing whatever he does in pure solitude.�
�You guys want to sit at the bar or take your favorite table next to the window?�
Dave grinned. �Nick likes the table because it gives him a view of the crosswalk to the beach and the bevy of bikini-clad ladies who park their cars in the lot and walk over to the seashore.�
�Somebody has to keep tabs on tourism.� Nick�s dark eyes danced.
Dave said, �Nick, I need to get a battery charger out of my car. Why don�t you claim the tourism table before the lunch crowd arrives. I�ll take the grouper sandwich and have the coleslaw rather than hushpuppies. In Max�s honor, of course.�
Nick started toward the table. Kim dried her hands on a towel and said, �Nicky, I�m taking a short break. I need to talk to Dave.�
He grinned. �You can always talk to me.�
She smiled and followed Dave out the breezeway into the parking lot, the screeching of seagulls over the marina, a charter boat diesel cranking as a first mate cast lines across the transom.
Dave turned back to Kim and said, �I hope I left my tablet charger in the car. Is everything okay, Kim?�
�No, it�s not okay. I�m not sure what the word okay is supposed to mean anymore. I�ve been following the news and that viral video. What if the man who died was murdered on the movie set? I told Sean that I may have met the guy the day I spent in casting, waiting to audition. I just saw the man�s distraught wife � now his widow, in that news conference on TV. She didn�t pull any punches. She believes her husband was murdered for the diamond. And, all this stuff about a Civil War agreement between the South and England, it�s like a very dark door opened after Sean began hunting for the painting.�
�To further the coincidence, it was the same painting you�d seen months ago in that antique store. A painting bought by the couple we�re talking about, and the husband is now dead. I believed Sean sensed it wasn�t an accident from the onset.�
�I wish that old man had never walked into the restaurant. I worry about Sean.�
�I know you do, Kimberly.�
�He�s always been somewhat mysterious. He won�t discuss the war or most of the things he saw as a homicide detective. But now, especially after he learned about his family � what happened to his mother, his insane brother, and the fact he has a niece he never knew about until recently, it�s somehow changed Sean.�
�Perhaps it�s made him a little more introspective, as it would anyone. He still maintains a sense of humor, but I�ve seen him when he�s had a dark day or two. He usually confines himself to the solitude of his river cabin when that cloud moves over him. Perhaps it�s PTSD. He won�t discuss it.� Dave opened the trunk to his car, searched, and lifted out a small black battery charger. �Eureka! Now I can finish the book I was reading.� A breeze blew through the fronds of the royal palm trees. Dave cut his eyes to Kim and said, �You really care deeply about him, don�t you?�
�Yes. Is it that obvious?�
�May I ask�do you love him?�
She pushed a strand of dark hair behind one ear and smiled. �You get to the point, don�t you? I�ve tried so hard not to, but Sean�s the kind of man who is easy for a woman to love, even as mysterious and unknowable as he can be, he gives to others unconditionally. And he never asks for anything in return. His heart is just as attractive as his face. Because of a trait like that, it sometimes opens the door to bad characteristics in others. When Sean�s helping someone, it�s usually because someone or some thing in society is wronging that person. I think the love he had for his deceased wife was buried with her.�
Dave inhaled deeply and watched three white pelicans sail over the marina. �I believe that being loved by someone can help you gain strength, Kim. But courage is gained by loving others. I think this is how Sean shows it now. Maybe he always did, I don�t know. But I do know that the sheer courage Sean pulls from somewhere, often facing down threats to his own safety, may be the kind of sacrifice that is the ultimate demonstration of love.�
�Sean�s a knight in tarnished armor. Could be it�s the flaws visible beneath the armor that adds to his charm.�
�Elizabethan nobility and chivalry at its finest.� Dave hugged Kim and asked, �Have you told him how you feel?�
�I�ve tried to show him. Please don�t say anything. I shouldn�t have told you.�
�Kim�that shall remain between you and Sean. However, in all my career in government service, I�ve never met anyone quite like him. You�re right, he won�t say much about his time in the Middle East. I�ve managed to find out that he was captured. The enemy tried to break him, to brainwash him. Somehow, against great odds, he persevered and then he escaped. What he had to do to survive, to get out alive, is probably very far beyond the breaking point for most of us. But Sean isn�t like most of us. I�ve thought about it often. He�s intellectually fearless. That formidable courage we talked about is somehow imparted in his DNA and rises to a boil when he�s in the ring for someone he�s trying to help. And I think it�s because of his instinctive acuity of right and wrong � or good and evil. When you couple that with his inherent grasp of human nature, of things in or out of the natural order�that�s his gift�and sometimes a bad curse.�
�There�s something else I haven�t told him, but I feel the need to tell someone. You�re like the cool uncle to me. You know that my dad died when I was sixteen.�
�I remember you telling me that.�
�You mentioned Sean might have PTSD. I think I might too. It started a few weeks after those men broke into my house. The things they did�and said�what they did to my dog.� She glanced at boats in the marina and then looked up at Dave. �They were seconds away from holding my hand over the gas burner on my stove. And then Sean surprised them. I have bad dreams that won�t go away. I�m not sleeping well. Sometimes now I think I�m being followed, especially when I leave work. It happened before the mysterious rose showed up in my mailbox, and happens when I least expect it. A sort of panic. Anxiety.� She hugged her upper arms.
�It�s completely understandable and justified. And what you�re doing now is the way to treat those mental wounds. Talk about it. Don�t swallow it back inside your heart. It�s a cancer of the soul that�s vented by the therapy of honest communications.�
�Does it cause hallucinations?�
�You mean nightmares?�
�No. In broad daylight. I think someone�s following me. But I�m not certain. It�s like a movement you catch out of the corner of your eye. When you look back, nothing�s there.�
�You said you�re having a difficult time sleeping. Sleep deprivation can cause what you�re experiencing.�
�I want to buy a gun, Dave. And I want to do it today.�

THIRTY-FIVE

O�Brien parked in the shade across the street from the restaurant in downtown DeLand, twenty minutes before Laura was scheduled to be there. He wanted to arrive early to watch for her � but more importantly, he wanted to watch for signs that she might be followed.
Through his sunglasses, he looked at Max in the seat beside him, her long dachshund ears now lifting slightly, following the traffic noises, her black button nostrils testing the cross-breeze that drifted through the Jeep�s open windows. There was the scent of orange blossoms mixed with the smell of meat grilling. O�Brien scratched her neck. �Max, I need you to sit tight for a little while. They don�t allow dogs inside the restaurant. And since you�re a wiener dog�that might be a good thing. But I�ll bring you a doggie bag. Let�s just sit here and see if anyone is following Laura and her little girl.�
O�Brien glanced out his side and rearview mirrors. He watched business professionals emerging from office buildings, blending in with college students and tourists crossing New York Street with its eclectic mixture of antique shops, coffee houses, restaurants and bars.
At five minutes before noon, a white Honda Accord came slowly up New York Street, Laura at the wheel. She pulled in to the Mainstreet Grill parking lot and found a space between the dozens of cars, the sun winking off chrome and glass. As Laura and Paula got out of the car and started for the entrance to the restaurant, O�Brien heard the droning sound of something above the city. He cut his eyes up to the hard blue sky over DeLand. A vintage bi-plane flew low, its engine strained, pulling a banner sign that read: SHORTY�S � DAYTONA BEACH � HAPPY HOUR 4�7 PM
O�Brien waited five more minutes. He lowered the window a few inches on Max�s side of the Jeep. �Looks like all is clear. Just a mom and her little girl going to lunch. All right, you earn your keep and be a watchdog for me. We�re parked in the shade. Stay cool. If anyone approaches the Jeep, you show some teeth.�
Max cocked her head and made a slight snorting sound, as if she sneezed. O�Brien smiled, locked the Jeep, and walked across the parking lot to the restaurant. He looked over his shoulder once as he paused at the front door. A black Ford Excursion turned into the lot, its windows tinted dark. He ducked into the restaurant and found Laura and Paula sitting next to each other at a booth, a file folder in front of Laura.
O�Brien slid across the booth seat opposite Laura and Paula. He said, �Well, hello ladies. I�m so glad you could join me for lunch.�
�Me too,� Paula said, grinning.
Laura attempted a smile; her fearful thoughts swirling behind guarded blue eyes. �It�s good to see you, Sean.� She lifted the file folder, handed it to her daughter and said, �Paula has a gift for you.�
Paula smiled and opened the folder. She carefully lifted a page from her coloring book. �Mommy cut this out. It�s the butterfly I colored. I wanted to give it to you. I signed it. My letters aren�t very good.� She handed the page to O�Brien.
He said, �Your letters are fine. I can read it perfectly. You did a great job with the butterfly. I will proudly hang this work of art in my house, maybe on my refrigerator.�
Paula grinned, a top front tooth missing. �Art�s my favorite subject in class.�
O�Brien smiled. �I can see why, you�re good.�
Laura said, �And she�ll have some time to practice here at the table. The waitress brought some coloring sheets with the menus. Here, Paula, start on one. We�ll order your mac and cheese in a sec. I need to show Sean something by the entrance.�
�What?�
�An antique that I like. I�ll be able to see you from right over there.�
Paula smiled, lifting up a green crayon. O�Brien followed Laura about twenty feet toward the door. She stopped to point out an antique butter churn on display in the corner. She lowered her voice. �I was threatened.�
O�Brien, glanced back at Paula for a second. �Who threatened you?�
�I don�t know. It was right after I got off my phone with you. A man called. He spoke in a whisper. His voice was icy�cold. Almost inhuman. He warned me to be careful of what I said to the reporters. He said it might come back to haunt me and my daughter.� Laura looked toward Paula, and then cut her eyes up to O�Brien. �He said some things are better left buried in the past, and its best to let a sleeping junkyard dog lie. Otherwise there could be consequences.�
�Was he referring to the diamond or the Civil War contract, or maybe both?�
�I don�t know.�
O�Brien scanned the restaurant, diners busy in conversation, the scent of roast beef and marinara sauce coming from one table. He said, �You need to let the detectives know.�
Laura nodded. �I�ll call them right after we�re done.�
O�Brien looked over Laura�s shoulder, out the front door window just as a satellite news truck rolled into the parking lot.

THIRTY-SIX

Dave Collins sat in a deck chair on the cockpit of Gibraltar, working a crossword puzzle when he received the call. His screen flashed ID UNKNOWN. He thought about ignoring the call, but with the unexpected chain of recent events, his instinct told him to answer. He did and the voice, a British accent, said, �Dave, Alistair Hornsby here. How�s retirement in Florida treating you?�
�My golf game�s become worse, but I get senior rates at the course, and I can play anytime.�
�That�s the problem with old analysts like us. Presented with too much time on our hands, we overanalyze everything, even hobbies. But I suppose golf is a head game.�
�When are you hanging up the magnifying glass?�
�Soon, but remember ol� boy, I�m a bit younger than you.� He paused a few seconds. �Dave, the reason I am ringing you is because we have a twenty-five year history. We worked a good number of situations together. I like to believe the world is a little better off because of it.�
�Maybe. Now that I have time to explore it, in hindsight, I sometimes wonder if we made the right choices for the right reasons, and for the right people. I had no illusions then, today I have reservations.�
�We live in a complicated world. Yes, very often it�s much to gray, diluting the easier choices made in a black and white condition. But someone has to do what we do�or it could be worse. I think that�s what has kept me in the wheelhouse this long.�
�What�s up, Alistair? If you�re planning a visit to Florida, let�s do some serious fishing followed by consuming responsible amounts of gin martinis.�
�Give me eighteen months. Prime Minister Hannes has a unique situation on his hands, blackmail.�
�Blackmail?�
�Royal blackmail to be precise.�
�What happened � did one of the queen�s grandsons get caught with his pants down, someone shoot a few below-the-belt selfies and is threatening to post them on the Internet?�
�I wish that were the matter. We could easier deal with that. Fact is, the blackmailer may be there in Florida, perhaps very close to you, at least as a geographical reference.�
�What do you mean?�
�His encrypted messages to the prime minster, although routed from many global servers, indicate his presence somewhere in Florida, and the hotspot is there.�
�Hotspot? Cutting to the chase, I�m sure your call is related to the alleged discovery of a diamond that was found by a documentary producer. He called it the Koh-i-Noor, which is supposed to be in the crown jewels.�
�That�s exactly some of it. The other half, if I may borrow your term alleged � the alleged unearthing of a Civil War contract that may connect the UK to that bloody American war, ostensibly Queen Victoria and the Royal Family. These are some dark and potentially damaging skeletons in the closet. In order to prevent the rewriting of history books, to keep India at arm�s length, the damn contract, if it exists, and the diamond, must not tangibly validate one another.�
�I see your dilemma. Why call me? I�m out of the game.�
�Because of our history together combined with the rumor that you are doing some consulting work from time to time.�
�That was when a friend of mine found a World War II U-boat sunk off the Florida coast with weapons-grade uranium for cargo. He became part of the salvage op when a Russian arms dealer and a Jihadist terrorist group were en route to the dive site.�
�We followed it closely, of course. I assume the friend you are referring to is Sean O�Brien.�
�You�ve done your research.�
�He wasn�t invisible in the heat of taking the hostiles down. Maybe he works free-lance.�
Dave said nothing for a moment, a sea gull squawking from the top of a sailboat mast. �Alistair, why don�t you ask him?�
He chuckled and said, �Perhaps, I shall. In the meantime, whoever is sending in the blackmail threats is extremely sophisticated, or his coconspirator is, at encryption. And he seems to know British protocol well. We have an agent there in Florida, sifting through the murky details.�
�Do I know him or her?�
�Him�and I don�t think so. He was a field op in the Middle East, great at cracking codes. He predicted the rise of Isis half dozen years ago. He�s one of our best. He might drop by your marina to introduce himself to you. Because this suspected diamond was discovered not far from your area, if you hear anything, please let me know�for old times� sake. Dave, don�t overanalyze golf. It�s just a sport, and the only one you play facing a motionless ball. Unless, of course, billiards is your game, and that�s where you�re always looking for the angles. Cheers.�
* * *
O�Brien led Laura and Paula further into the restaurant. He said, �Let�s get another table in a quieter section. Maybe a little more private.� He spotted a table in a corner. �This will work well.� He pulled the chairs out for little Paula and Laura and then sat facing the door across the restaurant. Paula continued coloring. O�Brien looked at Laura and asked, �What happened during the news conference?�
�They asked why I uploaded the video. I told them, told them I knew Jack�s death wasn�t an accident. Then most of the questions had to do with the diamond � had I seen or held it before Jack�s death? Did I think it was authentic? What had Jack and I planned to do with it? Where did I think it was? They asked about the contract between England and the CSA, specifically where the original copy was located, and if they could see it.�
�What�d you say?�
�I said both the contract and the diamond had looked real to me. I stressed that Jack wanted to have it shipped to England per the terms of the Civil War contract�but he was killed before he could do that. And I said I believed the diamond is with the person who killed him.�
�Did they ask to see the letter?�
�No. They did want to take video and pictures of the contract. I told them it was very old, fragile, and that wouldn�t be a good idea. In the meantime, it was secure and out of the elements in a safe deposit box.�
�But it�s really in a safe in your home.�
�Yes, but they don�t need to know that. Maybe no one will come for it if they think it�s in a bank vault.�
�That�s where it should go until this thing is solved. It might be a good idea to have an expert in handwriting analysis take a look at the contract. Better yet, my friend Dave Collins introduced me to an old friend of his who is recognized as one of the foremost authorities on Civil War history. He�s written books about the Civil War. He has a Ph.D. on the subject, and he teaches it at a university. His name�s Professor Ike Kirby. I had dinner with him. He knows his stuff. He should examine the contract.�
�That sounds good.�
�If it�s authenticated, that�s even more proof that the diamond could have been sent here directly from Windsor Castle or the Tower of London. And it would further suggest whoever killed Jack was well aware of that.�

THIRTY-SEVEN

An hour later, O�Brien paid the check for the lunch and walked with Laura and Paula out the restaurant door into the white wash of sun in the parking lot. A half dozen reporters were there to greet them. With TV cameras rolling, microphones extended, the herd closed around them. One tabloid TV reporter, a round, perspiring man, with pink skin and jowls that flapped when he spoke, said, �The British prime minister is saying the supposed contract, and the diamond, are both some kind of hoax. He�s suggesting that your allegations are an attempt to star in a reality TV show. How do you respond to that?�
O�Brien looked over at Laura, Paula huddled next to her mother. Laura said, �I have no response to a question so ludicrous. Please move. You�re blocking our way.�
The reporters and camera operators jockeyed for better positions. A tall, blond female reporter from Fox News asked, �When your husband first found the diamond, why didn�t he report it to police?�
Laura said, �Because it wasn�t stolen. It was discovered � like you�d find a lost treasure. And, according to the Civil War contract, it was on loan from England, not stolen from England.�
The flabby reporter wiped his brow with the back of his hand, grinned, winked at his cameraman and asked, �Is there any truth to the rumor that the BBC is flying you to London to do an exclusive interview with you if you bring the so-called Civil War contract? Is a movie and book deal in the works?� He stuck the hand-held microphone in Laura�s face.
O�Brien saw Paula wince, and then tears begin rolling down her face as she was being jostled against her mother. Holding tighter to her mother�s hand, almost wrapping her small legs around Laura�s legs, she struggled to find her footing without being knocked over or separated. O�Brien looked to his right. A garbage truck, seventy-five feet away, was stopping in an alley. The back end of the truck yawned and opened wide as a sanitation worker dumped the contents of a large plastic can into the truck.
O�Brien grabbed the microphone from the man and said, �This assault is over. I hear these things have great range.� He threw the microphone hard. It turned end-over-end, sailing across the parking lot, landing in the back of the garbage truck just before the worker pulled the lever. Hydraulic motors rumbled, the back closure moving down, plastic trash bags popping, the microphone buried in a crushed mountain of garbage.
The tall, bearded sound operator yanked the earphones from his ears. �Shit! That sounded like a bomb. Dude, that�s gonna cost you five hundred dollars.�
O�Brien gripped Laura by the elbow, pushing through the wall of reporters and production crew. He led Laura and Paula to their car when he heard one reporter say, �Hey, I recognized that man. He�s the same guy who took out some terrorists hell-bent on dropping a dirty bomb over Atlanta. What�s his name?�
�I recognize him too,� said a female producer gripping an iPad. �His name is O�Brien�Sean O�Brien.�
�Son-of-a-bitch owes me a new microphone,� said the audio tech, watching the garbage truck move down the alley.
O�Brien walked across the lot, heading for his Jeep. He spotted the black Ford Excursion parked, the motor idling, dark windows up, condensation dripping from the air conditioner, a small stream pooling next to the front tire on the driver�s side. He could only see a trace outline behind the wheel. O�Brien kept walking. He didn�t know how many people were in the SUV. But when he glanced down at the license plate, he knew that whoever was in the big Ford, they were working for the federal government.

THIRTY-EIGHT

O�Brien drove from DeLand straight to Ponce Marina, the Jeep�s tires popping oyster shells and acorns in the gravel lot. He parked under the shade of a large banyan tree, the engine ticking as it cooled. He thought about what happened outside the restaurant � the media mob, the black government car, and what Laura had told him about the threatening call.
Max stood on her hind legs, head out the Jeep�s window, sniffing the ocean air. O�Brien watched a low-lying cloud above Ponce Inlet and tried to remember the last time it rained. He thought about the image of the man � the man carrying the rifle, standing next to a large cypress tree. If it rains, DNA, boot prints, even possible fingerprints could be compromised. Maybe Detective Dan Grant already inspected the site. Maybe not.
Max glanced back at O�Brien and barked once. �Okay, kiddo, I hear you. You have a lot of good dachshund attributes, but patience isn�t one of them.� O�Brien�s phone rang. He looked at the incoming call and recognized the number. He answered.
Laura Jordan said, �Sean, Detectives Rollins and Grant just left my house. They did a long interview with me. Detective Grant is compassionate to an extent. Not so much with Detective Rollins. I felt like they were doing a good cop � bad cop interrogation. Toward the end of it, after they�d asked me dozens of questions about Jack�s friends and business acquaintances, Detective Rollins wanted to know if Jack and I had been getting along�weird stuff like whether Jack was having an affair. He asked for our life insurance information. Why is the spouse always the prime suspect? I loved my husband dearly.�
�They have to cover the bases. Once they quickly rule you out, they�ll focus on others and look at motives and opportunities.�
�I just don�t want the trail to go cold and for this to turn into a cold case.�
�It won�t. Not now.�
�I hope not. And I hope these investigators are as good as you seem to believe they are.�
�Detective Grant is thorough, and he has a good sense of justice. Did you tell them about the intimidating phone call?�
�Yes. They asked me if I recognized the voice. Unfortunately, of course, I didn�t. The call came in with the numbers blocked. The detectives said the guy might have used what they called a burner � a throw-away mobile phone. They�re going to pull my phone records. Maybe something will show up.�
�Here�s a suggestion: you can buy a recorder at Radio Shack. Place it on your phone, and if this man calls again, record his voice.�
�I can do that. I wanted to thank you for stepping in when that reporter got so pushy.�
�You�re welcome.�
�Goodbye, Sean.� She disconnected and O�Brien simply held his phone for a moment, the sound of a boat horn in the marina, a brown pelican sailing toward Ponce Lighthouse.
�Come on, Max.� O�Brien locked the Jeep and followed Max as she made a beeline to the Tiki Bar, running around a family of tourists coming out of the restaurant.
When O�Brien entered, Max had already caught Kim Davis�s attention. She smiled and said, �Maxine, are you gonna hang with me awhile?� She handed Max a small piece of crisp bacon and then wiped her hands on a bar napkin. She looked up at O�Brien. �I see you�re carrying that file folder the old man left with you.�
�I did share the information in this folder with a detective friend of mine.� O�Brien opened the folder and set the page from the coloring book on the bar.
Kim looked at the page and smiled. �That�s lovely. Who�s the artist?�
�I sketched the butterfly. A four-year-old friend of mine added the color.�
�Your little friend is good, she or he colored in the lines well.�
�She�and she�s the daughter of the man who was killed on the movie set.�
�Oh.� Kim looked at the boats in the marina for a second. �It�s reached that point, hasn�t it, Sean? Why would you contact the widow of the man killed on the movie set?� She folded her arms across her breasts.
�Because the man, Jack Jordan, and his wife Laura, bought that painting you saw in Crawford Antiques. They bought it and some old magazines a few months before he was killed. Inside the pages of one of the magazines was the Civil War contract and a letter by a man named Henry, written to his wife, Angelina. And I believe she�s the woman in the painting.�
Kim pursed her full lips, slowly letting out a deep breath. She motioned for O�Brien to follow her, walking to the far end of the bar where no customers were sitting. Kim said, �That�s what Dave and Nick were talking about when they were in here for lunch. Since you met that old man, you started out hunting for a painting, and now you have managed to stumble upon a murder, a Civil War contract, a letter, and the theft of a diamond. Not just any old theft of a diamond ring, but rather the theft of a diamond that was part of the Crown Jewels and belongs to the Queen of England.�
O�Brien smiled. �That pretty much sums it up.�
�Sean, you can�t save the world.�
�I�m not trying to.�
�I never should have pointed you in the direction of that old man. If I�d known a photo he was carrying would put your life in danger, I would have told him you sold your boat and no longer come to the marina.�
�But that would be lying, Kim.� O�Brien smiled.
�I�d much rather tell a white lie than see you hurt or worse. I couldn�t handle that�not now. Not ever.�
�Hey, nothing�s going to happen. Police are investigating. I�m out of it.�
�Did you tell the old man you�re out?�
�Not yet because I haven�t found the painting.�
�Then stop looking for it and the answer to his question. If that painting, and apparently you think it is�if it�s connected to a murder, the theft of some legendary and probably cursed diamond, and a clandestine contract between England and the Confederacy�why on earth would you try to find it? Isn�t the painting now part of the police investigation?�
O�Brien said nothing.
Kim looked out the open isinglass window, the soft breeze in her hair, a white pelican alighting on a dock post. �Sean, I just worry about you�that�s all. I care deeply about you. Maybe that�s my fault. I guess there�s that fine line I walk by caring about you and trying hard not to sound like I�m nagging you. Of course you�ll help the old man find the painting, maybe help the widow and daughter, because it�s what you do. But helping others doesn�t have to mean putting your life on the line. You could do something a little less threatening, like volunteer to help at the Salvation Army or a homeless shelter for God-sakes.� Kim bit her bottom lip and tried to smile.
�Hey, it�ll work out. I�m not putting my life on the line. I�m not looking for a diamond or a killer. I�m just trying to assist an elderly man in finding a family heirloom, that�s all.�
Kim lifted Max off the wooden floor and held her close. �If you need to be out of town, I can watch Max.�
�Thank you.�
Kim looked down and lifted the old photo of the woman from behind the child�s artwork. She asked, �Do you still believe the woman in the picture was holding the same type of rose I received?�
�Yes. Did he leave another one?�
�No, thank God. Did you ever bump into the guy I described?�
�Not yet.�
�Well, I have.�
�When?�
�He showed up here at the Tiki Bar. I think he might be following me.�
�When you were auditioning, did you tell him you worked here?�
�No. I don�t know if it�s just bizarre odds that he�d stop in here for lunch, or is he stalking me?�
�Did he approach you?�
�Not directly. He took a seat in the back corner of the restaurant. Julie waited on him. He ordered sweet tea and a hamburger. And every time I�d glance toward that part of the restaurant he was looking at me. My shift ended twenty minutes later. On the way home, I had some errands to run. Each place I stopped, I had the feeling that I was being followed. Maybe I was just suspicious, but I couldn�t shake the feeling. It�s something I�ve had since those men broke into my house.� She bit her lip and looked away. �And this re-enactor hasn�t broken any laws. He hasn�t said a word to me since that day on the movie set. I hate the feeling of being suspicious and downright paranoid.�
O�Brien said nothing for a moment. His phone rang in his pocket. He removed it and glanced at the number. Dave Collins calling. O�Brien answered and Dave said, �Sean, I just spoke with Charlie Simmons�the guy who owns the sixty-foot Hatteras docked two slips down from me. Anyway, he said he saw your Jeep in the marina lot. Are you on property?�
�Yes, I�m talking with Kim.�
�Better cut it short and come take a look at this.�
�Take a look at what?�
�Nick and I are flipping through the news channels, domestic and international. And all of a sudden, what do we see on tabloid TV? We see you display your pitcher�s arm. Looks like you just threw out the first pitch in what is becoming a tense global game. Although you managed to hit an open garbage truck with that microphone, to quote our friend, Nick, you just landed in a big pile of shit because all hell is breaking out over this diamond � or the diamond�s possibility of it being identified as the Koh-i-Noor. You need to see this because that bright, flashing stone is a lightning rod, attracting fire and tension as to who really owns it. And now saber rattling between two powerful nations is happening.�

THIRTY-NINE

LONDON, ENGLAND
The black Jaguar sedan moved through London traffic en route to the Palace of Westminster and the Parliament House of Commons when Prime Minister Duncan Hannes� mobile phone vibrated softly in the inside breast pocket of his tailored suit jacket. Although the caller ID was not displayed, Hannes wasn�t hesitant to take the call.
All his life he�d leaned into challenges. Never back away. It was time this threat was quashed like an annoying insect. Keep the bloody bastard on the line long enough to give M15 time to lock down a more precise location. He answered. �Yes.�
�It is so unfortunate that the proverbial cat is out of your bag, Duncan.� The man�s voice had dreamlike coolness. It was as if a master hypnotist was about to instruct the most powerful politician in Britain to swim naked across the English Channel. �However, there is no real controversy until tangible evidence is brought forth. All else is simply scuttlebutt. Nothing but unproven rumor in an election year. The video with the alleged Crown Jewel diamond could easily have been faked. The contract mentioned in the video hasn�t been seen in public. I can keep it that way, Duncan. I can deliver to you the paper with the unverified signature of someone who held your position 160 years earlier, Lord Palmerston. I�ll wrap the diamond in it. All you have to do in return is make the deposit into the account. Nothing will ever surface. No embarrassment to the Royals. No re-writing of history. It all fades quietly away. And you, Duncan, become the silent hero. A true knight in Her Majesty�s kingdom.�
�How can you negotiate without the goods?�
�Who says I don�t have them?�
�I do. Your call is rubbish, tantamount to the threat of blackmail without the cards on the table. You�re nothing but the joker.�
�I will show you the cards, but now when I spread them on the table it will be for the world to see. And you, dear Duncan, will go from what could have been a knightly position to a mere jester in Her Majesty�s court.�
The caller disconnected.
Duncan pressed four numbers on his mobile phone. A man with a low voice said, �We have every word, sir. Hold a minute and we�ll triangulate a possible location.�
�Please be expeditious. I want this bastard picked up. If England still had beheading, I�d personally stick his bloody head atop a post on the London Bridge.�
�Sir��
�Yes!�
�The call came from a disposable mobile near Orlando, Florida.�
�Is Randolph James there?�
�He�s standing next to me.�
�Put him on the line.�
�Mr. Prime Minister, we�re getting closer.�
�James, find this man and find him quickly. Send your best man or woman. Find this person and bring him here.�
The Jaguar slowed and stopped in front of the entrance to the House of Commons. Prime Minister Duncan Hannes looked out the car window toward a mob of news reporters gathered to meet him. At that moment, four months before his reelection bid, they looked more like a pack of wolves. He knew they were here to ask him questions about the video of the American who says he found and read the contract between England and the Confederate States of America.
�We�ll find him, sir.�
�James, after 160 years, why does this suddenly appear on my watch, and four months before the elections?�
�Sir, the American whose reported to have found the contract and the diamond was killed on a movie set. The local police are carrying out their investigation, but we suspect his death was probably murder.�
�Did I just speak with the man who killed him?�
�Most likely, sir. We will know for certain when we track him down. We have one of our best field agents on the hunt.�

FORTY

O�Brien sat with Dave and Nick in Gibraltar, Dave holding the remote control and channel surfing, his Internet-capable TV streaming newscasts from around the world. He stopped and paused the picture of a newscast coming from the BBC and said, �Sean, how did one of those tabloid TV shows shoot video of you tossing the reporter�s microphone into the back of that garbage truck? Were you ambushed? And there you stood with the widow and child of Jack Jordan, the poor bloke who was killed on the movie set. The kid looked really frightened.�
�Laura Jordan is being threatened. Someone called after the video went viral, before she met with the news media, and told her to say nothing about the diamond and or the Civil War contract.�
Dave grunted, glanced at the stationary image on his TV screen. �Sounds like Laura ought to be telling this to the police.�
�She�s talking with them. I first spoke with her because she and her husband owned the painting I�m trying to recover.�
Nick sat on one of the bar stools, crossed his hefty arms, and said, �Maybe the same person who snatched the painting stole the diamond and killed her husband. Sean, that puts your hunt for the painting smack dab in the middle of some deep dung �cause look at the shit that�s gettin� stirred up over this diamond and the Civil War contract.�
Dave nodded and lifted one hand. �But is it authentic? Sean, Ike Kirby is probably the best person in the nation to help Laura Jordan determine if the contract is genuine. Give me her number, and I�ll ask Ike to call her to set up an appointment.�
�Okay. But I�ll reach Laura first in a few minutes to tell her to be expecting his call.� O�Brien wrote her number down on a napkin and slid it across the table to Dave.
Nick finished his beer and said, �Dave, turn up the sound. It�s time my man, Sean, got a reality check.�
�Indeed,� Dave said, looking from the TV screen to O�Brien. �As cold and horrific as the killing was on the movie set, assuming the victim was murdered, wait until the international bounty hunters begin following the same trail you�re following, Sean. This scavenger hunt becomes deadly when the bounty is priceless. If these guys take prisoners, it�s only to break arms and legs like that garbage truck smashed the microphone.� Dave pressed the remote and the newscast continued.
The news anchor, a platinum-haired man in his early sixties, said, �The Royal Family is having no public comment on the discovery of what is certainly one of the most coveted and valuable diamonds in the world, the Koh-i-Noor. The viral video, now with more than 130-million views, shows a diamond, apparently identical to the infamous Koh-i-Noor, lifted out of a strongbox off the bottom of a tropical river in Florida. The video is a clip from a documentary in production about the American Civil War, and the presenter � a man who was later killed in an accidental shooting on a movie set � claims that the UK entered into a contract with the Confederate States of America at the start of the war, England apparently helping to fund the Confederate war effort. He contends that he discovered an old contract that spells out how the famed diamond was on loan to the Confederacy in some kind of a top-secret collateral agreement. Prime Minister Duncan Hannes laughed when asked about both the diamond and Britain�s alleged involvement with the Confederacy.�
The image cut to the prime minister getting out of the back seat of a black, chauffeur-driven Jaguar as the car stopped in front of the British Parliament building. The prime minister answered the reporter�s question with a smile and slight chuckle. �The diamond in question, the Koh-i-Noor, is where it�s been for many, many years�in the late Queen Mother�s crown, which is on display with the rest of the Crown Jewels in the Tower of London. And, as far as the supposed connection between Great Britain and the American Confederacy, I assure you the purported contract is a complete fabrication. Queen Victoria and the British government, at that time, were wholly neutral during the American Civil War. Neither Her Majesty, nor her government took sides.� He cocked his head, smiled at the reporter and said, �Whilst I don�t mind answering questions to ludicrous hoaxes, if you have a more current and important topic, I�d be delighted to respond.�
The image cut back to the reporter standing in front of the Tower of London. He said, �The flip side to all of this is the huge, renewed pubic curiosity about the diamond. The Tower of London was forced to restrict entrance after three p.m. today to accommodate record crowds. Seems that everyone, tourists here in London, and British citizens, are queuing up to get a close look at the fabled Koh-i-Noor�if it�s the actual diamond. Dylan Anderson, BBC, London.�
Dave smiled and stirred his cocktail. �The prime minister has a great poker face.�
O�Brien crossed his arms. �Meaning you think he knows more than he�s saying.�
�Indeed. An old British friend of mine, an intel analyst, called me. Someone is blackmailing Prime Minister Hannes. The blackmailer, a man who says he has the Civil War document and the diamond to back it up, threatens to release both. That means history books with reference to the Civil War will be rewritten or amended. The Royal Family gets dragged into a 160-year-old mess, and India demands the return of a diamond they say England stole.�
Nick made a long whistle. �No wonder the prime minister looks constipated.�
Dave smiled. �Sean, my old colleague asked me if you do work-for-hire.�
�Did you volunteer me?�
�Never. Certainly not without speaking to you first.�
�I�m sure the UK has agents to deal with this situation. They�re probably already here.�
�Yes, but they haven�t sent multiple agents, only one man. And he�s on the trail � a trail that could lead him to you, only because your association with the widow of the man who found the booty.�
O�Brien nodded. �My only link is because Laura Jordan and her husband found and bought the painting in that Deland antique store.�
Nick ran his fingers through his thick hair and said, �Yeah, man, but that little antique store might as well be a freakin� Pandora�s box �cause look at what�s happening. And now some blackmailer is about to lay the cards on the table, and one of those cards is the queen.�
Dave said, �Nick, that information stays between the three of us. It�s confidential.�
�Already forgot it.� He grinned and sipped a beer.
O�Brien said nothing.
Dave pushed further back in the couch. �Of course Duncan Hannes is going to deny, make light of, and downplay any British association with the Confederate States of America, even long after the Civil War. The war was, and still is, undeniably the worst wound in American history. Less than a century earlier, we fought to leave the reins of the British monarchy, and later we can�t even agree on how we�ll govern our young nation so an internal war erupts, the result left us with a broken nation and almost 700,000 dead. More killed than in all U.S. wars combined.�
Nick tossed a piece of feta cheese to Max and said, �Too much blood spilled. Sean, you�re my blood brother for life �cause you saved my life pullin� those bikers off me. It�s my obligation to you and God to raise the caution flag on the track when I spot evil in your rearview mirror, brother. This has all the DNA of something really dark. A horrible Civil War. A secret contract. A diamond in the roughest of the rough. And that damn painting. It�s not too late to tell your client �thanks but no thanks.� I bet the diamond pulled out of the river is just a fake and all this will amount to nothing.�
O�Brien stood from the canvas director�s chair in the salon and stepped to the open doors leading to the cockpit. He watched a white pelican straddle the top of a dock piling and preen its feathers. He turned back to Dave and Nick. �What if it�s real? What if the diamond is authentic and the one in the crown today is the fake? Unless the diamond was tested, no one would know.�
Nick grinned. �We�d know if a gemologist had tested the one outta the river, �cause if that�s the real deal, what does that make the one locked up the in the Tower of London? Makes it an imposter, that�s what.� Nick took a long pull from an icy bottle of Corona.
Dave lean forward, surfing through the channels on TV, and said, �It was common practice, when transporting diamonds of that value years ago, to use a replica � a decoy � that would be packaged and delivered under armed guard in a route generally made public. At the same time, the genuine stone would often be sent through the postal service, believe it or not. Nick, you�re correct in your premise � is the diamond currently housed in the Crown Jewels in fact a real diamond � the Koh-i-Noor, or was there some confusion and the one in the Tower of London was the counterfeit while the actual diamond was shipped to the Confederate States of America?�
Nick grinned and shook his head. �You can bet a year�s worth of afternoon tea that the Brits won�t be in a hurry to do a scratch �n sniff on the rock in the Crown Jewels.�
A cross-breeze blew across the marina, the wind bringing the smell of rain into Gibraltar. The curtain on the starboard side puffed, lightning cracked beyond the lighthouse somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean. Within seconds, rain pelted the marina, large drops slapping the thick fiberglass exterior of Dave�s boat. He looked at O�Brien and asked, �What�s wrong, Sean? You leave all the windows on Jupiter open?�
�No, it�s what Joe Billie found when we located the spot near the river where the photo of the woman was taken.�
Nick stood from the bar. �Oh, boy. You said the coins, a Mini� ball, and a crushed stogie was there. Rain won�t help.�
O�Brien stared out the transom door at the storm. He watched rain attack the marina, boats rocking in place, bow and stern lines stretched, a burst of lightning splintering white veins across the dark purple sky. He turned back to Dave and Nick, blew air out of his cheeks and said, �Two extremes do the most damage to latent DNA and fingerprints � water and very dry conditions. Tonight it�s a hard rain, and if the sheriff�s office hasn�t bagged that evidence, what�s left of that cigar will probably be washed into the St. Johns. And we can add that to the river�s list of secrets.�

FORTY-ONE

NEW DELHI, INDIA
Among covert intelligence circles, it�s known by only two letters: IB. The full title is Intelligence Bureau, the oldest state-run spy agency in the world. In a secure office, deep in the heart of the agency located in New Delhi, India, the field director for external operations, Hira Goda, pushed back in his chair, touched the tips of his boney fingers together, and stared impassively across his desk at the woman.
Goda, pushing fifty, seldom blinked, dark half circles under eyes that absorbed light like coal. He said, �You were handpicked for the operation. You�ve seen the briefs, viewed the video of the diamond found in the river. However, to fully understand the importance of this assignment is to know the soul of India. The Koh-i-Noor has been gone too long. She must be returned home.�
Malina Kade tilted her head, emerald green eyes probing, oval face flawless, amber skin smooth, full lips sensuous. She wore no make-up. Brown hair pulled back. �She? Why apply a gender reference to a diamond?�
Goda propped his elbows on the chair�s armrests and looked across his interlaced fingers. �Because of its history with India.�
�I read the briefs, and I am aware of the diamond�s legacy in India. There was no mention of gender associated with the diamond?�
�It is believed the Koh-i-Noor is not meant to be owned by a man. In its seven-hundred-year past, those men who have claimed it � those who have tried to possess it � have met untimely and often gruesome deaths. It is not the case when the diamond was kept by a woman.�
�Maybe that is why the former queens and the current Queen of England have refused to release it back to India. The Koh-i-Noor gives them longevity.� Malina smiled. �Maybe diamonds are a girl�s best friend.�
Goda shook his head and leaned forward in his leather chair, a paddle fan slowly turning from the ceiling. �There is very little humor in this erupting situation. The current Queen of England, and those before her, were never the rightful owners. They are the keepers of stolen property.�
�Yes, but Britain maintains the Koh-i-Noor was confiscated as part of the spoils of war. I do know that much about the diamond�s history, as I imagine most of the adult population of India knows.�
�Because it is so well known in our culture, this is one of the reasons it must be recovered and brought back to India for all to see.�
Malina, looked beyond Goda to a framed oil painting of Humayun�s Tomb hanging on the wall. She cut her eyes back to Goda and said, �Why me?�
�Why? You were just looking at the painting of Humayun�s Tomb. The magnificent structure was finished in 1572. The Koh-i-Noor had been part of India�s history three-hundred years before the tomb was ever built. That is why, Malina. Earth�s most magnificent diamond, the Mountain of Light, was birthed from the womb of Indian soil.�
�You said I was handpicked for this task�may I ask by whom?�
�The decision went higher than the director. As to the reason why you were chosen, obviously it is attributable to your skills as a field agent. You know America well. You were educated there. You�ll blend in well. And just perhaps, if you do recover the diamond, because you are a woman, you may not be endangered by its curse�and you will live to return the Koh-i-Noor to its birthplace.�
�When do I leave?�
�Tonight.�
�What if it is not the authentic Koh-i-Noor? It could be some kind of hoax.�
�Perhaps. Smokescreen diamonds were used in the transport of diamonds such as the Koh-i-Noor. The only way to know for sure is to find it. And to find it before anyone else does. One other thing. On the video, the American in the boat on the river who found the Koh-i-Noor, he spoke about a contract between England and the former Confederate States of America. We look at that contract as proof of an illicit bill-of-sale. The British, eleven years after they stole the Koh-i-Noor, were in no legal position to barter, trade or offer as collateral something they did not rightfully own. If the diamond is found, and determined genuine, the contract will be further evidence they were fundamentally pledging stolen property. Bring us the original, the signed contract. And find the diamond the American retrieved from the river. If my suspicions are correct, that diamond is the real Koh-i-Noor. And it belongs to India.�
�I�ll do my best.�
Goda nodded. He opened a file folder on his desk and lifted out an eight-by-ten photograph. He slid it across his desk to Malina. �This man might be your biggest obstacle.�
�Why? Who is he?�
�His name is Sean O�Brien. He has been seen consulting or consoling the widow of the American who found the Koh-i-Noor, Jack Jordan, the man killed. The news media spotted him.�
�Why would O�Brien be an obstacle?�
�Do you recall in the states when a group of terrorists was within seconds of lifting off from a runway to drop a small nuclear bomb over Atlanta?�
�Yes�is this man the one who ended that with one shot?�
�It is the same man. As impressive as that was, his real skill was finding the federal agent who had breached and hidden his deception for decades.�
Malina stared at the picture. �In a black and white photo, his eyes are unreadable. I wonder if it is the same way in person. What is his background?�
�We know he was in U.S. military intelligence. Served in Delta Force�Afghanistan and Iran, but that�s about all we know. Whatever he did, and whoever he reported to, his records are buried, as if two years of his life did not exist.�
�Why is he involved with the widow of the man who found what might be the real Koh-i-Noor?�
�We don�t know. That is your job to find out. Perhaps they have a relationship. Maybe they killed the husband and are planning to sell the diamond on the black market. O�Brien probably has the expertise to accomplish that. You must learn the extent of his involvement, and to make sure, above all else, that you can recover the Koh-i-Noor before England does. This is a very serious race. You are to leave tonight.�
Malina stood. She placed the photo of O�Brien in her file folder, raised her eyes up to Goda and said, �I will not fail.�
Goda nodded. �If it is the Koh-i-Noor on the video, it means the diamond has been buried in a locked box in the mud of an American river since it was taken. Find it, Malina. Recover and return it the country of its birth, and once again the Mountain of Light, like a star in the heavens, will radiate its ancient light over India.�

FORTY-TWO

O�Brien made the call from the galley. Dave and Nick continued watching the world news as the thunderstorm slacked off, the heavy rain passing. When Detective Dan Grant answered, O�Brien asked, �Dan, did anyone make it to the river bluff?�
�Do you mean the place seen on the video where somebody was sighting down on Jack Jordan�s boat when he pulled the strongbox from the river?�
�Yes.�
�Hold on, Sean. I�ll check.�
O�Brien watched the lightning in the distance over the ocean. Grant returned, exhaled, and said, �Looks like that area hasn�t been examined yet. It�s scheduled for tomorrow morning. Larry Rollins is driving out there.�
�In the meantime, the evidence might be getting washed in a hard rain.�
�Hold on, Sean. First of all, we don�t know if it�s evidence. We don�t know if a crime has been committed.�
�But you know someone had sighted rifle crosshairs on Jack Jordan from that riverbank before he was killed.�
�And that�s the prime reason the investigation ramped up. We�ve interviewed every actor, extra, and crew member on the movie set. Even that pompous ass director. We do know this�Jack Jordan�s wife is the beneficiary of a half-million dollar life insurance policy. Accidental shooting or murder, she gets the payout.�
�When did coverage on that policy begin?�
�Gimme a second, I�ll pull the file.�
O�Brien watched a Bertram yacht, bone white, running lights reflecting from the dark water, enter the marina. Its big diesels purred as the captain piloted the boat toward an open slip on N dock.
Dan Grant came back on the line. �Looks like the policy was taken out about ten years ago.�
�It wasn�t long after Laura and Jack Jordan were married. So why would she kill him now? It doesn�t make sense.�
�Murder, if she did it, isn�t supposed to make sense�if you�re sane. People change, Sean. You know that. Maybe she was seeing somebody else. Hell, maybe she grew to hate the guy and waited for the right time to have him taken out.�
�That would mean one of the re-enactors was a hit man.�
�Or maybe her lover turned hit man. We checked her phone records. She made and received a lot of calls from a guy named Cory Nelson�a man she calls a family friend.�
O�Brien said nothing for a few seconds. �Were all of the re-enactors questioned?�
�Of course. For the most part, nothing even smelled like intent. All the guys shooting the rifles that day had the same story: they believed they were shooting blanks. And out there on the film set with moving troops, there�s no way to figure trajectory of a bullet. We�re either talking about one hell of a marksman, or Jack Jordan was simply in the wrong place at the wrong damn time and got in the way of a stray bullet nobody even knew was in one of those old rifles. Laura Jordan may be innocent, but a half-mil could be incentive if things were rocky at home.�
�A half-million isn�t even pocket change compared to the value of that diamond. We know this, Dan, Jack Jordan found the diamond and now it�s gone � apparently stolen. There�s your incentive. Now all you have to do is find out who was motivated to pull the trigger.�
�Stay dry, Sean. Gotta go��
�Wait�you said for the most part nothing smelled like intent. What might you have?�
�That�s part of the investigation. Suffice to say that a witness said he saw one of the re-enactors in a heated argument with Jack Jordan, on the movie set, and it was the day before he was killed.�
�Did you question the guy who had the argument?�
�Sean, only because we go way back am I even talking with you. Of course we questioned him. Guy�s name is Silas Jackson. He�s a long time Civil War re-enactor. He said the argument was about Civil War trivia, and it was spirited only because this guy, Silas, and Jordan had running debates through years, but they never took it personal.�
�For some, the Civil War was personal. Jackson was fired from the film set.�
�How did you know that?�
�Because the painting I�m looking for was on the set. A few months before he was killed, Jack Jordan and his wife bought it from an antique dealer in DeLand. Jordan loaned the painting to the filmmakers to use as a prop for scenes they were shooting in an antebellum house called Wind �n Willows. Someone stole the painting. It might have been Jackson because a witness said Jackson was enamored by the image of the woman in the painting. He told a re-enactor that he thought the woman would be resurrected and found among the living.�
�Too bad his brain isn�t living. Another thing about this guy. He was busted a few years ago for dealing crystal meth. He did a nickel stretch in Raiford. Half the time he was in solitary confinement. FBI has him on their watch list. In addition to playing Civil War games, he�s a known underground militia leader with a suspected fifty or so paramilitary followers. He�s a highly skilled survivalist and a prepper. They meet and train deep in the Ocala National Forest.�
�What did the autopsy show about the caliber of the bullet � the Mini� ball that killed Jordan.�
�It was a .58 caliber. Shot through a rifled bore. About half the re-enactors were using Springfield model smooth bore muskets firing .69 caliber rounds. The other half was using Springfield models .58 caliber, rifled bore.�
�Which musket did Jackson use?�
�He says he fired blanks or nothing but black powder. Regardless, he was using a rifled bore .58 caliber.�
�Is there enough left of the Mini� ball to match it with a ballistics test to Jackson� gun?�
�It�s doubtful. Bullet was pretty well torn up. We�re testing it�
�Dan, the place on the river bluff where Joe Billie and I found the Mini� ball, loose change, stogie and boot print with the crack in the heel, may not have been soaked by the rain. The huge cypress tree was full of foliage and Spanish moss. Maybe the stuff is still there. And maybe it came from Jackson.�
�We�ll see.�
�I saw a wardrobe photo of Jackson. He was wearing a Confederate officer�s uniform. The image on the video of the man with the gun is low resolution, but from a distance it looked like he might have been wearing a period hat and clothes. Could be the same.�
�You hunt for that painting, Sean. We�ll look for the killer, if there is one.�
�If I find the painting, I�ll find the killer.�
Dan Grant blew out a long breath into the phone. �I hope this new PI career you�re doing doesn�t cross paths with our investigation. We�re old friends, not new partners.� He disconnected.
O�Brien stepped up from the galley back to the salon where Dave gestured to the TV screen and said, �Take a look at the ripple effect, and how a tsunami can be created from a viral video if the controversy is of global curiosity.�
The channel was on CNN and the graphic to the left of the news anchor�s head spelled: India � Old War Wound Flares Up. The reporter said, �This morning in New Delhi, the Indian government is considering a resolution that would make a formal, diplomatic request for the British Government to have the legendary diamond, known as the Koh-i-Noor, examined by an Indian gemologist for authenticity. This move is coming on the heels of renewed international interest in the whereabouts of the diamond � a precious stone that many in India, including heads of state, believe was stolen by the British government from India in 1850 and wound up as part of the Crown Jewels. In London, Indian Ambassador Samar Patel had this to say.�
The video cut to a thin, dark-skinned man in a gray suit being interviewed in front of the Indian embassy on Aldwych Street. He said, �The Koh-i-Noor has a long history with India. When it was, shall we say� removed from our country in 1850, it was done so unlawfully. The Koh-i-Noor came from Indian soil and it was part of the Indian culture for hundreds of years, all the way back to the eleventh century. The diamond, before it was pilfered, was recognized as a treasure of India, much as the Taj Mahal is today. We implore British Prime Minister, Duncan Hannes to seek permission for an independent gemologist to examine the diamond housed within the Crown Jewels. We hope that the Queen and members of the Royal Family do allow this to transpire.�
The reporter asked, �What happens if the real diamond is there in the Tower of London as assumed? Prime Minster Hannes has gone on record, in his recent visit to India, as saying the return of the Koh-i-Noor to India will not happen. So, if the real diamond is there, it would seem that nothing changes in the last 170 or so years, correct?�
�No. Regardless, India still owns the Koh-i-Noor. However, if it is not genuine, then that is a game-changer. It means the diamond seen on the video and found in a Florida river may be the authentic Koh-i-Noor, and my government will be offering a reward of sixty-million rupee for its return to India.�
The image cut back to the studio. Dave muted the sound as Nick whistled and said, �Somebody tell me what the hell sixty-million rupee is in the good ol� U � S � of � A dollar column.�
Dave slid his glasses off the top of his head to his nose and reached for a hand-held calculator. He punched a few buttons, eyes growing wider. �It�s roughly ten-million dollars.� He leaned back on the couch, scratched Max behind her ears and said, �Sean, the mysterious woman in the photo, whom we now presume is Confederate Officer Henry Hopkins� wife Angelina�the hunt for her portrait seems secondary, at best, to the hunt that�s going to happen if it�s confirmed that the diamond pulled from the river is the fabled Koh � i-Noor. Florida will be crawling with international bounty hunters. Gives a whole new meaning to the term �solider-of-fortune.� Some very wealthy people will hire the best mercenaries to find the diamond for private collections. Whoever stole that diamond now is about to become the most hunted person on earth.�

FORTY-THREE

Professor Ike Kirby wasn�t sure what to expect. His old friend, Dave Collins, had briefed him on the purported contract between the Confederate States of America and Great Britain. Ludicrous. That was his first thought. But then there were the odd events leading up to the death of the Civil War re-enactor. The deceased man had ostensibly been a serious student of Civil War history, and he was in the midst of producing a documentary about the war.
Then there was the discovery of the apparent diamond. He�d seen the video. By now, more than half a billion people had viewed it. But was the diamond real? If so, maybe the contract would prove to be as well. He thought about that has he locked his car in the driveway, walked toward the ranch-style home, two barn swallows chasing gnats high above a mimosa tree bursting in lavender blossoms. He stepped onto the front porch of the home and rang the bell.
The door opened and Laura Jordan said, �Hi�are you Doctor Kirby?� She looked up at the lanky man with bags of skin under his glistening eyes, silver hair neatly parted, short beard of salt and pepper whiskers protruding from a friendly but weathered face. He wore a corduroy sports coat over a denim shirt and blue jeans.
�Please, the Ph.D. is only a formality, a required perquisite in my line of work. Just call me Ike. I�m assuming you�re Mrs. Jordan?�
�And you can call me Laura. It was good to speak with you briefly on the phone. You said you�re attending a symposium in Orlando and working as a consultant on the movie, Black River.�
�Yes. I�ve advised the director on a few historical perspectives to provide more accuracy for the film. As far as the symposium is concerned, I don�t take to the dais until tomorrow afternoon. A side expedition to your home is indeed a welcome diversion.�
�Sean O�Brien said you�re close friends with his friend, Dave Collins.�
�Dave and I go way back. May I come in?�
Laura glanced over his shoulder, her eyes scanning the road and perimeter of the neighborhood. She saw a car drive slowly by her home. The car was a black BMW sedan. Dark tinted windows. She�d seen it before�but where?
Professor Kirby cleared his throat. �Are you okay?�
Laura smiled. �Yes, I�m sorry�come in.� She led him into the dining room. �Please, have a seat at the table. Sean said that his friend Dave calls you the most knowledgeable person in the nation when it comes to Civil War history and antiquities. He said you were one of the experts interviewed for that Civil War documentary on the History Channel.�
�It was a fun collaboration.�
�Before his death, my husband was producing a documentary about the eleventh hour of the Confederacy, the dramatic escape of John Breckinridge and the lost Confederate gold.�
�That�s a fascinating story. I�m surprised that great escape never made it to the big screen. I have no doubt it would make quite a movie. I do want to say I�m so very sorry for your loss. Dave told me what happened. He also said you believe your husband was murdered. Do you think it was because you two found the diamond and the contract?�
�Yes. And, I�m sure you�ve heard, the diamond has been stolen. The old contract might not have much value to anyone but museums, history professors like you�and maybe some overzealous Civil War buffs.�
�Mommy, can I go out and play?� Paula stood at the door between the kitchen and dining room. She held a plush animal, a giraffe, in her left hand.
�A little later, sweetie. I�ll go in the back yard with you, okay? Right now we have a guest. I�ll be done soon and then we can go outside.�
Paula smiled and left the room.
Kirby said, �Walking up to your home, I noticed you have a wooden fence around your back yard. It seems very private, and yet I sense hesitancy from you to let your daughter play in the back yard. May I ask why?�
Laura bit her bottom lip for a second. �Since Jack�s death, I�m very cautious of everything Paula does. To put it more succinctly, I�m fearful for her. We�ve received threats.�
�What kind of threats?�
�They�re coming because Jack and I found the Civil War contract. There are some people who believe it represents a departure of Civil War history � the South in particular, and they don�t want to see that happen.�
Kirby nodded. �Perhaps, more than anything, it�s the romanticism of the cause for succession. That contract adds a new dimension.� He smiled. �Where is the document in question?�
�On the phone, you said you could tell if the contract is real by doing some tests.�
�I can do a preliminary examination here, but the other testing would have to be done back at the University of Florida lab.� He reached into a pocket inside his coat and pulled out a pair of white, cotton gloves.
Laura stood. �I�ll be right back.�
She returned with a large manila envelope, set it on the table, and carefully removed a file folder. She opened the folder and slid it toward her guest. Professor Ike Kirby glanced down through his bifocals, his pale blue eyes scrutinizing each sentence stopping to read some passages aloud. He lifted the pages in his gloved hands, fingers beginning to tremble as he continued reading. �Extraordinary�� he mumbled.
�What is it? What have you found?�
He looked up, his eyes suddenly dewy and distant. �It�s not what I�ve found. It�s what you and your husband found, Laura. If authentic, and on first inspection, it appears to be � this will change the historical narrative of the American Civil War. Because it seems the Civil War, was not exclusively American. The Confederate States of America financed, in part, by another nation � the United Kingdom.� He leaned back on the couch and took a deep breath, slowly releasing it. �The science part of the testing begins with handwriting analyses. That signature definitely seems to match known signatures of Jefferson Davis. It�ll probably reflect the same thing for Lord Palmertson. I�ll test the 160-year-old paper and ink. But I believe the science will corroborate what I see here. This is truly an incredible find.�
�What do you need to do now?�
�Take it back to the lab at the University of Florida. The testing won�t take long. Dave Collins had explained the events prior and after the death of your husband. You might want to hold a news conference when we get the results.�
�Why?�
�Because this Civil War contract further validates the existence of the diamond, as viewed on the video with your husband. So if the contract is genuine, it only stands to reason the diamond is as well. Two peas now in an open pod of controversy. A priceless diamond and a Civil War deal involving England. If the diamond your husband discovered is the Koh-i-Noor, what is the repercussion? Laura, may I take this document to the lab for testing? I will do so under the utmost confidentially.�
�Of course. How long will it take?�
�The symposium wraps tomorrow and then I�ll drive back to the university in Gainesville. I�ll begin testing immediately. I�ll call you. In the meantime, I have one more night to stay at the Hampton Inn on LaSalle Street. I�m in room twenty-three. In the event you need to reach me, I�ll write it down for you.� He jotted the information on a post-it note and handed it to Laura. �Don�t hesitate to call, for any reason.�
�Thank you. Please call me as soon as you know for sure � when you know it�s real.�
�I already know, at least I�m ninety-eight percent there. The testing, I believe, will confirm it. You will know as soon as I do.�

FORTY-FOUR

Dave Collins sat at the Tiki Bar, eating from two shrimp cocktails while sipping a Guinness and reading an article in Smithsonian Magazine. He wore a white Panama hat, Hawaiian floral print shirt outside his shorts. He glanced up as Kim walked behind the bar toward him. She said, �Must be a good story you�re reading. You�ve barely put a dent into your shrimp.�
Dave looked over the rims of his bifocals and nodded. �It�s an article about the pirate, Blackbeard. The man, more than any other, truly embodied what a real swashbuckling pirate was in that period.�
Kim laughed. �And now they�re lawyers and bankers.� Then she bit her lower lip, inhaled and folded her arms across her breasts. �And they�re stalkers.�
�Did he come to the Tiki Bar again?�
�No. But he left a second rose under my car windshield wipers, and he left another note. Typewritten, just like the first one.�
�What�d he write?�
Kim glanced around the bar, a family of four taking their seats at a far table, ceiling paddle fans circulating the warm air. �All he said was this: �Let us go home and cultivate our virtues.� I can�t even get a restraining order against this guy because I can�t prove it�s him.�
�Have you told Sean?�
�Not yet. I just found the second rose this morning. Sean�s so wrapped up in his investigation that�� She blew out a deep breath.
�Kim, I have a feeling this is or will become part of his investigation.�
�What do you mean?�
�I�m not trying to frighten you, but what if the guy sending you these Confederate roses is the man who shot Jake Jordan on the movie set? And what if that painting Sean�s looking for is somehow a part of this puzzle?�
�I just got a chill and it�s eighty degrees at the marina.�
�Tell Sean immediately.� Dave opened his tablet. �Using the phrase and key words, Civil War, maybe we can find the original source of that last message that came with the rose.� He keyed in the words and grunted.
�What�s it say?�
Dave glanced up and then read from the screen. �Let us go home and cultivate our virtues��it was quoted from Robert E. Lee speaking to some of his men after Lee surrendered to Grant in Appomattox, Virginia.�
Kim shook her head, pulling a strand of dark hair behind one ear. �What�s it mean? Why would some dysfunctional re-enactor write that and think I�d have any clue what it meant?
�Because he�s not speaking directly at you. He�s speaking to a fantasy of you.�
�Dave, that�s so crazy. Why me?�
�I think it�s because he�s the same guy, the same re-enactor, that Sean said had a fascination with the painting that was stolen from the historic plantation where they�re shooting the movie Black River. To some extent, you have a resemblance to the woman in the painting.�
Kim exhaled slowly. She reached under the bar and lifted up her purse. She glanced around the Tiki Bar, opened the purse and pulled out a .22 pistol. �I bought this. I�m taking shooting lessons at a gun range. I will use it if he comes near me.�
�Kim, put the gun away. You have every right to defend yourself. I�m hoping it won�t ever come to that.� Dave punched in numbers on his mobile phone. �It�s ringing.� He handed the phone to Kim. �Tell Sean what you told me. If you don�t I will.�
Kim reached for the phone and raised it to her ear.
* * *
A half hour later, Dave strolled down the perimeter dock, Panama hat just above his thick eyebrows, his copy of Smithsonian Magazine in one hand. He walked past a marine broker�s office, T-shirt shop, snow-cone stand, heading to the dock store to pay his boat slip rent. He watched a sixty-foot charter fishing boat, loaded with sunburned tourists, chug into the marina, seagulls squawking and following close behind. He saw two porpoises break the surface of Halifax River, a half mile upriver from Ponce Inlet and the ocean.
And he observed a man watching him.
A tad over forty. Dark hair. A Daytona Beach T-shirt tucked inside his khaki shorts. The man wore sunglasses, sat on a wooden bench, earbuds wedged in his ears, iPad on his lap. He wore boat shoes, an absence of hair near the area of legs where socks would cover, a suggestion he wore socks often.
Dave entered the marina store, paid his rent and exited. The man had moved from the bench. He was buying a snow cone. As Dave walked by the snow-cone stand, the man said, �Allister Hornsby sends his regards.�
Dave stopped, a shadow cast from the brim of his hat and darkening half of his face. �Raspberry is the flavor of the day. May I offer you one?�
�No thanks.�
The man nodded, paid for the snow cone, turned toward Dave and asked, �Mind if I stroll a bit with you?�
�Be my guest.�
�I�m Paul Wilson.�
�Well, you know who I am. Since Allister is an old friend of mine, let�s walk and talk.�
They headed back toward the Tiki Bar, a brown pelican sitting on a dock post, turning its head to watch them, the bird shifting weight from one webbed foot to the other. Dave said, �I detect no trace of an accent. Where were you educated?�
�In the states, Columbia. Back in the UK, Oxford. Allister sings your praises.�
�He�s a good man. Paul, I know why you are here. But why come to this marina?�
The man took a small bite from the snow-come, his eyes scanning the docked boats. �Because it appears to be the epicenter, if you will, to the situation facing the Prime Minister, and for that matter, the Royal Family.�
�What do you mean by epicenter?�
�The purported diamond was found near here. Our intel indicates the blackmailer is making his calls from the Central Florida area. And your friend, Sean O�Brien, a man with an interesting background, I might add � was seen on video throwing a reporter�s microphone across a car park lot when reporters got too close to the woman whose husband was killed on the movie set.�
�And you think all of that is related?�
�The widow�s husband mentioned the so-called Civil War contract on the video. We saw a close-up image of the diamond he and his crew discovered in the river. At this point, we believe the blackmailer has, or has access, to the diamond and the document. We�d like to recover both as quickly and as quietly as possible.�
�Do you have any indication who may be behind the threats?�
The man tossed his snow-cone into a trashcan, waited a moment while two bikers on custom Harley�s pulled into the Tiki Bar parking lot and turned off their engines. �No, not really. He�s smart. Knows encryption and hacking well. His accent, even though he speaks just above a whisper, is spot-on British. So it�s either a Brit or someone who really knows the nuances of the language.�
Dave leaned up against a dock railing. �How can I help you?�
�You can tell me what Sean O�Brien knows.�
�He�s walking down the dock. You can ask him yourself.�

FORTY-FIVE

Max scampered ahead of O�Brien, sniffing the dock posts, pausing to watch four white pelicans sail over the boats in the marina. She trotted to Dave. He leaned down, picking her up. �Miss Max, I saw ol� Joe, the harbor cat stroll by here a half hour ago. So be on guard. Sean, I want you to meet Paul Wilson. Paul joins us from London and New York. He works for a former UK colleague of mine. Paul�s been assigned to seek out the person or persons responsible for the blackmail threat to Prime Minister Hannes and, ostensibly, the Royal Family.�
They shook hands and Wilson said, �The situation is escalating. The blackmailer has given Prime Minister Hannes a deadline. We believe the perpetrator is operating out of Central Florida. Please share with me anything you can. For example, the man who was killed on the movie set, Jack Jordan�I�d like to ask how you came to know the Jordan�s, or at least the widow?�
�There isn�t a lot to tell. I fell into this by default because I was trying to track down an old Civil War era painting for a client of mine.� O�Brien gave him a brief overview.
Wilson asked, �Did you find the painting?�
�Not yet.�
�If you find the diamond whilst you search for the painting, would you tell us?�
�Probably.�
Wilson said nothing for a moment, the sound of a sailboat halyard clanking against a mast in the breeze over the marina. �So at this moment, the document is still in Laura Jordan�s possession, correct?�
�Maybe not,� Dave said, scratching Max behind her ears. �A dear old friend of mine, a professor of America history at the University of Florida, is meeting with Laura to examine the document. I suspect he�ll probably borrow it for further study at the university�s lab. The Civil War is his specialty. He�s written many books on the subject. His name is Professor Ike Kirby. I�ll give you his contact information. As far as the document�s next destination, I suppose that will be up to Mrs. Jordan. Let�s hope she is benevolent and willing to part with it.�
Wilson smiled. �Indeed. Let us hope. In the meantime, I�d like to chat with the men on Jack Jordan�s documentary crew. Perhaps one of them has an insight.�
O�Brien reached in his wallet and removed a business card. �This is the contact information for Detective Dan Grant. He�s a friend of mine and is one of the lead investigators on the case. He has all the names, players and maybe suspects. He�s investigating a Civil War re-enactor named Silas Jackson. Tell Dan that I referred you to him, and he may be generous and share what he has thus far.�
Wilson took the card. �Thank you. However, since he�s a friend of yours, I can assume that he�s shared some, if not all, of this information with you. Is there anything more that you can tell me?�
�No.�
�All right. I�ll write my mobile number down. Should you or Dave think of something more, please ring me up.� Wilson looked around, spotting an all-weather plastic container mounted to the pier railing in front of a docked and tied-down charter fishing boat. He lifted one of the brochures from the box and wrote his number on the back of it, handing the brochure to Dave.
O�Brien said, �There is something I�d like to ask you.�
�Absolutely. Give it a go.�
�Is the diamond in the Crown Jewels the real one? I assume you�ve looked.�
Wilson said nothing for a moment, his eyes following a sailboat entering the pass. He glanced over to O�Brien. �Of course. The Koh-i-Noor has been in the same spot for one hundred and seventy years. It�s not going anywhere, especially back to India.�
�Then the only issue is the unproven Civil War contract. If the diamond Jack Jordan found in the river is a fake, not the legendary Koh-i-Noor, then the contract is presumably bogus as well. And if that�s the case, there�s nothing real and tangible the blackmailer has to use against the prime minister and the Royal Family.�
�Perhaps, however, it doesn�t work that way. Even a replica diamond, one so close in size and quality of the Koh-i-Noor, couldn�t have been proven, considering the Confederate resources during the time of the Civil War. So the unflattering contract may still have been written on that pretense. It�s my job to find it. The stone, even though it�s a replica, would simply be an added bonus.�
Dave set Max down and asked, �What�s your intel pointing toward?�
�The perpetrator may be a British agent who breached, and we haven�t discovered it yet. Or he could be an American who somehow managed to secure the prime minister�s private line and hack his phone too. Regardless, he�s fearless, devious and very dangerous. All of this is creating storm clouds over the UK and India, potentially causing a major rift and fallout between the two nations. The additional salt in a newly opened wound is that Civil War document. If it�s certified real, it means England provided financial support to the Confederate States of America during what was always believed to have been a uniquely American Civil War with no backing or funding from other nations.�
Dave said, �And all of this is happening while Prime Minister Hannes conducts a fierce campaign for reelection.�
�Indeed. Hence the added haste to make it all go away. Sean, you mentioned one name, the name of Silas Jackson. Contingent on what Detective Grant shares with me, perhaps this gent, Jackson, would be a good fellow to have a dialogue with as well.�
O�Brien said nothing for a few seconds. A sunburned fisherman, barefoot and in a baggy, wet swimsuit, scurried by carrying two large red snappers in either hand. He walked to a fish-cleaning station. O�Brien said, �You might want to speak with investigators before tracking down Jackson or any of the men in his group.�
�And why is that?�
�Because they�re more recidivists than re-enactors � meaning they still fight the Civil War and the War of Independence. They�re modern day militia with a grudge. If, by some very remote chance, the diamond is the real deal, and if Jackson has it, the money from a sale could help him finance a sizeable cache.�
�I doubt if he would have the means to orchestrate a blackmail essentially on the UK as a whole.�
Dave said, �But he could be working with someone who does.�
O�Brien nodded. �Find that person and you�ll most like find the blackmailer�and maybe the diamond. But I wouldn�t begin your hunt deep in the national forest.�
�In this job, Mr. O�Brien, I go wherever that hunt takes me. I follow the quarry. And I�ve done it all over the world.�
�Just make sure the quarry isn�t leading you into a world you can never leave.�

FORTY-SIX

Laura Jordan thought she heard the sound somewhere in her dreams. They were hostile dreams � nightmares. Images of her dead husband in the casket right before it was closed, his once handsome face vacant and gaunt, despite the black magic of the mortician. She could smell the flowers on both sides of the casket and hear the subdued sounds of weeping coming from behind her. Then there was the sound of someone scratching � a clawing noise � as if an animal was trapped inside her bedroom wall. Maybe Jack�s alive. Let him out!
�Jack!� she blurted in her sleep. Laura opened her eyes. She glanced at the red digital numbers on the bedside clock. 2:42 a.m. Her breathing was fast. Heart racing. She looked across the bedroom to the window. The full moon shown through the branches of a live oak tree in her back yard, shadows dancing from the moss-covered limbs moving behind the white drapes, like stick figure marionettes in the night breeze.
Laura heard her neighbor�s beagle bark three times. She sat up in bed, her sleep deprived mind feeling drugged from exhaustion. She stepped over to the drapes, slowly parted them less than two inches and looked out and across her back yard. The white moonlight turned her yard into a backdrop of grays and blacks, a moonscape devoid of colors lit by the sun. She saw a nighthawk dart over the tree line, and then a cloud rolled in front of the moon, casting the yard into black.
Laura crawled back into bed, pulling the blankets up to her chin. God, how I miss Jack, miss so many things I took for granted about him � the way he squeezed my hand before we fell asleep � times I�d reach over and touch him as he slept. I must get some rest.
She adjusted her pillow, turned away from the shadows pirouetting on the curtains, and closed her eyes. Laura felt lethargic from nights of sleep deprivation. The threats she had received, the feeling she was being followed, the questions Paula was asking � questions which had no rational answers that a child could understand. As her thoughts drifted like a boat without an anchor on a dark sea, the fog of sleep moved in on her perception. She thought she heard the neighbor�s beagle bark once more. A sharp, clipped bark. And then silence.
Somewhere in the darkness of a 4:00 a.m. morning, she felt the mattress move, slightly, as if Paula had crawled into bed. Laura reached for the opposite side of the bed, the side where Jack always slept. She touched the mattress, expecting to feel Paula�s small body. Nothing. Only the flat surface of her blanket and comforter. She slowly opened her eyes, her mind waterlogged in fatigue, unable to fully comprehend what she saw. Must be a bad dream.
No! Hell no!
A man stood in silhouette; the pale white curtains an eerie backdrop, shadows from oak limbs swaying behind him. He held a child in his arms. He whispered, �Do not scream if you want her to live. We mustn�t awaken your daughter, Laura.�
�Please�dear God. Please, don�t hurt her.� Laura sat up in bed, staring, her mind grasping for the right words. He cradled Paula, sleeping, in his arms. Her head rested her against his chest, her breathing slow and steady, a plush giraffe tucked under her chin. �Please, set Paula down.�
�All in good time,� the man�s voice was calm, a tone of irrelevance and absolute control. �You see, Laura, how easy it was for me to enter your home. Oh, the new alarm you had installed � it took me less than twenty-nine seconds to disarm it. How does it feel now knowing that you and little Paula are so unsafe, so unprotected? Rather unnerving, I would imagine.�
�What do you want?� Laura blinked back the horror in her eyes, the tears she wouldn�t allow to flow. �If you hurt my daughter��
�What will you do, Laura? I have no intention of hurting Paula if you perform as I say. She will not have her throat slit like I had to do with the dog next door.�
�Dear God.� Laura held her hand to her mouth, nausea building in her stomach.
�Where is the Civil War contract? I know it�s here in your home. If you don�t want to bury your daughter like you did with your husband, show me the contract.�
�It�s not here! I swear. I don�t have it.�
�Where is it?�
�Gone. It�s being tested at the University of Florida.�
�Tested? Who is testing it?�
�A professor.�
�Don�t play games with me, Laura. I need a name, or I�m going to twist this little girl�s neck.�
�Kirby�Professor Ike Kirby. He�s in Gainesville.�
�Oh really? Gainesville, you say. Then why did I find a notepad in your kitchen that had Professor Kirby�s name and phone number on it and also a number for a hotel room at a place not far from here? I believe Kirby drives a ten-year-old Volvo�the same Volvo that was in your driveway a few hours earlier. And listening to your voice-mails on your mobile, I did hear the message from the good professor indicating he was staying at that hotel through tomorrow. So, just to clarify, Laura, you gave him the document, correct?�
Paula opened her eyes, the murkiness of sleep still in them. �Mommy�Mommy��
�I�m here, baby, Mommy�s right here. Everything will be okay.�
�Answer me, Laura! I told you, it would take me just a split second to end this kid�s life.�
�Yes, that�s what he told me.�
The man set Paula on the bed and stepped back, his face and body still in deep silhouette. Laura reached for Paula, pulling her close, holding her head against her breasts, Laura�s hands covering Paula�s eyes.
�I�m leaving now, Laura. I hope what you told me is the truth � because, if you�re lying, I will return. And when I do, you can plan another funeral. The consolation is this: a smaller coffin is less expensive.� He stepped to the door and said, �Your mobile no longer functions. I see you do not have a landline. Don�t even try to run to the neighbors to make a call. They have a mess to clean up anyway. Remember how easy it was to visit you and Paula tonight. Think about that if you decide to call the police. So unsafe. So unprotected. Now, who are you going to call? No one, Laura. No one on earth can protect you.� He left, deftly closing the bedroom door.
Laura clutched Paula, the tears running down her cheeks spilling onto her daughter�s small shoulders�shoulders that now seemed as fragile as the wings of a sparrow.

FORTY-SEVEN

Jupiter rocked slightly in her slip when O�Brien�s phone vibrated on his nightstand. Even in his sleep, he heard it on the first buzz. He looked at the digital screen, not recognizing the number. O�Brien answered and sat up, moonlight spilling through the porthole in the master berth. Laura Jordan was crying so loud, he couldn�t make out all of her words. Between cries she blurted, �Sean! He was in my bedroom!�
�Laura�slow down. Take a breath. What happened?�
�A man broke into my home! He lifted Paula out of her bed. He laid her on my bed. Dear God.� She choked for a second. �He wanted the Civil War contract.�
�Are you hurt? Is Paula hurt?�
�No. But he slit the throat of the neighbor�s poor little dog. And he said he�d do the same to Paula if what I told him wasn�t true. I�m calling you from my neighbor�s phone because he smashed mine.�
�Have you called police?�
�I dialed nine-one-one before I called you. They�re on their way. Sean, I�m so scared��
�Did you recognize this man?�
�No. It was too dark.�
�Could you recognize his voice if you heard it again?�
�I don�t know. He spoke in a whisper. Thank God Paula never really woke up through the entire thing. He said it took him less than twenty-nine seconds to disarm my alarm. And he said how does it feel now knowing that you and little Paula are so unsafe, so unprotected.�
�What�d he want? What did you tell him?�
�He wanted to know what I did with the Civil War contract. I gave it to Professor Kirby from the University of Florida.�
�Did you tell him that?�
�Yes. He was going to hurt Paula��
�Does he know where the professor�s staying?�
�Yes. Professor Kirby is staying at a hotel. I�m afraid for him.�
�Which hotel, Laura?�
�The Hampton Inn on LaSalle. He said he was in room twenty-three. I have his card with his number.�
�Call him. Tell him to get out of the room. Tell him to go to a Waffle House or someplace well lighted. Then text his number to me.�
�What are you going to do?�
�Tell the responding officers that you�re working with Detective Dan Grant in an on-going investigation. They�ll call him immediately. Hug Paula for me.� O�Brien disconnected, slipped on jeans, a dark shirt � untucked, and running shoes. He shoved his 9mm Glock under his belt in the small of his back.
Max lifted her head from beneath a small blanket in her oval dog bed on the floor. She stared at O�Brien, puzzled. He said, �Sit tight. Gotta run, literally. Dave or Nick will walk you.� He stepped out to the cockpit, locked the transom door and jogged quietly from Jupiter to Dave�s boat, Gibraltar. O�Brien used his palm to bang on Gibraltar�s sliding glass doors.
Nothing. No movement. O�Brien looked east across the dark marina, the horizon black, the smell of creosote seeping up from the dock pilings. He pulled out his phone and hit the speed dial button. Four rings and O�Brien whispered, �Dave pick up.�
�And good morning to you.� Dave�s voice was guttural, filtered through sleep-congested vocal cords.
�Open the door.�
�The door? What door? Where the hell are you at�at this hour in the morning?�
�I�m standing on your boat. Cockpit door. Ike Kirby�s in trouble.�
Dave disconnected and came up from the master berth like a hibernating bear awakened before spring, the left side of his face creased from sleep. He stood at the transom door in boxer shorts and a white T-shirt. He unlocked the door and snatched it open. �What that hell�s going on, Sean? Where�s Ike? What kind of trouble?�
�Maybe the worst. A man broke into Laura Jordan�s house. He threatened to kill her daughter if Laura didn�t give him the Civil War contract. She�d already given it to Ike.�
�And this perp knows where Ike�s staying, correct?�
�She had no choice but to tell him.�
�I understand.�
�See if you can reach Ike. I told Laura to call and warn him. Don�t know if she got through before the police arrived at her home. Call him, Dave. Tell him to get out of the room immediately. Walk Max for me, okay?� O�Brien turned to leave.
�Where are you going?�
�To the Hampton Inn. Room twenty-three. Ike�s room.� O�Brien jumped from Dave�s trawler onto the dock. He ran hard down the length of the pier toward the marina parking lot. His thoughts raced even faster. Could Laura or Dave reach Ike on the phone before the perp got there? Or was the man already there? Maybe he simply broke into the hotel room and stole the Civil War contract while Ike slept. No one hurt.
Maybe not.
O�Brien ran under the light of a full moon high above the Atlantic Ocean, a burst of lightning hanging for a second in the gut of dark clouds. Dawn would rise above the Atlantic in about two hours. But now there was more than enough time for a nocturnal predator to come from the cloak of darkness and slip away quietly like the whispered flight of a bat in the night sky.

FORTY-EIGHT

Professor Ike Kirby usually slept well. An early riser, he went to bed right after the 10:00 p.m. news and awoke each morning before sunrise. The last few hours had been different. After leaving Laura Jordan�s home, Kirby bought take-out Chinese food and ate in his hotel room. When he finished a hurried dinner, he spent another two hours analyzing the Civil War contract until his eyes burned from strain and fatigue.
He was so exhausted that he never heard the soft buzzing of his phone on the dresser as he slept. He never heard the sound of scraping, the metal against metal picking of the deadbolt lock on the hotel door. Had it not been for the siren as the fire truck and crew rushed to a car fire off Cherry Street, Kirby wouldn�t have awaken and seen the intruder standing in the room near the small desk and under the dim light coming through the blinds.
�Good morning, Professor Kirby,� the prowler whispered.
�Who the hell are you? What are you doing in my room? How do you know me?�
�So many questions in one excited breath. I was about to leave the way I entered, through the door, silently and oh so quickly. But then you had that unfortunate happenstance of hearing the siren racing by the hotel.�
�Do you want money? My wallet is on the dresser. Take it! There�s four hundred dollars in it. That ought to be enough for you to buy drugs. I can�t see your face, so I can�t recognize you. Just take the money and leave.�
�Drugs? I think not, Professor.� The man held up the file folder containing the Civil War document. �This is my drug of choice. A Civil War contract and perhaps a matching diamond to add to the ecstasy. Let me ask you, is it real? The contract between England and the Confederacy. In your opinion, Professor Kirby, is it genuine?� He set the folder back on the dresser.
�It still must go through scientific testing, but, in my opinion, it�s authentic.� Kirby narrowed his eyes and tilted his head. �Why your interest into this Civil War contract? Are you some kind of collector?�
�Unfortunately, for you, I am the opposite of a collector. I am an eliminator. A terminator.� He lifted a 9mm Beretta, only the black tip of a silencer visible in the dim light.
�No! Don�t!� Kirby pushed back in bed, holding his hands in front of him. The round slammed into the center of his chest, his blue pajama top erupting in a flower of blood. He stared at the perimeter darkness, disbelieving, the room smelling of smoke and cordite. He touched the dime-sized hole in his chest, a half-inch above his heart, and felt the wetness of the blood on his fingertips. The second bullet hit him between the eyes, spraying blood and brain matter across the white headboard.
The man slid the pistol back under his belt. He started to pick up the file folder, pausing. He lifted a mobile phone off the dresser, scrolled down to the last number received, a number listed to Dave Collins. The shooter played back the voice message. He heard Laura Jordan�s terrified voice. �Professor Kirby! Get out of your room now! You�re in danger. A man may be coming to you, and he�s coming for the Civil War document. He�s dangerous. Maybe insane. Please�� There was a breathy sigh and the called disconnected.
The man played the next voice-message. �Hey Ike�Dave getting back with you. Damn good news about that Civil War contract. On first pass, if you believe it�s the real McCoy, I�d bet the boat on it. As always, I�ll keep that news under my hat. I�m glad you got a chance to get to know Nick and Sean. Because of Sean�s search for that damn painting, he�s separated a few layers from the contract by sheer happenstance. However, if anyone can hunt down the whereabouts of the stolen diamond, it�s Sean O�Brien. His gift of human observation, in my opinion, is unmatched. Call me when your testing corroborates your deduction. Nothing like a chance rewriting American Civil War history to put a bounce in your step. Let�s discuss it at breakfast, if you can. In closing, let�s go fishing like we used to. Sean has an excellent boat near mine. Nick, though, will find the fish. Call me. Give Judy my love. Bye. �
The man lifted up the file folder and whispered, �Too bad Professor Kirby won�t be joining you for breakfast, Dave Collins. Perhaps I will instead. And I can�t want to meet your sharp-eyed BFF, Sean O�Brien.�
The man punched a set of numbers into Ike�s phone. Pressed call and immediately pressed end. He dropped the phone on the carpeted floor and walked out of the dark room into the blue neon night.

FORTY-NINE

It was a few minutes after four o�clock in the morning when O�Brien pulled his Jeep onto the hotel parking lot. Although mostly filled with cars, the lot had a secluded, surreal look as a soft rain fell through bluish light cast from two streetlights. The shower did little to loosen road dirt on the cars; most of which bore out-of-state license plates. O�Brien scanned the car tags as he drove across the lot. He glanced at windshields, looking for signs that wipers may have recently been turned on or off.
All the cars appeared to have been parked for a while. Business travelers, sales people, tourists � everyone tucked into their temporary beds behind doors with numbers painted on them. O�Brien read the room numbers while he cruised slowly through the lot. He could see that the hotel had at least eighty rooms, the first forty or so on the ground floor. He looked for room twenty-three. There it was. Bottom floor. Curtains closed. Lights off.
And then he looked for surveillance cameras. There were two that he could see. Maybe more. His options were to kick in the door � his break-in would be caught on camera, or he could find the front desk clerk and convince him or her to open the door to room twenty-three. He pulled his Jeep into a spot near the office and ran toward the door.
The lobby was brightly lit. No one could be seen. A stack of USA Today newspapers sat near the desk. The phone buzzed. No one came out from the back office to answer it. The Weather Channel played on a TV monitor above the front desk, the meteorologist talking about a tornado touching ground in Arkansas. O�Brien looked around the lobby. He thought there was a trace of spent gunpowder in the air. His heart beat faster.
The first sign.
Amber colored glass lay shattered on the white tile floor near one corner of the lobby. The security camera had been hit with a bullet, lens splintered, replaced with a single dark and vacant hole staring at O�Brien like a blinded, one-eyed creature. He lifted his Glock, went behind the front desk, carefully opening the office door.
The smell of fresh human blood and gunpowder met him at the threshold. The body of a middle-aged man lay sprawled next to a desk, face and hands ashen, more than a quart of blood on the floor near what was left of the man�s head.
O�Brien glanced up at the bank of security monitors. No images. Nothing but black. He turned, picked up a paper napkin near a coffee pot, and ran out of the lobby, ran quietly down the cement walkway near the ground-level rooms. Within thirty seconds, he stood in front of room twenty-three. He leaned closer, placing his right ear on the door. Listening. Silence. The only sounds came from a tractor-trailer rig changing gears on a freeway entrance ramp.
He looked to his left, then to his right. Moths flew in and out of the light from a flood lamp on one corner of the hotel. O�Brien placed the napkin gently on the doorknob and tried to turn it. Locked. He stepped back and kicked hard, the heel of his shoe striking near the handle. The door flew open, wood splintering. O�Brien stepped inside, leveling his Glock, sweeping around the small room. There was the same smell of death. Burnt gunpowder and spilled blood. The odor of copper pennies, urine and feces.
O�Brien felt the rush of adrenaline-fueled blood pumping through his temples. He looked at the body of Professor Ike Kirby lying in the bed, his head back against the headboard, shot between the eyes, his lifeless eyes open and staring at the ceiling. O�Brien stepped into the bathroom, Glock extended, his heart pounding.
No one.
He searched the room, careful not to touch anything, looking for the Civil War contract. He looked in drawers, the professor�s open suitcase. Nothing. Then he hunted for the dead man�s cell phone. It was on the floor. O�Brien used a handkerchief to pick up the phone. Had the killer scrolled through emails, text messages or phone calls? That would give him access to Ike�s immediate circle of friends, including Dave Collins. O�Brien scrolled to the last number called. It wasn�t Dave�s number�it was someone else. O�Brien looked at the time of the call and the length. Odd. Less than five seconds.
Sirens. Police and emergency vehicles racing to the scene.
O�Brien set the phone down. He ran from the room. Ran from the horror � the reek of death. He drove east toward a steely sunrise, the illusion of dawn squinting through charcoal gray clouds. Three squad cars, two unmarked cars, blue lights spinning, engines roaring, sped past O�Brien�s Jeep. He knew they were responding to the information they just got from Laura. Maybe Detective Dan Grant was en route. O�Brien could turn the Jeep around, drive back to the hotel and tell Dan or officers what he found. But that would create unnecessary complications. The killer had vanished. They�d find nothing but bodies. It was too late for the police cavalry. Too late for a genteel history professor and a middle-aged hotel clerk simply trying to pay the bills. Both killed by someone they didn�t know, and for reasons they�d never know.
O�Brien knew that whoever killed Ike Kirby left no evidence behind. Taking out the security cameras meant having to take out the hotel night clerk. It was the work of a pro. Who was he? A hired gun, or someone working for himself? Why was the Civil War contract so valuable to someone that it was worth killing three people to get it? Could the executioner have the stolen diamond as well? Who did Ike try to call before he was killed?
O�Brien thought about that as he drove through the dim morning, a misty rain spraying the windshield. He was exhausted but could feel the current of adrenaline in his body. He glanced down at his phone on the Jeep�s console. There was no way he�d deliver the horrible news to Dave over the phone. Soon the pendulum swing of the wipers and the hypnotic drone of the engine helped evaporate some anxiety from his mind. He�d be back at the marina in forty minutes � forty minutes to think of a how he�d tell Dave that his friend of forty years was dead.

FIFTY

O�Brien wished he could have made L dock a mile longer. Maybe that would buy a little more time as he walked in the rain before reaching the end. Because near the end of the dock, beneath the glow of a security light, under a black umbrella, stood Dave and Max. Dave holding the umbrella in one hand, Max in his other hand. �Good morning, Sean. My next gift to you will be an umbrella. You�re soaked. Miss Max and I just returned from our nature walk. I�m almost afraid to ask where you�re returning from because your face looks gloomier than the grimy dawn that�s breaking around us. Tell me you found Ike sleeping soundly.�
�I found him�but I was too late�Ike had been shot.�
Dave said nothing for a moment, the sound of raindrops plopping against the umbrella. �Is he dead?�
�Yes. I�m so sorry.�
Dave closed his eyes, his jawline hardening, his thoughts secluded. He blew air out of his cheeks and looked toward the lighthouse. Then he cut his eyes back to O�Brien. �Ike�s daughter recently gave birth to his first grandchild. A little girl�she was his pride and joy.� Dave�s voice softened, the sound of rain falling against canvas over Jupiter�s cockpit. He was silent for a long moment, staring at black clouds in the east, his blue eyes wet. He looked over to O�Brien. �Why? Why kill Ike over a relic from America�s past?�
�Maybe the contract � proof of England�s connection to the Civil War, along with the diamond from the Crown Jewels, is worth killing at least three people.�
�Three people?�
�Yes. Jack Jordan�Ike Kirby�and a night clerk at the hotel where Ike was staying.�
�I need to sit down, Sean. My head is pounding. Let�s retreat to Gibraltar. �
O�Brien stood next to the bar in the trawler�s salon as Dave brought up a white towel from the head and handed it to him. �Dry off before you catch pneumonia. You can use that towel to dry Max too. Why the hell did the assailant shoot the night clerk?�
�Because he wanted to take out the surveillance cameras before he made his way to Ike�s room. There was a round fired into the hard drives of the camera�s back-up system. After that, he either had a key or picked the lock to Ike�s room. I found Ike in his bed, shot at least once. I couldn�t find the Civil War document. Unless he had stored it in a hotel safe, the contract was stolen from his room.�
Dave lifted a bottle of Jameson from behind the bar and poured three finger�s worth into a glass. �Care to join me?�
�I still have work to do.�
Dave nodded, swirled the whiskey and sipped. He stared out the port side window across the tranquility of the marina, his thoughts sequestered. �I was best-man at Ike and Judy�s wedding. Godfather to his first daughter. He was a brilliant, good and kind man.� Dave turned toward O�Brien. �Ike was simply doing a favor for me. Checking the authenticity of the document. It�s the kind of thing that he was very good at doing � tracking down histories� mysteries. Always curious. Suffice to say, the Civil War contract and its probable relation to an infamous Crown Jewels diamond, a diamond that now appears to have been used as collateral in America�s bloodiest war, was Ike�s Super Bowl. Or it least might prove to have been, had he lived.�
�There�s something else. I found Ike�s phone in the room. On the floor. It looks like he was trying to make call when the killer entered the room.�
�Maybe it was to 911.�
�No, another number. It didn�t look like the call went through before Ike was killed. The perp may have looked at Ike�s recently dialed numbers, his text messages or voice-mail.�
�I left Ike a voice-message earlier tonight.�
�What�d you say?�
�I was responding to a message he left me. He was sure the contract was original and legitimate. I invited him to breakfast. I mentioned that your quest for a lost Civil War painting was following a twisting path that could possibly lead you to the diamond. And I said your power of observation, detection, was unrivaled. What if the shooter has the diamond too? He�d know that your paths might cross. Any element of surprise you may have could be compromised.�
�What if he doesn�t have it, but thinks I do, or that I know where it is? The message you left for Ike could work in our advantage if it draws this guy to me.�
�You have no idea where he is or what he looks like. But he does know you have a boat at the marina. He could show up here and appear to be like any tourists hunting for a charter boat to hire. Be on high alert, Sean.�
�I didn�t want to tell Detective Dan Grant that I was the first responder on the scene, which later proved to be a crime scene. If he knows I was there before the troops arrived, it�ll only add to the paperwork without advancing the investigation into Ike�s death. Ike�s ID will be all over the news soon. Then you can call Dan Grant, tell him you left a voice message on Ike�s phone if you think it�ll help with the investigation.�
Dave drained the remaining Irish whiskey, setting the glass on the bar, his face blossoming, flushed from the alcohol. He wrapped both hands around the empty glass, staring at the muddy dawn settling over the marina, his blue eyes dewy, watching a charter boat cruising toward the pass. He looked up at O�Brien. �Ike was a gentle human being. A wonderful historian who helped his students understand the why factor in history and those dead poets, prophets, politicians, leaders and losers whose decisions or indecisions changed the course of human events. One of Ike�s favorite quotes, something he alluded to in his classroom, was from Marcus Aurelius. He said, �Death smiles at us, and all a man can do is smile back.� I don�t believe that. Murder isn�t a natural death. A bullet, at two-thousand feet per second, cuts through time and space, turning the human brain to confetti and shattering any allusions as to a noble death.�
O�Brien was quiet, letting his friend talk. Dave poured a second drink. �Sean, in previous, malicious dealings such as this, I always suggested to you prudence and avoidance, if possible. Not this time�hell no, not this time. Find the assassin. Find the bastard � whoever is behind this. Do it for Ike. Take no prisoners.�
�I�ll find him.�
Dave nodded. �I need to be alone right now.�
�I understand.� O�Brien picked up Max, turned and walked out onto the cockpit, the teak wood wet from the rain, the marina veined in murky shadows. He heard the clink of glass on glass as Dave poured another drink, and then he heard Dave weeping, two painful sobs. O�Brien�s palms were moist, mouth dry, an acrid taste like copper in his throat. He stepped up to the pier and walked down L dock toward black clouds churning over the Atlantic. No hint of dawn beyond the swirling edge of darkness.

FIFTY-ONE

It was a phone call that O�Brien didn�t want to make. If he told Laura Jordan too much, she may figure out that he was at the crime scene before police found Ike Kirby�s body.
And there was no sign of the Civil War contract.
After the murder of her husband, and the theft of the diamond, the news about the stealing of the contract would continue to pour acid on her pain. But, she didn�t need to learn the news from a local television station, so O�Brien made the call. When she answered he said, �Laura, something horrific has happened, and I want to give you what information I�ve heard.�
�What is it, Sean? Are you okay?�
�Yes. Ike Kirby has been a victim of a homicide.� He heard her gasp. O�Brien said, �Police are investigating a double murder at the hotel where Ike was staying. Apparently, the killer murdered the clerk and Ike.�
�Oh dear God. I am so, so sorry. He was just here. I need to sit down. He was so kind�I don�t have words��
O�Brien could hear a muffled sob. He said, �Laura, whoever killed Ike probably stole the Civil War document. That would be the only reason his life was taken.�
�This must come to an end. Why in God�s name? He was such a sweet man. I feel so bad for his family.�
�I�m not certain, but odds are whoever killed Ike was the same man who killed Jack. If police can find this killer, it�ll help some with closure for you.�
�I don�t know what that word means anymore. I have to go, Sean.�
* * *
Four days after the double homicide in the hotel, Detective Dan Grant thought he�d have to lead a raid on the man�s house deep in the Ocala National Forest. Maybe he wouldn�t have to. The man, Silas Jackson � a white supremacist with a record of violence, was expected to pick up a paycheck at the accounting office trailer for the movie, Black River. He was to be compensated for a week�s worth of work before his termination. The accountant for the movie, a forty-something, no nonsense woman with a Boston accent, told Detective Grant that Silas Jackson said he�d be in around 1:00 p.m. to pick up the check.
Dan Grant was there at noon. He was there, waiting with his partner, Larry Rollins, a poker-faced, large-boned man with a military haircut and a tiny pink scar between gray eyebrows. At 1:00 p.m. sharp, Silas Jackson opened the door to the office and entered. Dan Grant said, �Mr. Jackson, we�d like a word with you.�
�I already talked to you. Nothing�s changed.�
�Murder changes everything.�
�You got the wrong guy.�
�We want to speak with you about the death of Jack Jordan.�
�I didn�t shoot him.�
�Let�s step outside the office.� Grant motioned to the door and waited for Jackson to exit. The detectives followed him outside, actors and production crew moving about the lot. Grant said, �Over here, in the shade.�
They stepped to the shade under a lofty live oak. Detective Rollins leaned in and asked, �Where were you Sunday night ago? Around four in the morning?�
�Home in bed.�
�Anybody with you?�
�I ain�t married.�
�Got a girlfriend?�
�No.�
Dan Grant said, �Well, we know where you were two weeks before Jack Jordan�s death. You were on a secluded part of the St. Johns River, and you were watching Jordan and his film crew pull a diamond out of the river. Not only were you watching, you were watching through a riflescope. What kept you from shooting Jordan in the river? Too many people? Figured you�d better not kill them all. So you�d bide your time until there was a better opportunity.�
Silas Jackson said nothing. He ran his tongue inside one cheek, glancing at the actors standing near a craft services food truck.
Grant half smiled. �Sort of ironic � as you were pointing a rifle at Jack Jordan, the film crew on the pontoon boat captured you in its lens. And you know what gave it away? Your Confederate uniform. We had a video company enlarge a few single frames and guess what we found. We found you, Jackson.� He held up a sheet of photographs. �The uniform you were wearing when you auditioned to be part of the cast for the movie matched these shots the wardrobe department took of you.�
�Plenty of men around here, especially now, have access to a Confederate uniform.�
�But they don�t have access to your boots. Take off your left boot, Silas, and hand it to me.�
Jackson raised his right eyebrow, his face contorted, looking hard at Grant. �Why?�
�Because we said so,� snapped Detective Rollins. �You got a choice. You either do it here, or we take you downtown to check your hoof. What�s it going to be, pal?�
Jackson sat in one of three folding chairs in the shade, lifted his left boot, removed it and handed the boot to Grant. He looked at the sole and the bottom of the heel. He gave the boot back to Jackson and said, �I�m betting this chink in the heel matches one of the boot prints found on the ground where you stood by the big cypress tree that day down by the river. The same place where we found some loose change on the ground next to a musket �a .58 caliber. And that�s the rifle you used on the movie set.�
�Ya�ll boys are makin� a big mistake.�
�You made the big mistake when you shot Jack Jordan, then you killed a history professor who was examining the old contract from the Civil War. And you took out a hotel clerk who just happened to be there when you were about to commit murder.� Grant studied Jackson�s eyes. �How the hell is an old contract, something that is useless today, worth killing to get it? Civil War�s been over for a long damn time, Silas.�
�The first war one, maybe. The second one is just beginning. You got no evidence tying me to shootin� some history professor. And I didn�t shoot Jack Jordan or anybody else.�
Grant smiled. �I didn�t say the history professor was shot. He could have been knifed, or strangled, or pushed in front of a train. How�d you know he was shot?�
Jackson said nothing, white cottonwood blossoms floating the breeze behind him, a blue heron calling out as it flew to the top of a pine tree. He watched a mosquito alight on his forearm, sticking its snout into the center of two six-shooter pistols tattooed on his arm, fire coming out of the barrels. Jackson scrutinized the mosquito drinking, then he slapped it, blood smearing over tattoos. He wiped his palm on his jeans, then cut his eyes up to the detectives. �Ya�ll are bloodsuckers, too.�
Grant leaned in closer to Jackson and said, �I don�t believe you give a crap about some dusty Civil War contract. I believe you stole the diamond. It�s the one thing that can finance your little army and your big cause. Or maybe trade it for arms. Where�s the diamond?�
�I didn�t steal it. But if I had, I�d damn sure hock it to finance a cause that�s spelled out in the U.S. Constitution. Maybe you ought to read it sometime.�
Grant pointed to a twenty-year-old green Ford pickup truck parked near a semi-truck loaded with production lights and equipment. �That Ford 150 yours?�
�Yeah.�
Grant looked at Rollins. �Tell him what you have, Larry.�
Detective Rollins nodded. �We have video of your truck rolling through a red light at the intersection of Seaside and Atlantic Avenue at 4:17 in the morning Ike Kirby was killed. The Hampton Inn is less than a half-mile away from that intersection. Wanna tell us what you were doing at that location at that time?�
�No law, at least not yet, against a morning drive.�
�But there is a law against murder.�
�You�re trying to railroad this shit on me because of all the publicity. The government�s most likely behind this bullshit game. I want a lawyer.�
�You�ll get one,� said Detective Rollins. �The very best legal minds Confederate money can buy.�

FIFTY-TWO

O�Brien was driving to Laura Jordan�s home when he received the call. He looked at Max, her head out the open window on the passenger side of the Jeep. She snorted and wagged her tail as O�Brien pulled in behind a dozen cars parked in front of the home, the smell of a barbecue in the air. It was Paula�s fifth Birthday, and Laura had invited friends and family to her home to help make the little girl�s birthday as customary and special as possible.
�Looks like we got the perp,� Detective Dan Grant began. He told O�Brien about the questioning of Silas Jackson and added, �He didn�t bat an eye when we informed Jackson it was him on the video holding a rifle and aiming it at a man who was shot a few weeks later.�
�Did you find the Civil War contract or the diamond?�
�Not yet. We�ve resorted to satellite images to try to locate his trailer somewhere out in the national forest. We�ll find it. There was nothing in his truck.�
�You think Jackson killed Ike Kirby and the hotel clerk?�
�Probably. We have traffic video of him easing through a red light in the wee hours of the morning not far from where the professor and clerk were killed. That�s enough to keep Jackson here for rounds of questioning. He�s trying to lawyer up. I don�t think he has the money. He�s nothing more than a radical white supremacist. A hate monger. He�s simply an internal terrorist living a Gone with the Wind warped fantasy.�
�Thanks for letting me know you picked him up.�
�Professional courtesy. You tipped us off to that stuff under the cypress tree near the river, including Jackson on the video. We missed seeing him first time the video was viewed. It was definitely Jackson standing there�right down to the small crack on the heel of his left Civil-War-era boot. Later, Sean.�
O�Brien followed Max as she trotted from the street up to the house, the smell of barbecue chicken in the air, laughter from children playing in the back yard. Laura greeted O�Brien at the door and said, �Thank you for coming. I thought about cancelling the birthday party for Paula, considering all that�s happened, but right now I think it�s the best thing I can do for her. I�m delighted you could bring your dog. My grandmother had a dachshund. I pictured you with something like a German shepherd.�
�Max is nothing like a German shepherd. She�s�she�s just Max. All ten pounds of swagger and personality. A few months before my wife, Sherrie, died, she found Max. After Sherrie passed, Max and I sort of found each other.�
�That�s sweet. She�s so adorable. Please, come in. Everyone�s in the back yard. I�ve been thinking about getting Paula a small dog. Maybe today will be a good test to see if a dachshund would be a good choice.�
�Max works for cheese.�
More than a dozen people sat in lawn chairs, some standing next to a smoking barbecue grill. Seven children played on a swing set in one corner of the yard. O�Brien watched Paula laugh as she went down a slide followed by a boy about her age.
A man in shorts, T-shirt and blue apron held a can of beer next to the grill, turning burgers, chicken and hot dogs. Max scurried toward the food. O�Brien recognized the man. He was the Civil War re-enactor he�d met on the film set. Silas Jackson is armed and born dangerous.
Laura said, �Sean O�Brien, I want you to meet my friends. Jack and I first met most everyone here from our college days. Some, like my dear friend, Katie, since high school.� Katie, a blonde sitting in a plastic Adirondack chair, smiled. Laura motioned toward three men standing, sipping beer and talking sports. �All of these guys were part of Jack�s documentary production crew.� Laura made the introductions. O�Brien smiled and shook hands. �And our chef is Cory Nelson.�
Nelson wiped has hands on a white towel and reached for O�Brien�s hand. �I met Sean on the set. Glad you could make it. We�re trying hard to keep Paula�s life as normal as possible considering the circumstances of late. Hey, any luck in finding that painting?�
�No, not yet.�
�It�d be great if you could find and return it to Laura.�
Paula and two children, a boy and girl, ran up to Max. Paula said, �That�s a pretty wiener dog. What�s her name?�
O�Brien crouched on the lawn and said, �Her name�s Max. You can pet her.�
The children grinned, each one petting Max who looked over to O�Brien, her eyes bright, nostrils working the air.
Laura said, �Okay kids. Let�s get ready to eat. Everyone wash your hands. You�ve all been playing in the dirt.
�I�ll take them inside to wash up,� said a tanned woman wearing a sun-visor hat, T-shirt and khaki shorts.
Laura smiled. �Great! Food will be ready in a minute. We�ll cut the cake and sing Happy Birthday after lunch.� She bit her bottom lip, blinking quickly, eyes moist, seeing Paula and the other children laughing and running toward the back door.
O�Brien watched her for a moment, turned to the adults and said, �Since everyone here knew Jack well, I wanted to give you some news I just received as I was parking out front.� O�Brien stood so he could see faces, body language. �Looks like police have caught the man who killed Jack.� O�Brien scanned each face, each reaction to the news he just delivered.
�Oh my God,� said the woman called Katie. She held her hand to her lips.
�Where�d you hear this?� asked one man in a floral print shirt holding a bag of potato chips.
�From a contact at the sheriff�s office. The man they�re questioning is Silas Jackson. He was a re-enactor who was employed by the film company for about a week. He was eventually asked to leave.�
Laura slowly sat down. She let out a deep breath, her face flushed. �Are they sure, Sean? Are they sure he�s the one?�
�He was the person on the video pointing a rifle at the pontoon boat that day on the river when Jack and you guys on the crew found the diamond.�
The man holding the potato chips said, �Silas Jackson didn�t like the fact that we wanted to do a documentary on the last days of the Confederacy. He�d argued with Jack the first time Jack began trying to raise funds for the project.�
Cory Nelson used a spatula to set a burger to the front of the grill and said, �Did they find the Civil War contract or the diamond?�
�No.�
�Did they find him with that painting you were looking for?�
�No.�
Nelson raised his shoulders, nodded toward Laura and said, �Too bad the film company didn�t have security cameras in that plantation house. If they had, they could see who stole the painting. My money�s on Jackson.�
O�Brien was silent a moment, and then he said, �Good point. But they did have motion picture cameras all over the outdoor set the day Jack was killed.�
Nelson nodded. �Yeah, but the news media said police couldn�t see anything on camera out of the normal battle scenes.�
�Maybe it�s because they didn�t know where to look.�
No one said anything, the musical jingle of Pop Goes the Weasel coming from an approaching ice cream truck on the next block.
Laura stood and managed to forge a wide smile. �Come on everyone, let�s eat. A little girl is having a birthday today.�
�Sounds good,� said a woman picking up a paper plate.
O�Brien stepped over to Laura. �I�ve got to go.�
�But you just got here.�
�Something�s come up since they took in Silas Jackson � something I need to check.�
�What is it Sean? Please, tell me?�
�It might be nothing. If it�s something, I�ll call you. Can Max stay for a couple hours?�
�Yes, of course. It�ll give Paula a real chance to play with her. Can�t you at least tell me where you�re going?�
�No. Not yet.�

FIFTY-THREE

She could have been a tourist. Maybe someone looking to buy a condo in Ponce Inlet. She dressed in casual clothes. White cotton slacks. Matching top. Wide-brim sun hat. Sandals. She wore tortoise shell dark glasses on a striking oval face. The woman carried a straw handbag as she strolled the boardwalk around Ponce Marina, sea gulls squawking overhead, watching the charter boats unload fish and tourists. Watching people.
Searching for Sean O�Brien.
Inside the handbag, buried beneath a change of clothes, passport and sunscreen, was a 9mm Beretta. She could have been a tourist.
But she wasn�t.
Malina Kade was, perhaps, the best female intelligence agent India had produced in the last twenty years. Fearless, persuasive, and deceptive � her talent for finding and retrieving covert intelligence was exceptional. She�d been in the states a week. Back on holiday to visit close friends, she�d told immigrations when she arrived in Miami.
She glanced at a sunburned, heavy-faced man under the shade of a thatched palm frond roof above a small fish-cleaning station. He scraped a serrated knife down the back of a red snapper, fish scales flying in his gray hair, a cigar wedged in one side of his wide mouth, smoke curling under the dried palm fronds. Three pelicans squatted on the dock in front of him patiently waiting for handouts. She said, �Excuse me.�
He looked up, used the tip of his tongue to flick a fish scale from his cracked lower lip. �Hi, what can I do for you?�
�Looks like you have some hungry friends.� She smiled and gestured toward the sitting pelicans.
�Nothing goes to waste around here. But those birds are smart. They won�t touch a catfish. But ol� Joe, the dock cat, will. Haven�t seen him today.�
�What kind of cat is Joe?�
�Looks like a calico�but male calico cats are rare as a blue moon. Joe spends more of his time over on L dock. Nick the Greek kinda adopted him.�
�Are you a fishing guide?�
�Oh, no. I just came back from a half day of bottom fishing on the Ponce Pirate. Great boat if you don�t mind people. It can get a little crowded, especially on the weekends.�
She smiled. �I was thinking of buying a fishing trip for my husband�s birthday. Maybe hire a smaller boat that accommodates a couple of people and the crew. Any recommendations? How about Nick the Greek?�
�He fishes commercially. No tourists. But knowing Nick, I�d wager he�d make an exception for you.� He grinned, white smoke spiraling out of the tip of his stogie.
�Maybe Nick the Greek can recommend someone.�
�I heard Nick does sign on from time to time with a fella who�s tryin� his hand at guiding. I think Nick is the real fish finder. His pal appears to be learning the ropes.�
Malina inhaled deeply, her breasts rising. �What�s his friend�s name?�
�I met him once. Looks like he�d be a better hunter then fisherman. Big, strong guy. Name�s Sean O�Brien. His boat is down on L dock. You know, your best bet is to check with the marina office. They have a list of charter boat captains. Or you can ask over there at the Tiki Bar. You�ll usually find a captain, first mate or two, shootin� the breeze there.�
�Thank you.�
She approached L dock, stopped and glanced down the dock, tethered sailboats and powerboats rocking in unison with the breeze and slight chop on the surface of the water. Somewhere amongst the boats is where Sean O�Brien moored his boat. Maybe within a few meters of where she stood. Malina looked over at the waterfront entrance to the Tiki Bar and started walking that way.
* * *
It was the wide-brim sun hat that first caught Kim Davis� eye. Most of the lunch rush was past when the woman entered the Tiki Bar from the dockside of the building, found a stool at the center of the bar and sat. Kim set three drinks on a tray for a server to carry to a table, stepped to where the woman was sitting and said, �Hi, here for lunch?�
�Yes, please.�
�Today�s menu is on the board behind me.�
The woman looked over Kim�s shoulder. �What do you recommend?�
�The grouper sandwich is delicious. The fish comes from the ocean right behind you, caught by local fishermen.�
�The sandwich sounds fine. Water with lemon, please.�
�Got it. Anything else?�
�You mentioned local fishermen�I�m going to hire a fishing guide for my husband�s birthday. Can you recommend someone?�
Kim was about to answer when Nick Cronus walked in the Tiki Bar, humming a Rolling Stone classic, Wild Horses, his thick, dark hair coiled from the salt air and thick humidity. Nick wore cut-off shorts, flip-flops and a tank top with a skull in a pirate bandana and three sharks encircling the base of the skull. He looked over at Kim, smiled, glanced at the woman sitting in the stool. Nick�s eyebrows rose above his sunglasses. He removed the glasses, his eyes taking in the woman�s body. Nick pursed his lips and grinned wider as he tried to allay the disapproving glance that Kim shot his way. He approached the bar and said, �Kim, it�s a beautiful day in the neighborhood.�
�Hi, Nicky. Grab a seat somewhere. I�ll be with you in a sec.�
Nick smiled as the woman on the stool looked over to him. She returned his smile. He said, �If this seat�s open, I�ll sit here.�
She said, �Please, no one is sitting there.�
�I�m Nickolas Cronus. Friends call me Nick.�
Malina Kade said, �My name�s Sarvarna Dama. Pleased to meet you, Nick.�
�I love exotic sounding names.�
She glanced at his tank-top and said, �In India, or Hindu, it means daughter of the sea.�
Nick�s black eyes danced. �I believe my mama was a mermaid on the island of Patmos and my daddy was Poseidon. That�s why I love the sea so much.�
Kim cleared her throat. �Nicky, the lady was about to order lunch when you arrived.�
Malina said, �I�m not in a rush.� She looked over at Nick. �What do you recommend?�
�Oysters. They�re fresh and delicious. Do you like oysters, Sarvarna?�
�I love oysters.�
Nick began a slow grin, his moustache rising, eyes animated.

FIFTY-FOUR

O�Brien made the call en route to the Hilton. When the man answered, O�Brien said, �Hi Oscar. Shelia Winters asked me to call you because you�re the best film editor she knows. My name�s Sean O�Brien.�
The man hesitated a beat. �Shelia�s great. We go way back. She was a show-runner � a producer, on a television show we did together. She scaled back when she went through a divorce and had to stay home more with her two kids. She�s good at casting, too. What can I do for you, Sean?�
�I�m thinking a career change.�
�What do you do?�
�Charter boat fishing guide out of Ponce Marina.�
�Man, I could use some time on the water.�
�Come, be my guest.�
�I might take you up on it in a couple of months. You want to learn the ropes of editing?�
�I�m very interested in putting pictures together. I�d like to see if I might be any good at it. I figure I can fail at something I like as easy as something I don�t like, so why not try to do what I really want to do?�
�I hear you, pal.�
�You mind if I sit in and watch you do so some editing?�
�Not a problem. I can show you a few things. We�ll have to keep it confidential. I wouldn�t be where I am today if people hadn�t helped me. We�ll call it an introductory internship. When you want to come in?�
�No better time than now.�
�Now�s a good time. Just me and an assistant here. We�re only doing very rough cuts for the studio. Director won�t be back until tomorrow. I can show you a few tricks. See if this career�s in your blood.�
* * *
Nick Cronus opened all the windows on his boat, St. Michael, a breeze puffing the curtains and moving across the salon. He turned to Malina Kade and said, �I have some ouzo on ice. Let�s make a toast.� Nick reached into a small refrigerator behind his bar and lifted out a bottle of ouzo. He filled two glasses and handed one to Malina.
She sat on a bar stool, taking the glass, then looking directly at Nick. She removed her sun-hat, setting it on a barstool. �What are we toasting to?�
Nick grinned. �To you having the time of your life on holiday here in Florida.� They touched glasses, Nick taking a long sip of ouzo. He smiled, stepping from behind the bar and pressing a button on his phone, music promptly streaming and playing from two small speakers in opposite corners of the salon. Nick kicked off his flip-flops in the center of the salon, raised his arms, clicking his fingers, slowly turning around in a Greek-style dance.
After three twirls, he did a slight bow toward Malina and said, �Come, join me. We dance in the sea breeze, and soon you feel like an Indian princess swept off her feet.� Nick smiled. He sipped his ouzo, tapped a selector button, the music changing to a bluesy vocal. He reached for Malina�s hand and led her in an unhurried dance, St. Michael softly swaying in the rising tide and mild wake of a passing boat in the marina.
She smiled and said, �You have a great sense of rhythm. You dance well.�
Nick chuckled. �I�m Greek. I swim. I dance. I laugh and I love�I love with more passion than all the salt in the seven seas. Your name may be Sarvarna, but your beauty is greater than Aphrodite.� He smiled and spun her slowly around, leaning into a small dip. She followed in perfect cadence, her body agile, feminine and strong.
When the dance ended, she said, �Let�s sit on the couch. I want to learn more about you, Nick. You are an entrepreneur, a successful fisherman, yes?�
Nick laughed, refilled his glass of ouzo, topped off her glass and said, �I�m my own boss. I work hard, but I play even harder.�
She moistened her lower lip. �I enjoy ouzo, but do you have some wine? A chardonnay, perhaps?�
�In the fridge in the galley. I�ll get it.�
�I�ll be right here�on the couch�waiting for you.�
Nick bowed slightly, smiled, turning to enter the galley.
When he�d left, Malina reach in her purse, found a capsule, emptied the granular contents into Nick�s glass. She used her index finger to stir the mixture, wiping her finger on a bar napkin.
Nick returned with a glass of wine, filled more than half way. He handed it to her. She smiled and said, �Let�s make another toast. To learning more about one another today than we ever thought possible.�
Nick clinked his glass to hers and took a long swig of ouzo. He sat on the couch.
She smiled, turning her body towards him, legs bent under her. �Tell me, Nicky, when you take this fine boat out to sea do you ever find treasure?�
�I found you! That�s a great treasure. And I did it on dry land.�
�You�re sweet. I mean real treasure, lost at sea. Maybe a pirate�s booty, gold or diamonds in a treasure chest in a long-forgotten sunken ship.� She ran her finger around the lip of her glass.
�Sometimes I find pearls in oysters.� He swallowed more ouzo his moustache damp with alcohol.
�I love pearls. But I love diamonds even more.�
Nick lowered his voice, leaning closer to her. �They found a diamond, maybe the biggest in all of God�s green earth, right here in Florida in the St. Johns River.�
�Oh, tell me more.�
Nick told her everything he knew about the discovery of the diamond. He drained his glass. She smiled and said, �That�s fascinating. So, Sean O�Brien, the fishing guide you mentioned in the bar, sort of stumbled onto this thing. He�s helping the widow of the deceased man recover the diamond, correct?�
�Stumbled on is the right way to put it. Sean often stumbles in some deep poop, but he somehow manages to claw his way outta the mess. He wasn�t looking for the diamond; he was looking for the old painting. Everything else somehow got all connected in a web. Our pal, Dave, his boat�s right across the dock, told Sean there could be a black widow hiding somewhere in that web.�
�So your friend Sean is good at finding things.�
�The best. Or maybe things find him.�
�Where�s his boat?�
Nick motioned to the left with his head. �Right next to mine.� Nick cocked his head, curious. �Why you want to know about my pal. Sean? You sound like that dude I met in the bar last night. He wanted to know about Sean. First I thought it was because the fella wanted to charter Sean�s boat, but now�maybe not.�
�Did he have an accent?�
�Yeah, British. How do you know?�
�Lucky guess. Lots of Brits in Florida this time of the year on holiday. Maybe he did want to do a fishing charter. Maybe you�ll never see him again.�
Nick snorted. �We got a hellava neighborhood watch here in the marina. Laid back, but we know who�s supposed to be here and who�s not.�
�Is that right?� She smiled and placed one hand on Nick�s knee. �You probably don�t even have to lock the doors on your boats when you leave.�
�Used to be that way. Now the marina gets too many tourists. This is supposed to be for boat owners and their guests only, but people like hangin� at the marina, and they come down the docks like ducks waddling to a lake. I have a key to Dave�s boat, Sean�s boat, and they have keys to my boat.�
�I�m looking for a key. Never found it, though. Maybe one day.�
�What key are you looking for?�
�I�m looking for the key to my heart, or more specifically, the man who can unlock the passion in my heart.�
Nick grinned. �I�m a locksmith, but not a thief of hearts. It�s not a single key � the key to the soul, it�s a combination of respect, honor, love, and protection that might open your heart.� Nick leaned in to kiss her. She responded, moaning slightly.
Nick suddenly felt tired, his arms and legs heavy. He blinked hard, Malina�s face beginning to blur. He felt sweat on his brow, perspiration trickling down his ribcage. Malina�s hot breath in his ear, her hands on his chest, moving to his genitals. She whispered, �Where is the key to Sean�s boat?�
Nick stared at her face, his eyes trying to focus, his penis numb to her touch, his mind disoriented. She hiked up her dress and straddled his lap, leaned down and held his face in both her hands. �Nicky, listen to me�Sean needs help. Where did you put his keys?�
Nick grunted, his voice just above a whisper. �Hangin� from a mermaid in the galley.� Nick saw the woman�s face come closer, could smell the wine on her breath, his lips numb to her kiss. She jumped, Jack-in-the box style, from his lap to the floor. She smoothed out her dress and walked to the galley.
Malina found three sets of keys hanging from a figurine of a bare-breasted mermaid magnet stuck to the door of the refrigerator. She took all three keys, walked back to the salon, picked her hat off the barstool, turned to Nick and blew him a kiss.
Nick watched the woman walk out the door, the sunlight becoming narrow, black edges, the light at the end of a dark tunnel, coming straight ahead at his body. He was unable to move, to scream, to close his eyes. All that moved were his disoriented thoughts and a single tear that rolled down his cheek.

FIFTY-FIVE

O�Brien followed a college-aged man with a pizza delivery. He walked quickly through the Hilton Hotel parking lot, two large pizza boxes in his hands, and keys on a ring attached to his belt and rattling as he stepped across the lobby and into the elevator. O�Brien slipped in before the doors closed and said, �Smells great. Those for the film editors?�
�Yep. You an editor?�
�Not yet. I do what they tell me.�
�I know how that goes.�
�I�ll pay for the pizzas now and take them in. What do we owe you?�
�Twenty-one even.�
O�Brien handed the man three ten-dollar bills. �Keep the change.�
�Cool. Thanks dude.�
The elevator doors opened and O�Brien stepped out. He walked down the hall to the penthouse suites. The sign on one door read:
BLACK RIVER
Post-production. No admittance.

O�Brien knocked, opened the door and said, �Pizza delivery.�
�Come on in,� came a voice from somewhere in the back.
O�Brien entered and walked around tables set up with monitors, cables, computers, keyboards. The door was open to an adjoining room, which had even more equipment. O�Brien could hear the voices of actors, the fast stopping and starting of the same scene. One man stood from the long table and said, �You can set the pizzas down there. What�d the bill come to?�
�No charge. It�s on me. A small price to pay for an introduction into the world of editing. I�m Sean O�Brien. Are you Oscar?�
�Yes, named for the golden and elusive statue. My dad was a movie buff. Come on in, Sean, and sit down. You got here fast.�
�I was sort of in the neighborhood.�
Oscar Roth�s gray hair was pulled back in a short ponytail. His hazel eyes were playful. A diamond earring in one ear. He wore a white, button-down oxford shirt outside his jeans. Soft loafers. No socks. He said, �Sean, this is Chris Goddard.� Roth gestured toward a slender man in a black T-shirt with a sharp face sitting in front of two large, sixty-inch monitors, light from the screens reflecting off his glasses. He glanced up and said, �Nice to meet you. Thanks for lunch.�
�You�re welcome. I appreciate you guys giving me the opportunity to sit in and watch. It�s the closest I�ve ever come to a career internship, even if it�s only for a couple of hours. I�ll know if I�m having a creative mid-life crisis or a career change.�
Roth said to Goddard, �Sean�s a friend of my old pal, Shelia Winters. He�s a charter boat captain out of Ponce Marina.�
�Cool.�
O�Brien said, �What you guys do is what�s really cool. Catching fish is mostly luck.�
�Let�s eat and chat,� said Roth, opening a pizza box and lifting two slices to a paper plate.
As the men ate, O�Brien asked questions about the editing process, skillfully leading the conversation closer to the day Jack Jordan was killed on set. O�Brien smiled and said, �I�m fascinated by the whole filmmaking process from script to screen. Do you have any behind-the-scenes footage you can share, something that might show how a stunt was done?�
Roth swallowed a bit of peperoni pizza and said, �We have more BTS footage than movie footage.�
�I was recently at the old antebellum home, Wind �n Willows, the crew is using for some interior and exterior scenes. Do you have any BTS from there?�
�We do have some.� Roth used a paper towel to wipe the pepperoni grease from his lips and gestured toward an entire table filled with external hard drives. �Chris, look that up. Mark was cutting that BTS for the studio�s marketing department yesterday. We had a young publicist, all legs and ass, in here yesterday from the studio. She was putting together a social marketing campaign for the film and was pulling some of the BTS from that plantation. This girl was batting around phrases like, not since Gone with the Wind has there been an epic film like Black River, blah, blah, blah. Cue it up, Chris.�
Chris Goddard nodded and played scenes shot in and around the Wind �n Willows. O�Brien recognized some of the actors, most out of costume and make-up, going over the script with the director. Other shots captured crew moving lights and equipment into the mansion. The camera shot panned to the left as a black limousine was pulling up in front of the stately white columns. Two men dressed in dark Armani suits and darker glasses got out of the car. A silver-haired man in a light pink polo shirt, gray slacks and wrap-around sunglasses followed them. Another man with a bad comb-over on a scallion-shaped bald head, wearing a navy-blue sports coat, white T-shirt, pair of five-hundred-dollar washed-denim jeans, led the man in the pink shirt into the great house.
O�Brien looked at Roth and asked, �What�s the parade all about? Who spilled out of the limo?�
�The gents in the dark suits are security�bodyguards. The guy in the pink shirt employs them. Name�s Frank Sheldon, a software zillionaire who�s got skin in the game on the film. He�ll get a producer or an executive producer�s credit. That�s what putting up twenty million will buy you. If the movie�s a blockbuster on the order of Titanic or Avatar, he�ll make a bundle, in spite of studio accounting. If it flops, he has a stack of Blu-ray DVDs he can play for his rich buddies and point out his name in the credit roll. Money to freakin� burn, and that�s the name of that tune. The dude in the jeans and jacket is the CEO of Triton Global Films. Name�s Timothy Levin.�
�Do you have shots inside the house?�
�Of course. Roll them, Chris.�
O�Brien watched closely as the entourage entered the great house. The director joined the CEO as they showed Frank Sheldon around the film set. Sheldon paused by the baby grand piano and pointed toward the far wall. The camera slowly panned up.
On the wall was the painting of the woman that O�Brien now knew was Angelina Hopkins.

FIFTY-SIX

O�Brien ignored the slight vibration of an in-coming call to the phone in his pocket. He watched the editor�s screen, watched Frank Sheldon�s body language staring at the painting � the assessing eyes, the popping of muscles at the base of man�s jawline. Sheldon looked at the director standing next to the art director and said, �The face that launched a thousand ships might have been Helen of Troy�but the face of that woman in the painting is a face for a man to defend to his death. What a gorgeous southern beauty. Where�d you find that painting?�
�It�s on loan,� the art director said, using his hands like a football coach signaling a time out. The camera shot abruptly ended and picked up on the next scene of Sheldon shaking hands with the director and meeting the cast and more of the crew.
Oscar Roth leaned back in his chair and said, �Let�s show you some footage from the actual film, you�ll see the difference in quality compared to the stuff shot for BTS.�
O�Brien nodded. �I�d love to see how you cut together some of the battle scenes. How about the first Confederate cavalry charge? Isn�t that how the film will open?�
�Yes, as a matter of fact. Unfortunately, that huge scene involving hundreds of extras and re-enactors was when the accident happened. What a horrible fluke. Just goes to show you when your time�s up, it�s up.�
�That�s what I hear. How do you edit around something like that?�
Roth shrugged, wiping his hands on a paper towel, sipping iced tea. �It�s easy, really. You just don�t put that scene in the story. Regardless, we didn�t have cameras trained specifically on him when he was shot. Tragic damn accident. In all my years in the biz, I�ve seen my share of stunt man and stunt woman accidents, but never anyone shot on set.�
O�Brien nodded. �Did you have cameras set up capturing the advancement of the Union forces as the barrage of shots happened?�
�Oh, hell yes. Earl Brice, the DP, overshoots. And all that footage winds up right here in the edit suite. There were four cameras catching that scene, and one of them was shooting in ultra-slow motion. Brice had a scene shot from a crane and another one shot from an aerial drone. Want to see what it looked like?�
�Absolutely.�
�Line those shots up, Chris. They should be in number twelve bin.�
�Gotcha.� He used his boney fingers to find and play the scenes.
Roth said, �These aren�t rough-cuts. They�ve been rendered out in six-K high resolution. The camera is shooting at a thousand frames per second, and when played back at twenty-four frames a second, we get ultra-slow-motion.�
The scene showed more than two-dozen union troops advancing through the palmetto trees and thicket. A squad commander issued an order to fire. Each man shouldered a musket, and all fired at the same time. O�Brien watched closely. Catching something out of the corner of his eye. He said, �That�s really cool. Can you play it once again?�
�Yes,� said Roth, then proceeding to tell O�Brien how the scene was cut together.
�Freeze it there,� O�Brien said. �Now back it up a few frames.� Discreetly, O�Brien pressed the audio record button on his phone, placing the phone in his shirt pocket.
�Did you see something?� asked Roth, leaning closer in his swivel chair.
�Something was different from one rifle compared to all the rest.� O�Brien pointed to the screen. �See the fifth soldier from the far left?�
�Yes,� Roth said. �What about him?�
�It�s not him. It�s what came out of the barrel of his musket.�
�What came out?� asked Goddard.
�Nothing. That�s the point. Nothing visible. In slow motion, we can easily see the paper wads each re-enactor shot from his barrel. That indicates each man was firing blanks. The paper wads drifted down like confetti. But not with the fifth soldier from the far left. His barrel discharged smoke and a solid object, something black that is only a tiny blur even a thousand frames per second, or ultra-slow motion. Stop and hold the frame the millisecond before smoke comes from the barrel.�
Roth said, �Let�s go frame-by-frame, Chris. Maybe we�ll see the damn near impossible.�
Chris nodded, his index finger clicking each frame of video in single increments.
O�Brien pointed to the screen. �Hold it there. Right before the blast of smoke�see the black object? It�s just a blur, but it�s there.�
Roth blew air out of both cheeks. �Man oh man. We�ve looked at that scene dozens of times. The director�s looked at it. Nobody picked up on that. You�ve got a damn great eye. You might make an excellent editor. I need another slice of pie to process this.� He reached over for the pizza.
�Just lucky. Do you have a reverse shot, something taken from the point-of-view of a camera pointed at the re-enactors?�
�We do. It should be in the same bin, Chris.�
�Okay.� Chris hit the play button.
O�Brien looked at the row of re-enactors, counted the fifth from the far right. Watched the discharge of the rifles. Even in normal speed, he could tell the rifle fired differently from the others in the platoon, more kick.
Roth said, �Out of twenty-four soldiers, wonder why that re-enactor�s rifle fired differently.�
O�Brien lowered his eyes from the screen to meet Roth�s gaze. �Because he fired a bullet.�
�Oh shit.� Oscar Roth sank back in his chair.
O�Brien looked at Chris and said, �Can you push in on the section of the frame where we can get a closer look at the fifth soldier from the far left?�
�Can do,� said Chris, adjusting the editing software to slowly zoom into the area.
O�Brien nodded. �That�s good. You can freeze the shot?�
�Easily.�
O�Brien said nothing as he stared at the face of Cory Nelson. Silas Jackson was born bad, and dangerous.
Roth said, �If that re-enactor knew he had a live round in his gun, it means he meant to fire a bullet at the poor bastard who was killed. And that�s shooting with the intent to kill�murder. Something tells me you didn�t come here to get pointers on editing. So who the hell are you, really � a detective?�
�I�m sort of like you guys. Someone trying to edit the pieces together in a whole picture, that�s all. I�m not a detective, but one will be here within the hour.� O�Brien lifted the phone from his pocket, the audio record light still on. �Both of you have been very hospitable, and I thank you for that. But, as you can see, a crime happened � murder on the set. You�re editors. So please don�t edit out what the three of us just watched. Our conversation is in here.� He held up his phone, clicking off the audio record. He stood up to leave.
�We�re screwed,� said Roth.

FIFTY-SEVEN

O�Brien walked toward his Jeep, pulled out his phone to call Laura Jordan, then saw that he�d received a voice-message from Kim Davis. He sat in his Jeep and played the phone message through the Bluetooth sync on the radio speaker. �Sean, please call me when you get this. It�s Nick. I�m worried about him.�
O�Brien blew out a breath. �You�re next Kim. I promise.� He called Laura and asked, �How�s Max doing?�
�She was the big hit of the birthday party. That little dog can play hide-and-seek as good as the kids. Paula wants a wiener dog.� Laura laughed.
�Has everyone gone home?�
�The last child was picked up an hour ago. Katie and Les left about fifteen minutes ago. The only person still here is Cory. He�s helping me with the dishes.� She glanced across the kitchen to where Cory Nelson was hand-drying a wine glass.
�I�ll be there in twenty minutes. Maybe the three of us can have some coffee and a slice of birthday cake.�
�Sounds good, Sean.�
O�Brien accelerated the Jeep, dialing Kim. She answered and said, �I�m worried about Nick. Are you near the marina?�
�About a half hour away. Where�s Nick?�
�On his boat, I think. With a woman.�
�Sounds like Nick.�
�She�s definitely not Nick�s type. She�s sophisticated and subtle, but really good at getting people to talk. That�s not hard with Nick, especially after a few drinks.�
�What did she ask him?�
�I couldn�t hear everything, even though Nick�s voice carries across a room. They sat at the bar drinking Ouzo and eating oysters. Then I saw them leave, walking down L dock toward Nick�s boat. I�m sure Nicky can take care of himself, but what really got my attention was when I heard her mention your name. I was waiting on another customer at the time, but I did catch her asking about charter boat rentals, fishing guides, etcetera, and she slipped in your name. �Tell me about Sean O�Brien,� she said to Nick. She asked him if you were chartering your boat. You rarely do that anymore. Where�d she get your name?�
�I don�t know. I�ll be there soon.�
* * *
Dave Collins set a bag of groceries on the dock, fishing in his pocket to find a key to unlock the gate entrance to L dock. Closing the gate behind him, he spotted the woman leaving Nick�s boat. Although Dave was more than two hundred feet away, he could tell there was something different about the woman. Perhaps it was her clothing, more fashionable than what most of the women wore getting on or off Nick�s boat. Maybe it was the way she carried herself. Perfect posture. An unruffled, unflappable look.
Dave continued walking, stopping to fake an interest in something, keeping the woman in his peripheral vision. He watched a brown pelican sail over the marina, alighting on the roof of a fifty-foot houseboat, smoke curling up from the closed cover of a smoker grill on the boat�s transom. The scent of broiled grouper and corn-on-the-cob drifted in the air with the odor of marine varnish.
He watched the woman step from Nick�s boat onto the dock. He assumed she�d soon be walking past him, her eyes trained straight ahead, her thoughts hidden.
He was wrong.
She stepped off St. Michael, casually glancing around the marina, her eyes hidden behind dark glasses, her body language unrehearsed, moving in an slow stroll. She strode past Sean O�Brien�s boat, walking the remaining seventy-five feet toward the end of the dock.
Dave walked slowly, the woman in his sight. She looked at a gleaming white Hatteras moored in the deeper water at the end of the dock. After less than a minute, she lifted a phone to her ear and began heading back toward Nick�s boat. And then, with no hesitation, she snaked down the side dock where Sean�s boat, Jupiter, was tied. She stepped onto Jupiter�s cockpit. In less than thirty seconds, she entered the boat, closing the door behind her.
�Trouble in paradise,� Dave mumbled, walking quickly to Nick�s boat. He stepped onto St. Michael�s cockpit. Approached the door and tried the handle. It was unlocked. He entered. For a second, he thought Nick was dead. Dave ran to the couch where Nick lay sprawled, his body rigid, eyes wide, staring at the ceiling.
�Nick! Hold on, Nick.� Dave felt for a pulse, touching Nick�s stiff arms and legs, checking for signs of blood. �What happened?�
Nick whispered, �The woman�she�I can�t feel my legs.�
Dave glanced at the glasses on the coffee table. He lifted the empty glass, a residue of ouzo in the bottom. He sniffed the rim of the glass. �Hold on, Nick. I�ll get you medical help.�
Dave punched 911 on his phone. When the operator answered, he said, �There� been a poisoning in Ponce Marina. Send an ambulance. It�s 4561 Riverview Drive, on L dock. The victim is on a boat called St. Michael. Please roll immediately.�

FIFTY-EIGHT

O�Brien made small talk with Laura Jordan and Cory Nelson over coffee in Laura�s kitchen before he reached in his pocket, hit the audio record button on his phone and said, �Cory, I�m thinking about getting an outdoor grill. I have a question about the grill in Laura�s backyard. Since you�re the grill-master, maybe you can give me some pointers.�
Nelson grinned. �Great barbecue isn�t always about the grill. But starting out with one that allows multiple cooking surfaces will help get the entire meal done at the same time. All grills are definitely not the same, and bigger isn�t always better. Not that I�m an expert. All I�ve learned, I picked up from watching Bobby Flay. Let�s go outside and take a look.�
Laura smiled and said, �A clean grill is the best grill.�
Max followed O�Brien and Nelson into the backyard. They walked up to the grill and Nelson removed the cover. He�d cleaned it well. Shiny. The grill surface reflecting the sun. A spatula, tongs and filet knife were stacked vertically in a hollow spot for utensils. Nelson said, �Laura�s got what I�d call the Subaru of grills � it�s reliable, gets you where you want to go, but it�s not always a smooth ride. Jack bought it after grilling for years on a rusted charcoal hibachi. Jack was like that, tight with a dollar.�
�Is that why you killed him?� O�Brien watched Nelson�s pupils constrict. �Was it because Jack was tight with a dollar or you wanted to be tight with his wife?�
Nelson crossed his arms. �What meds are you on, pal? Jack was my best friend.�
�At the party, when I told everyone that Silas Jackson was arrested for killing Jack, you were the only one who didn�t show surprise. Why? Because you set Jackson up to take the fall.�
�This conversation ends now. Get the hell off this property.�
�You�re not the homeowner. But you are the guy who�d like to be in this home. To get here, you had to take out Jack. And you did it when and how it was almost untraceable. You�re the guy dressed in a Union uniform, a uniform that Silas Jackson would never wear. You planned it well � shoot Jack in a Civil War battle scene with dozens and dozens of extras and re-enactors on a movie set. With cannons firing and men charging through the woods, you figured no one would ever trace the trajectory of the bullet. But, what you didn�t plan for was the fact that the film crew was shooting that scene with high-speed cameras. Which means, when the video is played back at normal speed all the action is greatly slowed down. And in ultra-slow motion, it�s easy to see that the bullet came from your rifle barrel. Everyone else was firing blanks. And it�s easy to see you were aiming right where Jack Jordan stood when a Mini� ball tore through his brain.�
�Then call the real cops, asshole. Even if there was a round in the rifle it doesn�t mean I put it there. Anybody could have done it when the guns were stored in the prop area.�
�I�m betting it was your rifle. One you�ve used many times in Civil War reenactments. Once you killed Jack, you set your sights on Professor Ike Kirby, killing a hotel clerk to get to him.�
Nelson shook his head, eyes wide, incredulous. He glanced at the grill surface.
O�Brien said, �I imagine the Civil War contract would command a high price for bidders who want to own a piece of history.�
�You�re fucking crazy!�
�You have no idea just how crazy murder can make me. Have you already sold the diamond? Or are the two, the contract and diamond, going as a packaged deal?�
Nelson snatched the knife from the grill. He crouched low. The knife in his right hand. His upper body like a wound up spring, a predator readying to strike. �It�ll be self-defense. I�ll tell �em you came at me with the blade. I took it away and fought you off me. Shit happens.� He attacked, the knife slicing the air.
O�Brien jumped backwards. Max barked, running in front of O�Brien.
�Mommy! Mommy!� Paula Jordan stood on the steps near the back door and screamed.
Nelson glanced her way and ran as Laura opened the door. �Oh my God! Paula, go inside.�
Nelson bolted, running through the open wooden gate, down the driveway, jumping into his truck, squealing tires, knocking over Laura�s mailbox and leaving ruts in her yard. O�Brien watched him for a second then used his phone to call Detective Dan Grant. Laura walked up to O�Brien and said, �Put the damn phone down. Now!�

FIFTY-NINE

The call went to Detective Dan Grant�s voice-mail. O�Brien said, �Dan, its Sean. You�ve got the wrong guy for the murder of Jack Jordan. Call me.� He disconnected and looked at Laura, arms folded across her breasts, eyes heated. �Laura, let�s sit down.�
�Why were you fighting with Cory? He�s family.�
�Maybe you couldn�t see it from your angle, but Cory pulled a knife on me. I was about to take it away from him when Paula opened the back door. Let�s sit at the picnic table, under the shade, okay? There is something I need to tell you.�
She followed him and they sat on opposite sides of the table. O�Brien chose his words carefully. �Cory Nelson is not family. He�s not the man or the person you think he is, Laura. The reason he pulled a knife from the grill and wanted to kill me is because I told him that I know he�s the one who murdered Jack.�
She held her left hand to her mouth, gold wedding ring shining in a dapple of sunlight breaking through the boughs of an oak tree. �No, no you�re wrong. That can�t be. He�s like an uncle to Paula.�
�I wish I was wrong. I�m sorry, but it�s true.� O�Brien told her how he knew what happened to Jack and said, �Odds are that Nelson killed Ike Kirby and the hotel clerk too. Now he has the Civil War contract.�
�Oh dear God.�
�After I speak with the detectives, police will probably have Cory in custody in a couple of hours.�
Laura�s face was drained. Pale. Lips tight. Mouth turned down. She watched a cardinal eat from a birdfeeder in the backyard. �Why? How in God�s name could he have done these horrible things? Killed Jack and two other people�even killing the dog next door.�
�Greed. Jealously. A psychopath colors outside the lines. It often begins after using a black crayon on the page of their delusional mind to eliminate the face of the victim. Total detachment.�
�I feel so na�ve. So duped by Cory. But now it�s making more sense. All the phone calls�phone calls of concern for me and Paula, he said. The meals he brought over to the house. The glasses of wine he poured to help me, as he put it, �take the edge off.� I told him how the stress of Jack�s death, of becoming a single parent, the theft of the diamond, the contract, and even the painting you�re looking for � how all of it had made me really depressed for the first time in many years. That, on top of the threat�s I�d received made me scared and vulnerable. He was preying on my weak moments. He was causing those weak moments! I was so stressed my body has been in knots. After I told him that, he began massaging my shoulders one afternoon in the kitchen. When he tried to go further down, I stopped him. He made light of it and said there were more knots in my lower back. I trusted Cory. What if police can�t find him?�
�They�ll find him.�
She looked away, seeing but not seeing the white tufts of cottonwood seed drifting in the wind from a large tree in her neighbor�s backyard.
�When Nelson�s arrested, I�m hoping they�ll find the diamond stolen from Jack and the Civil War contract stolen from Ike Kirby.�
�Dear God�this means you think Cory killed three people for those two things.�
�It looks that way. If they find the diamond and contract on Nelson, they�ll be returned to you. It�ll be up to you to decide what happens to them.�
�And I�ll do what Jack wanted to do, return the diamond to England. As far as the contract, since there�s no more Confederacy, there is no one to return it to. England�s still here.� She looked over at Max on the ground and raised her eyes to O�Brien without lifting her head. �What if Cory isn�t arrested soon and he comes back? He has a key to the front door, and he knows the alarm code. I have to change the locks.�
O�Brien stared at her for a long second then looked at the open wooden gate where Nelson had fled. Laura said, �You look deep in thought. Why are you staring at the gate?�
�I don�t think Nelson will be back, but that doesn�t mean you and Paula are safe. If police can�t tie Nelson to the theft of the diamond, some may think it was never stolen, but rather hidden in your house like the contract was concealed. Do you have a place, maybe a relative�s home, somewhere you can go to for a while?�

SIXTY

On the drive back to Ponce Marina, O�Brien called Detective Dan Grant and filled him on the details. �Only because of the ultra-slow motion playback can we actually see ballistics from a 165-year-old musket.�
�And you can clearly ID the shooter as Cory Nelson?�
�Yes. There�s a crane shot, an aerial shot from a drone camera, and the ground-level angles. It�ll give you a good look at the trajectory from where and how he pointed the rifle to the spot where Jordan was killed. Nelson�s delusional. He thinks just because we don�t have video of him loading the rifle he can skate.�
�A jury just only needs to believe he pointed the rifle at Jack Jordan with the intent to kill. If Nelson killed Jordan, did he shoot Professor Ike Kirby and the hotel clerk? Did he break into Laura Jordan�s home and steal the Civil War contract?�
�If you find the Civil War contract, yes. The diamond is where the big money lies. From what I can gather, Nelson managed to ride Jack Jordan�s coattails. Jordan was the passionate historian. A devotee of Confederate legend and lore. He also was good at raising money to fund his documentary work. I think Nelson wanted to be not like Jordan � but rather to become Jordan. To seduce his grieving wife, to move into his house. Because he wasn�t entrepreneurial, like Jordan, he needed a long-term revenue stream. The sale of the diamond and the contract would do that.�
�Answer this for me, Sean�if he was Jordan�s BFF, then Jordan�s wife, Laura, should know him well enough to recognize his voice in a semi-dark room. If Nelson was the perp who broke into her home, why didn�t she recognize his voice? Maybe that helps explain why her daughter didn�t wake up when he was holding her and speaking to Mrs. Jordan. The little girl wasn�t startled because she�d been around Nelson�s voice much of her life.�
�He spoke in a whisper. That�ll disguise most voices. Not only is Nelson a re-enactor, he�s an actor too. Does bit parts as an extra in film and TV work, some theater. He�s good with accents, especially British accents.�
�We�ll pick him up soon. First, I�ll pull this video sequence from the film production�s edit suites. Thanks for the address and advance screening. I can�t see the DA having any problem prosecuting this one. Maybe we�ll find the stolen diamond and the Civil War contract somewhere on Cory Nelson�s property.�
�What are you going to do about Silas Jackson?�
�Nothing I can do, except cut him loose. If he didn�t shoot Jordan, and that�s apparently the case, then why would he kill the others? Maybe he was driving his truck at four in the morning because he�s an early riser. Highly doubtful. He�s probably in cahoots, working some bizarre partnership with Nelson. Maybe one man stole the Civil War contract and the other stole the diamond. They might bundle the goods together and split the proceeds. If Nelson was trying to set up Jackson to take the fall, Nelson may have the contract and the diamond. If that�s the case, Jackson could be in the mood to settle a score. But he�s in no mood to talk to us. Later, Sean.�
After Dan Grant disconnected, O�Brien scrolled through numbers on his phone. He pressed one button. After three rings, a man answered: �Volusia County Jail, Corporal Rodriguez speaking.�
�Hi, Corporal, is Sergeant Tiller working today?�
�Hold please.�
A few seconds later a deeper voice said, �Sergeant Tiller.�
�Hey, Larry, this is Sean O�Brien. I met you the time I did time � one day in the county jail. It was before they busted the detective who�d set me up to take the fall � Detective Slater who killed a member of his own department. You were no fan of Slater�s.�
�Hell, yeah, I remember you! You helped bring that bastard down. How you doing?�
�Good. I could use a quick favor.�
�Shoot.�
�There�s a guy in lockup, name�s Silas Jackson. He should be cut loose soon. When you hear it�s about to happen, can you give me a call to let me know?�
�No problem. What�s your number?�
* * *
Dave Collins watched Jupiter closely, looking for the smallest sign of rocking or swaying coming from movement inside the boat. There was a slight dip near the bow, indicating the woman was probably moving about the master berth located in the forward part of Jupiter.
Dave carried a 9mm pistol under his untucked tropical print shirt, stepping silently onto the transom. He slowly opened the sliding glass door and listened. He could hear her in the master berth, drawers opening and closing. Dave slid the pistol from under his belt, entered the boat, quietly making his way through the salon, down the steps, stopping at the door. He raised his gun and pushed the door open.
Malina Kade was rifling through the contents in a cabinet. She bolted around toward Dave. He said, �You won�t find it here.�
�Who are you?�
�What did you give Nick?�
�What do you mean?�
�Tell me!�
�He simply had way too much to drink. I left so he could sleep it off.�
�Paramedics are transporting him to the hospital. If he dies, the man who owns this boat will most likely kill you�but I may do it first.�
�He won�t die. He�ll have a headache for a few hours. The paralysis is less than an hour. You said that I won�t find it here. What did you mean?�
�I assumed you�re sent from your field director in New Delhi, IB, probably. Sent to recover the Koh-i-Noor. Why would you think it�s hidden on this boat?�
�Who are you?�
�Someone who can spot a covert field operative. Answer me!�
�Because the man who owns this boat has a history. He is apparently good at recovering things � people, objects. He was allegedly responsible for preventing another nine-eleven on American soil, and he discovered an FBI agent with the record of the longest breach. So, the question beckons, who really is Sean O�Brien?�
�Why don�t you ask him yourself?�
She smiled. �Maybe I will. We know he�s involved in helping the widow of the deceased man who found the diamond. Everything is not always as it seems. I gather you would be one of the first to recognize that. So, perhaps, Sean O�Brien might know more than it appears on the surface.�
�Are you suggesting that Sean and the widow conspired to steal the diamond, a lover�s triangle?�
�Maybe.�
�I don�t know where you get your intel. Sean never met her until after the death of her husband. And he did so due to an investigation into a separate matter that crossed paths with the man�s death.�
�Sounds coincidental.�
Dave opened the door wider. �You didn�t have to slip a drug to Nick. He knows nothing. You could have approached Sean, told him who you were and why you are here. He, most likely, would have shared information he has. This is no sum zero investigation. Let me give you a clue, lady. To my knowledge, at least three people have died � all murdered because of this diamond and the Civil War documents associated with it. One of the men killed was a dear friend of mine.�
�I�m sorry to hear that.�
�If the diamond belongs to India, go find it. Good luck. The diamond could be a fake, the authentic one might still be in the queen�s crown. Go steal it from the Tower of London. Frankly, I don�t give a shit. I do know this, though, there is someone out there who will do anything to acquire the diamond and the Civil War contract. Why is the contract valuable? There is the extraordinary historical value, of course, however, there also are the possible legal ramifications.�
�What do you mean?�
�The terms of the contract stipulate the diamond will be returned from the Confederacy to England. And, if the diamond was lost in a river all these years, the intent of the contract can finally be fulfilled.�
�England doesn�t own it! No court would enforce an illegal contract.� Her eyebrows arched.
�According to India, not the UK. Regardless, so where is the diamond now, the contract, for that matter? The person who murdered three people to acquire them might have the goods. It�s going to take an extremely seasoned investigator to get it back and not wind up in a body bag. How good are you?�
�Very good. I�m sorry about your friend, Nick. I�ll leave.�
�No, you won�t. Not until I get word that Nick is walking out of the emergency room.� Dave gestured toward the corner of the room. �Stand farther away.� She took two steps back, and he emptied the contents of her purse on the bed. He lifted up the small black pistol. �Beretta .22 is what you carry. I would think the IB would do a little better by you.�
�It does the job.�
�No doubt.� He hit a button on his phone and said, �Sean, I�m on Jupiter. I caught an intruder on your boat. She�s standing in the master berth. I just removed her gun.�

SIXTY-ONE

When O�Brien returned to Jupiter, he walked into the salon to see a woman sitting on his couch and Dave at the bar, facing her, a 9mm Springfield pistol near his hand. Dave said, �Sean O�Brien, meet Malina somebody. We don�t have a surname, and her first name is most likely an alias. She didn�t deny working for the IB.�
�That�s my name. I have no reason to tell you otherwise.�
�You thought you had apparent clandestine reasons to drug Nick.�
�I told you, that was a mistake.�
Dave looked at O�Brien. �That mistake sent Nick to the ER. He was partially paralyzed from a drug slipped into his ouzo. Kim followed behind the ambulance in her car. She called and said he�s walking and swearing. More swearing than walking. She said they�d be coming back to the marina as soon as he could get his prescription meds filled.�
O�Brien said nothing, stepping closer to the woman on his couch. He knelt down, looking directly into her eyes. She was cool, undaunted. Beyond her physical beauty, O�Brien could detect a furtive internal performance that comes from intense training and field experience. He said, �What do you want, and why would you drug my friend to get it?�
�The Koh-i-Noor. It�s owned by my country, stolen in 1850, and I am here to take it home.�
�That�s making a lot of assumptions. Why approach Nick?�
�I ran into him in the bar. I heard he was a good friend of yours. I wanted to see if he thought you�ve recovered the diamond.�
�You heard? That means you didn�t just run into Nick, you sought him out. The easy way would have been to ask me.�
�Would you have revealed anything to me?�
�That would be contingent on what and how you asked me. There is very little to reveal. The diamond and a Civil War contract associated with the diamond are missing. Three people are dead because of it.�
Dave leaned forward on the barstool. �Her grapevine goes way beyond Nick. Malina, or the data dossier her intelligence compiled on you, Sean, suggests that you and Laura Jordan, the wife of the man killed on the film set, may have conspired to steal the diamond. A lover�s triangle all caught up in the greed of a priceless diamond.�
O�Brien looked at her, his eyes penetrating. He said nothing.
Malina crossed her legs. �That is one of many possible scenarios. Some people can do unfathomable things when the potential of great wealth enters their lives�it happens all the time.�
O�Brien shook his head. �It doesn�t happen with me.�
Dave said, �I told her you were working on an entirely separate case, looking for a lost and then stolen Civil War era painting, before the death of Jack Jordan happened. Jack and Laura Jordan had purchased the painting months earlier from an antique dealer.�
O�Brien stood. �You�re generous, Dave. Considering her overture into this marina and deceiving Nick, you didn�t owe this woman an explanation or even the courtesy of the details of chance that led to me meeting Mrs. Jordan.�
Malina said, �I�m sorry for the way I treated your friend.�
O�Brien snapped. �Our friend has a name. It�s Nick.�
�I apologize for my tactic with Nick. We will pay for the cost of medical treatment.�
�We?� O�Brien asked.
She nodded. �My country will reimburse him. Are there any details you can share with me about the Koh-i-Noor?�
O�Brien said, �I�ve never seen it. Like millions of people, I did see it on video. I have no idea if it�s the real thing. That might be a conversation your country has with Britain.�
�If I find it, a conversation will be a moot point � because if it is the Koh-i-Noor, the British will never see it again. Who do you suspect may have taken it?�
�Probably the same person who stole the Civil War contract and killed two men doing it. The Volusia Couth Sheriff�s office is conducting the official investigation. You may want to check with them.�
She lowered her hands to her lap. �I�d rather hear the details of the unofficial investigation from you. They may be more salient.�
�I�m simply trying to recover a stolen 160-year-old painting for a client. Everything else, the diamond, the Civil War document, are all ancillary events to the recovery of the painting. I�m not a police investigator.�
�But you were at one time.� She didn�t blink.
�What else do you know about me?�
�That you are unconventional but deliver results. You shy from the limelight. When you were a detective, your interview techniques with criminal suspects most often resulted in confessions. And you recover things well � people or lost possessions.�
�And you think I recovered the diamond?�
�That odds are you did or you will.�
�Are you a gambler?�
�I take calculated risks.�
O�Brien measured her eyes a moment. �You will be taking more than a risk to recover the diamond. The death of three people is evident of that. I believe someone wants it even more than your country. Maybe that�s Britain, considering the circumstances of the Civil War contract and the diamond, now legal-tender evidence and corroboration of that contract, assuming the diamond is real.�
�Can you share with me who you believe might have stolen it?�
�I don�t know that.�
�Who might want to own it?�
�I don�t know that either.�
�I see.� She sighed. �I�ll leave now. I�m sorry for the miscalculation. I won�t bother you again. I will contact the hospital to have Nick�s expenses taken care of.� She stood to leave, something catching her eye on the cockpit. �Is that a dog out there?�
�That�s Max.�
�She�s cute.�
�Can I pet her on the way out?�
O�Brien nodded. �That�s entirely up to Max.�
As she opened the door leading to the cockpit, Dave got up from the barstool and said, �Here�s some information you can take out there on your Easter egg hunt for the diamond. The Brits seem to think there may be merit to this discovery�especially the old document that named names going back to Queen Victoria. They may have a representative, such as you, on a similar mission. If you run across the document first, that might be the leverage you�d need to swap for the diamond. And whatever stone is in the current queen�s crown shall forever remain as mysterious as the smile on Mona Lisa�s enigmatic face.�
Malina smiled wide. �Perhaps I can be luckier than whomever they sent.� She turned, exited onto the cockpit, kneeling and petting Max. Then she stepped off the boat and walked down the dock like a woman caught in a hard rain without an umbrella.

SIXTY-TWO

Nick had Kim stop at a grocery store on the way back to the marina. He bought a large porterhouse steak, a head of lettuce, hummus, sweet onions, potatoes and a six-pack of Corona. In her car, he turned toward her and said, �How did I screw up so bad, Kim? I thought the lady liked me for me � Nick �the Greek� Cronus. But all along she just wanted information about Sean and the diamond. Maybe she�s some kind of international jewel thief. I think she stole the key to Sean�s boat.�
�Oh, God, Nicky. How the hell did that happen? Don�t even tell me. I�m sure she�s long gone. I�ll try to reach Sean or Dave.� She lifted her phone and Nick sank lower in the front seat.�
* * *
Cory Nelson paced the floor of the motel room, an extended stay unit on the ground floor. He peered out of a small opening in the curtains through a window facing the street. The only movement was from a linen-service delivery truck stopping at the motel office. He released the curtains, partly shutting � a single stream of sunlight entering the room.
Nelson poured vodka from a Ketel One bottle into a paper cup, hand trembling, he knocked back the vodka, a dribble running down his whiskered chin and soaking into his white T-shirt. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, opening a small duffle bag and removing a black sock.
He glanced at the time on his watch, reaching into the sock and removing a black velvet pouch. Nelson opened the drawstring and took out the diamond. He held it between his thumb and index finger, grinning, lifting it up, toward the small beam of sunlight from the curtain. The diamond captured and altered the sunlight, beaming pockets of light around the room. �You are the rock of fuckin� ages, baby.� He set the diamond on the nightstand table, lifting the fifth of vodka and drinking straight from the bottle.
Nelson�s face popped sweat, cheeks flushed. He punched numbers on his phone. The man�s voice said, �Good to hear from you, Cory.�
�Listen to me! Time�s up! They know I took out Jack Jordan.�
�Who are they, police?�
�Maybe. Guy�s name is Sean O�Brien. He�s some kinda ex-cop. Could be a PI. I don�t give a shit what he is or isn�t. He knows I shot Jack. He�s saying the proof is on ultra-slow motion film from the damn movie set. It shows the Mini� ball coming out of my barrel, and it shows me aiming at Jack.�
�Maybe he�s calling your bluff.�
�This guy isn�t the type to bluff. He�s smart. Listen, we have a deal. I risked everything to take out Jack and lift the diamond while you sat on your ass lining up a buyer. You pay the two million we agreed on or I�m walking. No, I�m flying out of the fuckin� country. You told me ten days ago you�d have the money. Either you bring it now or I find my own buyer.�
�That will be a most unfortunate mistake for you.�
�I don�t think so. I told you Silas Jackson saw me lift the diamond from Jack�s van. Jackson want�s a cut.�
�Will hush money keep Jackson quiet for now? Greed, like amoebic dysentery, breeds and infects the gut.�
�I guess you�ll have to take that chance. Jackson is my insurance policy. He stays silent and gets paid his blackmail money. If I disappear, he lets police know you�re the mastermind behind this, and you�re carrying the diamond.�
�If you gave him my name, that is the dumbest mistake you�ll ever make. But right now you have the Koh-i-Noor. Remember, Nelson, it carries a centuries-old curse. Any man who possesses it too long dies a painful death. I�d suggest you turn it over to me now.�
�Curse? You wanna hear a curse? Fuck you! Come with the cash. I�m out of time. O�Brien made me. You grasping that? I have to vanish.�
�And so you will. Just calm down. Even if there is video of a bullet coming out of your muzzle, police will have to prove premeditated intent to kill � that you loaded the gun. Why? Because you were on a movie set with a number of people having access to props like the muskets the men use.�
�Time�s up! I can�t even go home to pack my bags. I�m stuck hiding in fuckin� Super � a super mess � a motel � and I can�t even go pack a damn bag. Show me the money��
�Show some respect for this process. You just don�t pawn overnight what is now the most famous diamond in the world. I told you I have two buyers � both big players. Both very private in their negotiations. The auction is about over. You will be paid soon.�
Nelson said nothing for a few seconds. The man on the line could hear the sound of a low-flying jet arriving or taking off. Nelson said, �I�ll see you tonight. �I get paid now or I�m flying to India to hock it. From what I hear, they�d love to get this rock back, and they�ll pay through the teeth to get it. Meet me at the Hilton on Airline Road after dark. I�ll be in the bar, back table. Be there at nine o�clock or I�m flying and the rock�s coming with me.� Nelson disconnected. He set the phone on the kitchen table, held his hand out, fingers spread, trembling.

SIXTY-THREE

Nick sauntered down L dock, head pounding from pain, dark glasses on, trying to get to St. Michael without answering questions from marina neighbors. A brown-skin boat owner wearing swim trunks and a white bandana stood up from sanding the deck of a 47-foot Vagabond ketch. He squinted in the sun as Nick came down the dock, turned off the sander and yelled, �Hey, man. I heard they rushed you to the ER. You okay, Nick? Was it your heart, dude?�
�Bad case of food poisoning.�
�That sucks. Maybe you got ahold of some nasty fish. I heard you�ve eaten urchins underwater right out their spiny shells when you�re diving out there. How the hell you do that without getting a mouthful of seawater down your throat?�
�Same way a porpoise does it � the old Greek, open your gills a little wider.� Nick grinned and kept walking, not making eye contact with anyone else.
Max barked once as Nick came closer, her tail wiggling. �Hot dog, where you been when that witch nearly poisoned me? I need a guard dog like you to bite her ankles.�
Dave and O�Brien stepped from Jupiter�s salon onto the cockpit. Dave asked, �How you feeling?�
�Like I got the hangover from hell. I need to get some protein back in my blood.� He held up the grocery bag. �Bought a big damn steak. I�m thinkin� about eatin� it raw.�
O�Brien smiled. �That might put you back in sickbay.
�Kim said you caught that crazy woman, Sarvarna? Cops got her now?�
Dave nodded. �And her name�s not Sarvarna. Come down here. We�ll sit in the shade, and I�ll tell you more about the woman who gave you the headache from hell.�
As Dave explained who the woman was, where she was from, and why she was in the U.S., Nick swallowed three extra-strength aspirins with orange juice. He sat on the couch in Jupiter and propped his feet up on a shellacked cypress tree table, which had come with the boat when O�Brien bought it in a DEA drug-boat auction in Miami.
Dave finished by saying, �She said her employer will pick up the tab for your treatment in the ER.�
�That�s damn generous of her and her fuckin� employer. Do I look like a spy? Hell no. James Bond couldn�t have seen that coming. Whatever it was that bitch put in my ouzo was a wide awake sexual nightmare. It was like I was asleep and awake at the very same second. My mind sort of left my body. I couldn�t feel a damn thing. She stroked my Johnson, hiked her dress above her waist, and wanted to ride the bull. I wanted to take her there. But man-o-man, I just lay there like a scarecrow with no stuffin� in his pants. Even after eatin� two dozen oysters earlier in the bar with her, my man was a limber timber. Not a damn pulse outta my boy. He couldn�t wink with his one eye if he wanted to. I never experienced anything like it. Her hot breath in my ear, straddling and slow rockin� on me�it�s like I was goin� into body hypnosis. I didn�t want to tell her where the keys to the boats were, but she had this strange drug-induced power over me. Like I had no will power left in my mind. My voice was the only thing that worked, and it didn�t sound like it was coming outta me. Did she use the key to get in your boat, Sean?�
�Yes. Dave saw her enter. He packed his Springfield and followed her. Caught her going through drawers in the master.�
�What the hell was the woman lookin� for, the diamond? She think you hid it in your sock drawer?�
�Apparently.�
Dave said, �Nick, don�t beat yourself up over the incident.�
�Incident? Dave, this was a life-altering train wreck.�
�You had no idea you were being set up by an agent working for the Indian counterintelligence branch called IB. Her sole purpose for being here is to try to locate and secure the diamond. If it is the Koh-i-Noor, its return to India will be a major coup, an unprecedented achievement for that nation. If the diamond was, and this is a big if � if it was illegally taken out of India by the British East India Company, its return would be celebrated by one-point-three billion people in India, and Indians living all over the world. It�d be as if India won the World Cup � a big celebration.�
�And the chick who slipped me a tricky mickey would be a hero.�
Dave shook his head. �No, outside of those she directly reports to, no one would ever know she had anything to do with its return.�
Nick grinned. �No wonder she has sexually repressed issues. Turn a man to stone, well sort of, and come on to him all because she wanted to search Sean�s boat.� He grinned. �My man, Sean, is popular. Recently, a tourist, least I freakin� think he was a tourist, he was asking me about chartering Sean�s boat. That�s no big deal, but when he bought a round of drinks, and started asking me stuff like had I been following the news about the diamond and the Civil War paper? When he asked, �was Sean helping the widow of the dead guy find the stolen stuff?��I said yassas in Greek, which means I�m outta here.�
�What�d the guy look like?� Dave asked.
�About Sean�s height. Probably six-two. Blond fella. Green eyes. Maybe early fifties. He looked in good shape for his age.�
�Did he have an accent?�
Nick nodded. �English or maybe Australian. The witch that slipped me her witches� brew asked me if he had an accent.�
O�Brien said, �That�s because she knows the UK has someone over here trying to beat her to the punch, to find the diamond and the contract before she does.�
Dave blew out a long breath. �That�s true, but the fly in the ointment here is the description Nick just gave us.�
�What do you mean?� Nick asked.
�A British agent showed up here at the marina. The agent was assigned to this case from my former colleague in the UK. Sean and I spoke with him. We debriefed the agent. He�s doing his own investigation. The man we spoke with doesn�t match your description at all.�
�So, what the hell does that mean?�
O�Brien said, �It mean�s someone else is looking for the goods. And I�m betting the guy who bought you a drink was the same person who killed Professor Ike Kirby and the hotel clerk.�
Nick tossed another two aspirins into his mouth, chewed without blinking, cracked a beer and took a long pull. He cut his red eyes to Dave and said, �If I�d only known, Dave. I know you and the professor were tight. Had I known that was the guy who killed him, I woulda knocked the dude off the barstool.�
Dave shrugged and looked over the tops of his bifocals. �No sweat, Nick. Sean is making an assumption. He may be correct, but we don�t know that.�
O�Brien asked, �Is there anything else you can remember about the guy, Nick?��
Nick sipped his beer and started to answer when O�Brien�s phone buzzed in his pocket. The man on the line said, �Hey, Sean this is Larry Tiller at the jail.�
�Thanks for calling. What do you have?�
�That guy, Silas Jackson, his release papers are being processed right now. He ought to be hitting the streets soon. I saw the guy when he first arrived and got into his county-issued orange jumpsuit, you couldn�t help but notice the tat across the guy�s entire chest. It�s a tattoo of a human skull wearing a Confederate flag as a bandana. Below the skull is a red rose next to a hangman�s noose and letters that spell out, Southern Justice.�

SIXTY-FOUR

O�Brien parked his Jeep on the road beyond the razor-wire fence, just outside the Volusia County Jail Complex. He watched a parade of the exploited enter the jail. The users, losers, abusers � the trampled women with litters of dirty children in tow. Girlfriends with bruises as apparent as their tattoos � most visiting wife beaters and callous boyfriends conditionally remorseful because their rage was now trapped in a cage with them. When their freedom was entombed in a six-by-eight cell, sobriety was their first visitor. Guilt was a transient shadow.
Some were being held for violating parole, domestic abuse, selling or using drugs, theft and fraud � most riding the roller coaster track of the habitual offender in the macabre theme park of the criminal mind. Others were locked up and scheduled for jury trials on capital charges ranging from rape to murder.
O�Brien watched a heavyset bail bondsmen in a banana-yellow shirt stop on the sidewalk to light a cigarette. The bondsman waited as a man in a wrinkled gray suit joined him. The man had dark, hooded eyes, feral face and a small mouth. O�Brien recognized him as an attorney, a late-night infomercial king � an ambulance chaser: �In a legal jam? Call Sam � One eight-hundred dial Sam�s law.�
He thought about Silas Jackson, picturing the image of Jackson that the casting director, Shelia, had shared with him on her computer screen. He visualized Jackson in his Confederate uniform, eyes black, narrow and hard as marbles, 1950�s sideburns, and a scruffy handlebar moustache. Jackson�s attitude was captured in the photo as well. Go to hell.
When O�Brien glanced back at the entrance to the county jail, Silas Jackson was coming outside, squinting in the late-afternoon Florida sun like a hibernating animal rousted from its den of thieves.
* * *
It took less than five minutes. Silas Jackson stood on the corner a half block north of the Volusia County Jail Complex, smoked part of a thin cigar and in less than five minutes a black pickup truck pulled over to the side of the curb. Jackson dropped the cigar on the sidewalk, used the toe of his boot to crush it, and walked to the passenger door side of the truck.
From the opposite side of the street, O�Brien sat in his parked Jeep, watching Jackson and counting heads of those in the pickup truck. Three men, including Jackson. O�Brien could see the driver through the truck�s open window. Big guy. Baseball cap backwards on his head. Black T-shirt with the sleeves cut off, the driver�s left arm resting out the window against the door. The muscular arm was filled with ink under the fur.
They pulled away from the curb and O�Brien started the Jeep�s engine. He waited for the truck to get a block away before following the men. The driver in the pickup truck drove another two blocks before making a left turn onto Jefferson Street.
O�Brien stayed as far behind the truck as he could, calculating the movement of traffic and the time it would take to clear stop signs and traffic lights. He knew Jackson� pickup truck was back at the movie lot where Jackson had been taken in for questioning. He assumed the men were driving him to the set for his truck.
What he didn�t anticipate was that Jackson would be followed.
O�Brien spotted the BMW with tinted windows when the car first pulled out of a side street. It happened less than ten seconds after the truck with Jackson passed the first intersection away from the jail complex. The car�s windows were too dark for O�Brien to make out the driver�s face. He could tell that the man wore what appeared to be a traditional Scottish golf cap and sunglasses.
Maybe he was a detective, someone working with Dan Grant. Maybe they suspected Jackson of more than what Grant had said. O�Brien didn�t buy it. Something was wrong. Very wrong. What? Think.
It was something that Laura Jordan had said after Cory Nelson pulled the knife before bolting through the gate leading from Laura�s backyard. �He has a key to the front door, and he knows the alarm code. I have to change the locks.�
But before Ike Kirby was murdered, after Laura had been awakened when a man was standing in her bedroom in the dark and holding Paula sleeping in his arms, Laura said he�d whispered something. �It took me less than twenty-nine seconds to disarm your house alarm. How does it feel now knowing that you and little Paula are so unsafe, so unprotected.�
Cory Nelson knew the alarm code. And he had a key to the front door.
Someone other than Nelson broke into Laura�s home that night. Maybe someone other than Nelson killed Ike Kirby and the hotel clerk. Was it Silas Jackson? The guy in the BMW? O�Brien�s pulse rose as he stayed two cars behind the BMW, watching for a glimpse of the driver and keeping an eye on the truck with Silas Jackson sitting in the passenger seat.
O�Brien followed, trying to get close enough to the read the license plate, careful to keep from being spotted by whoever was driving the car. After four more blocks, the pickup truck made a right turn. The driver in the BMW looked two times into the rearview mirror and once into the side-view mirror. He abruptly turned into an alley. For a moment, O�Brien thought about ending his tail of Silas Jackson to follow the BMW instead.
* * *
O�Brien parked his Jeep under the deep shadows of an oak tree across from the entrance to the Wind �n Willows plantation. He�d followed the pickup truck until it turned off the road en route to the film set. And now O�Brien waited. He thought about calling Detective Dan Grant to let him know that Cory Nelson may not have killed Ike Kirby and the clerk. Maybe Grant could come to that conclusion when he interrogated Nelson. Maybe not.
But right now it was time to meet Silas Jackson.
The same pickup truck that delivered Jackson to the Wind �n Willows came down the long drive, stopped at the road and then turned east. A few seconds later it was trailed by a second pickup. Jackson was driving. He didn�t bother coming to a complete stop, pulling quickly onto the road and heading west. The first thing O�Brien noticed about the truck was its over-sized, off-road tires. Lots of knobby, dirt-grabbing tread design. He waited thirty seconds before following Silas Jackson.
Keeping his distance, O�Brien tailed the truck across County Road 76 for miles before turning onto a secondary road and then another as Jackson weaved deeper into the Ocala National Forest. O�Brien tried to hang back without losing sight of Jackson. As the truck snaked through the curvy road, he saw one brake light flash on and then go off. He slowed, trying to keep some distance between his Jeep and the truck. O�Brien could see Jackson using his phone. He assumed he�s been spotted and Jackson was calling his pals.
The road was a series of sharp S turns, oak trees on both sides, the sun partially blocked by the dense limbs. A white-tailed deer and her fawn jumped from behind a clump of trees, bolting in front of O�Brien�s Jeep. He slammed the brake pedal. The fawn stood paralyzed from fear, stopping in the center of the road. Staring. Eyes wide. Head held high. The doe jumped across a ditch into the trees and foliage. O�Brien waited, the little fawn pulled in its gangly legs, blinked once, and trotted across the pavement to join its mother in the woods.
O�Brien drove off, knowing that he may have lost the truck. He accelerated, scanning the entrances to dirt roads that led farther into the forest. He drove almost a mile before catching something out of the corner of an eye. He slowed the Jeep, stopped and backed up, turning onto the dirt road, still wet after last night�s rain. O�Brien got out of his Jeep and walked up to the deep, fresh tire tracks. He knelt down, touching the mud with the tips of his fingers, lifting his eyes up to the cypress and oak trees in the distance, the muddy path snaking into the obscurity of the forest.
The trail vanished into the heart of a dark place where O�Brien knew he would find Silas Jackson.

SIXTY-FIVE

The deep tracks in the mud led O�Brien more than three miles into a forest so thick that the canopies of old oaks kept the midday sunlight from piercing. He drove slowly, windows down, listening, watching. A boisterous throttle of cicadas reverberated all around the Jeep, limbs and brush slapping both side doors, the smell of moss and jasmine on the warm wind. Bald cypress trees with trunks, stretching more than ten feet in thickness, grew in water the color of black ice.
O�Brien started to drive through a wide, shallow creek that flowed slowly across the road, but he stopped. He looked to the far side of the creek. No tire tracks. He turned off the engine, reaching beneath his seat for his Glock. He opened the door, slid the pistol under his belt in the small of his back and stepped up to the edge of the creek. O�Brien studied the flow of the shallow water. Bottom visible. Maybe a foot deep at most.
He followed the current with his eyes, walking downstream. Through the clear water he could see moss scrapped off rocks that had been disheveled by something heavy � something like a truck. O�Brien looked to his right, to the far reaches of the creek. In the speckled light squeezing through the trees, he saw something shiny in the distance � the reflection of sunlight from the chrome door handle on the pickup truck. It was parked in the creek, maybe one hundred yards from where O�Brien stood.
�You lookin� for somebody?�
O�Brien turned around to see Silas Jackson standing twenty feet away. His blue jeans soaked from the knees down, water trickling from his boots. Jackson wore a Confederate jacket, hanging to his thighs, open at the waist. O�Brien assumed a pistol was under the coat.
Jackson said, �I asked you a question. You lookin� for me?�
�I�m just curious why a man would park his truck in the middle of a creek.�
�That�s none of your fuckin� business. You some kind of private investigator or just a crazy man?�
�A little of both.�
�Let�s end the bullshit now, make-believe cop. I saw you tail me from downtown.�
O�Brien stepped a few feet closer to Jackson. �But did you see the man in the BMW following you?�
Jackson raised his eyebrows. �I said end the bullshit.�
�He drove a BMW 328. Gray, like your jacket. I figure someone who can afford a car like that might be in the market for the diamond you stole. Maybe he was tailing you because you didn�t live up to your end of the deal. Holding back and not delivering either the Civil War contract or the diamond.� O�Brien didn�t blink. Staring hard into Jackson�s eyes, looking for any sign of cover or deception.
�You definitely got balls comin� out here and accusing me of theft.�
�It gets better, Silas, I�m accusing you of murder.�
Jackson said nothing. Eyes scorching.
�You killed a hotel clerk before breaking into Professor Ike Kirby�s room, shooting him, and stealing the Civil War contract.�
Jackson shook his head. �You�re one sick puppy.�
�You couldn�t let that Civil War document become public, could you? That was a sacred, confidential document that was helping to finance a cause you still believe in, right?�
Jackson said nothing. A deer fly orbited his head once before landing on his neck.
O�Brien lowered his voice, just above a whisper. �You know that diamond Jack Jordan found was, of course, Confederate property. And now, all these years later, you could cash it in to buy the manpower and weapons you need to take back the Union � or to split it. The war isn�t over, correct, Silas? Any killing can be justified for the rebirth of the South and the cause all those men gave their lives for, right?�
�You�re fuckin� right! But you�re not gonna get me to confess to something I didn�t do, although I salute the man who did.�
�Cory Nelson says it was you.�
�Nelson�s a damn liar!�
�He says the plan was he�d take out Jack Jordan � steal the diamond and you�d steal the Civil War contract. Nelson only had to murder one man. You killed two. Where�s the diamond and the contract?� O�Brien stepped closer, staring directly into Jackson eyes, which were black as the water at the base of the giant cypress trees.
Jackson tightened his neck muscles as the deer fly bit into his skin. �I answer to nobody. I knock tyranny on its ass. Whatever it takes. Who the fuck are you?�
�That�s not important. What is important � it�s the decisions you make, Silas, because those decisions have a real bad effect on others. I�m betting you have the diamond and the contract hidden with the painting you stole from the film set.�
�What painting?�
�The one you are infatuated with, the one of the woman painted at the time of the Civil War. You told others you believed the woman in the painting would be reincarnated. And you believe she�s now Kim Davis. You left the Confederate roses on her property.�
Jackson said nothing. Staring, eyes fiery.
�Don�t go near her again.�
�You got a claim on that woman? I doubt it. I�ll ask her sometime.�
�That�d be a bad mistake.�
�Maybe I�m a bad man.� He slapped the deer fly on his neck, crushing it in the palm of his hand, without taking his eyes off of O�Brien. Then he looked down, opening his right hand. Black dirt packed under the long fingernails, bruised and damaged cuticles at the nail base. O�Brien stared at a deer fly wing wedged under Jackson�s fingernail on his index finger.
Jackson licked his thin lips and said, �This here fly is a female. Only the female deer fly drinks blood. The male visits flowers, spreading pollen. The female uses a razor-sharp mouth and jaws to cross-slice the skin, sort of makes a tiny X. When the blood rises to the surface, she puts her face in and drinks her fill. You ever drink blood � the elixir of life? The alchemy between a man and a woman is the continuation of the bloodline. The true scent of a woman, her blood, is the same thing the male deer fly is programmed to do when he enters a flower. Think about that, whoever the fuck you are. You visiting Kim Davis� flower?� Jackson grinned. �I�m next. I see you don�t rile up too easy. That�ll change soon.�
O�Brien said nothing, waiting for the move.
Jackson sneered. �I don�t like your face. Don�t like your eyes. They�re corrosive like you got acid boiling under your irises. What�s behind those eyes � the face of yours, huh? Before I�m done with you, we�ll carve a big ol� X between your shoulder blades. Just like the deer fly. We�ll tie you up under a sycamore tree, in front of a mirror me and the boys will hang from a limb. We�ll cut you right around the hairline and then peel the skin off your face. It�s just like skinnin� a catfish. I need to see what�s behind your lying face.� He used his left hand to lift the dead insect, slowly stretching his left arm. O�Brien cut his eyes up to Jackson, waiting for the split second hint. He didn�t wait long.
Just as Jackson dropped the deer fly to the mud, he used his right hand to reach under his jacket. In that second, O�Brien pulled his Glock, taking one long stride. The barrel pointing straight between Jackson eyes. �Give me another reason!�
Jackson stared at the barrel. No fear. Eyes cool, detached.
O�Brien said, �Use your left hand�very slowly reach under your jacket and lift out whatever you�re packing. Then drop it next to your blood-sucking deer fly and take three steps backward.�
Jackson did as ordered, the .38 dropping in the mud. He looked at O�Brien and said, �You got the wrong man, peckerwood. I didn�t kill that college teacher or the clerk. I came damn close to killing Jack Jordan on account of our heated disagreements about the war and that documentary he was makin,� but I didn�t do it. Somebody else did. And I�m glad they shot the bastard.�
�Where�s the painting?�
�Don�t know.�
�Did you sell it with the diamond and contract?�
�If I had that contract, I�d burn the mother fucker.�
O�Brien heard the rumble of a diesel engine. He looked over Jackson�s shoulder to see a black pickup truck coming down the road, mud flying in the air from the back tires. It was the same truck that met Jackson at the jail complex. Same men in it right down to the tattoo and fur on one beefy arm protruding from the open driver�s side window.
Jackson slowly turned his head, watching the truck approach. As he started to turn back toward O�Brien, he grinned and said, �Don�t know if you believe in providence having any bearing on man�s survival in the cosmos, but your luck just ran out. Whatcha gonna do now, peckerwood?�

SIXTY-SIX

O�Brien watched the pickup truck, now about one hundred yards away. He didn�t know if the men in the truck spotted him and Jackson behind the parked Jeep. He quickly lifted the pistol out of the mud and threw it far into the underbrush. He grabbed Jackson by the back of the collar and pushed the muzzle of the Glock against his throat. �Like I said earlier, give me a reason.� He shoved Jackson to the creek, sloshing through ankle-deep water, guiding him behind a clump of cypress trees. �You make a sound and the raccoons will have your scrambled brains for breakfast.�
Jackson grinned. �All I�m gonna say is you�re a dead man. You just don�t know it.�
O�Brien kept the Glock buried next to Jackson�s carotid artery. Within seconds, the black pickup pulled around the Jeep, stopped next to the creek. The men got out. Both armed. One man with a sawed-off 12-gauge shotgun. The other holding a .44 magnum. They walked around the Jeep, cautiously opening both doors. The taller man looked down at the shoe and boot prints in the mud, mumbled something to his friend and started walking toward the creek.
O�Brien pulled Jackson out of the creek, pushing him along the embankment toward Jackson�s truck. When they got next to the truck, O�Brien said, �What size hat is that on your head?�
�What?�
�Hat size. Maybe seven and three-quarters. Give me your hat.�
�You�ll have to take it.�
�Okay.� O�Brien hit Jackson in his lower left jaw, the blow sounding like a carrot snapped in half. Jackson�s hat flew off his head, landing in the truck-bed. His eyes rolled, and he fell backwards. O�Brien quietly lowered the tailgate while holding Jackson in one arm. He rolled Jackson onto the truck-bed, found the keys in his jacket, picked up the Confederate slouch hat, and started the truck, heading back toward the men.
O�Brien sat behind the steering wheel, slouch hat pulled just over his eyebrows. He drove down the creek-bed knowing that in the molted soft light reflecting from the dark, tinted truck windows, it would be difficult for Jackson�s men to get a good look at who was driving. He spotted them standing on the creek bank, necks craned, confused faces.
Both men had their guns lowered, and the one with the pistol had holstered it. The taller of the two sported a full reddish beard. The shorter man, wearing a white tank top and shorts, had the body of a gym rat, steroid � sculpted muscles showing on tattooed, woolly arms. The man scratched his crotch and spat in the flowing water just when O�Brien pulled up and stopped.
As the truck window lowered, the men looked up into the barrel of the Glock. �Throw your guns in the creek!� O�Brien shouted. �Now!� Both men were dumbfounded. They tossed their weapons into the water. O�Brien slid out of the truck and said, �Now, since it�s a beautiful day for a hike, I want you lads to start walking. Wade through the stream. Don�t bother to stop to pick up your guns. They�ll need a thorough drying out and oiling. So let the waters bath them while you go pick blackberries down the muddy road.�
�Where�s Silas?� asked the man taller of the two men.
�Napping.�
�Napping?�
�He dozed off in the truck-bed.�
They glanced into the truck-bed, speechless. �Move!� O�Brien shouted. He�ll just have a slight headache when he wakes up.�
The men waded across the creek, cursing under their breaths, swearing to get even. O�Brien watched them walk more than fifty yards, beyond a bend in the road, out of sight. He knew they�d circle back a different way. He took the hat off his head and tossed it in the truck-bed. One of Jackson�s hands was partially open, resting on his chest. O�Brien looked at the hand, the long fingernails, the large crescent moons at the base of the thumb and each finger. O�Brien had only seen that distinctive anomaly on one other man.
He ran to his Jeep, got inside and spun tires leaving the scene. He looked into his review mirror and saw the two men wading back across the creek. O�Brien dialed Gus Louden�s number. He answered after the seventh ring and said, �Sean, it�s good to hear from you. Did you locate the painting?�
�No, but I found your son.�
There was a long silence. O�Brien could hear Louden breathing harder. A slight rasp in his vocal cords. He said, �Please, tell me more.�
�No. You�re going to tell me more. Get in your car and drive nonstop back to the marina. Meet me at the Ponce Lighthouse at midnight. Come alone.�

SIXTY-SEVEN

Cory Nelson waited for nightfall before stepping out of his motel room into the parking lot. A light rain fell, the dark wet asphalt reflecting a sheen of red and blue neon across the chemical green stains of radiator coolant and motor oil. He�d parked his Buick in one corner of the lot, away from the road traffic, passersby, hookers, and people coming and going in the motel. He looked around the lot, checked the time on his watch, opened the car door and got behind the wheel. He locked the doors.
Nelson turned the key in the ignition when he felt the Buick shift slightly, as if a person had bumped into the side of the car. When he looked into the side-view mirror, he sensed the hint of movement � something like a puff of air hitting his hair.
Someone in the backseat.
The garrote was around his neck. Someone pulling hard. No! The piano wire buried deep into Nelson�s flesh. He tried to get his fingers under the wire. He used one fist to flail at the attacker in the rear seat. The wire tightened. Nelson kicked the floorboard, gurgling inhuman sounds. Eyes bulging. Unable to draw air into his burning lungs. He thrashed with all his strength. The attacker was ruthless. The wire cutting into Nelson�s trachea. His carotid artery enlarged to the size of his small finger.
The attacker whispered. �You�re a liability. You will die first. Your insurance policy will go next.� He tightened the garrote, the wire tearing through the carotid artery, blood spraying across the dashboard.
Nelson thrashed, losing strength, looking into the rearview mirror. He felt warmth in his crotch, the odor of urine mixing with the coppery smell of blood. He could only see the man�s eyes. Emerald green eyes. Hard eyes that opened wider, pleased, as the kill became imminent. The man said, �I have the Civil War contract, and now I will have the diamond.�
Nelson stopped fighting. He felt like he was far away. He could hear his own heart beat faster. Faster. Remaining blood flowing out of his severed neck, a hand reaching into his coat pocket. Taking out the diamond. The whispered voice said, �I told you it was cursed. You kept it too long.�
Nelson�s head fell back against the car�s headrest. He stared at the eyes in the rearview mirror, heard the car door open and close, the mirror now reflecting the faraway headlights from the cars moving in the distance � tiny lights like small diamonds in the sky, stars twinkling in the darkest night Cory Nelson had ever seen.

SIXTY-EIGHT

O�Brien walked from the marina to Ponce Lighthouse. He stood in the dark near the base of the lighthouse, the breakers rolling beyond high sandy dunes covered in sea oats and hibiscus. The beam of circling light raked across the murky back of the Atlantic Ocean. He glanced up to the top of the lighthouse, a curved moon perched high in the inky sky. And he listened for the sound of an approaching car.
Gus Louden was more than twenty minutes late.
Who was Silas Jackson? Antisocial. Delusional. A psychopath. Maybe he�d keep his distance from Kim. Maybe not. Was he Louden�s son? Louden didn�t deny it. If so, would the discovery of the painting mean something beyond proving Gus Louden�s great, great grandfather died in battle? If Jackson stole the painting from the film set, was it hanging somewhere in his house?
O�Brien might not know who Silas Jackson was, but he did know Jackson didn�t murder Jack Jordan. The proof was in the slow-motion video. Did Cory Nelson steal the diamond from Jack Jordan after he shot and killed him? All the attention on the film set would have been focused on where Jordan fell to the ground, giving Nelson time and opportunity to break into Jordan�s van. But there was no evidence of a break-in. Why?
Headlights. Moving over the tops of Australian pines bordering the road. A few seconds later, a car turned onto the lot, the driver parking under a security light pole. When he opened the car door, O�Brien could see there were no other passengers visible. Was Jackson crouched in the backseat, finger on a trigger? Gus Louden stepped outside his car, locking the door. He stood near the streetlamp, looking. Waiting. A slight mist drifted under the light. O�Brien approached, keeping Louden between himself and the car.
Louden said, �Sorry, I�m running late. There�s evening road construction south of Jacksonville.
O�Brien said nothing, stepping to within four feet of Louden. �Is Silas Jackson your son?�
�Yes. He hasn�t communicated with his family in seven years. Where is he?�
�Why the charade with the painting? Why didn�t you just hire a PI who specializes in missing persons?�
�I did hire you to find the painting. I didn�t expect you to find Silas, too. I�d hoped that you might, but I wasn�t counting on it. How did you know he is my son?�
�Hold both of your hands out, palms down.�
�Why?�
�Just do it.�
Lowden slowly extended his arms, turning his palms down. O�Brien could see the dime-sized age spots on the back of Louden�s hands. And he could see the fingernails.
�You and your son share unique physical characteristics. Your hands are much the same. And the cuticles on your fingernails look like half-moons.�
�Where�d you develop your powers of observation, or were you born with the gift?� He lowered his arms.
�Listen to me, Gus. My patience is running thin with you. Your son is stalking a woman I care about. He had a loud argument with Jack Jordan, the man murdered on the film set. And two other people that were connected to a Civil War document that was stolen are dead. Silas Jackson, if that�s his real name, is linked to this. He lives in an unreal world of the 1860s. You tell me what the deal is between you two and why you hired me to find the painting.�
�First, I�m deeply sorry that you think I deceived you. That wasn�t my intention. His real name is Silas. He goes by the last name Jackson because of his admiration for Confederate General Stonewall Jackson. When Silas was a child, no more than four or five, he saw an old photo of my great, great grandfather � the man who was married to the woman in the painting. Silas heard stories about Henry Hopkins, the good and the bad. Somehow, the bad made a strong and lasting impression on him. He wanted to prove his relative was not a coward, but there was no real proof. Silas began studying the Civil War. But he didn�t stop there. He studied all things military. The great armies and the men who led them � Charlemagne, Alexander, Caesar, Genghis Khan, and others.�
�What�s the game? You hire me to find a lost painting. But you�re really looking for a lost son. Answer my question.�
�Please�I�m trying to give you information so you�ll know what you�re up against.�
�Up against? I�m only in this position because I agreed to help you.�
�And I thank you. Silas has been institutionalized more than once. He�s had the care, or at least the clinical evaluation of top psychologists. He never smiled much as a child. All the experts tell me he has brilliant mind, but a mind that�s without a conscience. He believes he�s some kind of warrior, the kind that made up one of the most ferocious fighters in the world � the Spartans. One story that he embodied was that of a Spartan named Aristodemus. He was a warrior who was falsely labeled a coward. But in the end, he proved to be one of the most brave and brutal fighters in the history of Sparta. I think, somewhere in Silas� mind, he believes his ancestor, Henry Hopkins was similar to Aristodemus � a soldier labeled as a coward when in reality he was the exact opposite.�
�Reality is an abstract world for your son.�
�Where is he?�
�Ocala National Forest. That�s where I left him. I left him with a warning to leave my friend alone. He met her on a film set and has some fantasy that she�s the woman in the painting you hired me to find. Why would he have those fantasies?�
�He�s always had an unrealistic expectation about finding the perfect southern lady � refined, educated, beautiful, perhaps a touch of nobility in her lineage. Although, I�m sure he never saw that painting as a child, and would have no idea the woman in the painting was related to him � she certainly portrayed the image of his make-believe world. As a teenager, he rarely had a girlfriend for more than a few days. Later, when he did find a woman that seemed to tolerate his fictional idea, he beat her. She got a restraining order, but Silas can�t be restrained. Her family up and moved. It was so fast it was as if they were in a witness relocation program.�
�Why did you think if I found the painting I might find Silas?�
�Because of his fascination with Civil War things. As a re-enactor, I knew he read all the Civil War magazines and blogs. If you found the painting, I was going to take a picture of it, write an historical description. Make it public, especially in the places he might look. This would prove that his ancestor, Henry Hopkins, wasn�t a coward, but rather a soldier who died a noble death in combat. Somewhere in the back of my mind, in the place I harbor hope, I wanted to see if that would release the pressure valve on Silas� anger, meaning any burden of proof about his ancestor was no longer his to show. You found my son. Even though you weren�t looking for him. And I thank you for that. If you want to walk away from trying to track down the painting, I understand.�
O�Brien said nothing, looking up in the sky as a bat flew through the moonlight.
Louden said, �I had heard rumors that Silas was running some clandestine dissident paramilitary outfit. I know my son and what he�s capable of doing � of destroying. Unless he�s contained with medication or locked away, I�m afraid he will do something that could hurt a lot of people � a modern day Picket�s charge against the government. If the painting is found, that alone might be enough to curb his drive, his personal need for proving he isn�t a coward. Will you continue searching for the painting? I�m deeply sorry if you believe I deceived you. It wasn�t my intention.� O�Brien could see Louden�s eyes watering.
�I made a commitment to find it for you. But you need to know this: the unearthing of the painting could lead to the burial of your son. Is that something you want to risk?�
�Sometimes we have to make unbearable choices in life. This is one of those times.�
�I have an idea where the painting might be?�
�Where?�
�At this point, the less you know, the better. If I�m right, you will know.� O�Brien turned and left the lighthouse parking lot, left the tearful old man with a lost son fighting a lost cause and inner demons. O�Brien walked north on the beach, the breakers crashing on the hard sand, an angry surf frothing in the milky glow of the moon, the moving beam from the lighthouse devoured by a vast black sea.

SIXTY-NINE

O�Brien wanted to stop by Dave�s boat, Gibraltar, pick up Max and give Dave an update. But not now. He needed someplace quiet to make a call, and he needed to do it before anything else happened. He walked past Nick�s boat, St. Michael, the laughter of a woman and Greek music coming from the salon. Nicks virility and life restored post Malina. O�Brien boarded Jupiter, the bow and stern lines creaking against the gentle pull of the rising tide. He climbed the steps up to the bridge, unzipped the isinglass windows and sat in the captain�s chair.
A calm breeze across the marina carried the scent of the sea � briny, mixed with garlic shrimp and smoldering charcoal. He called Laura Jordan and asked, �Was Jack�s van a production van that he used for his documentary work or more on a minivan for the family?�
�It was his production van for hauling gear and his film crew. Why?�
�If Cory was his partner, would he have had a key to the van?�
�Now that you mention it, I think he did have the extra key.�
�And he probably knew where Jack could or would hide the diamond in the van.�
�Possibly. Jack hid it in a concealed slot under the center console. And, the only reason he had it with him that day was because he had an appointment with a gemologist after the shoot to see if the diamond was real.�
�That�s a tough place to find for any thief to find. But easy if you know where to look. Maybe Nelson knew where to look because Jack shared the information with him. Even if he didn�t, Nelson probably was aware that Jack had a meeting with the gemologist and wouldn�t be able to retrieve the diamond from the safety deposit box in time to make the scheduled appointment. Therefore, if Jack had returned to the van and found the diamond gone, Cory Nelson would be the logical suspect. That fact is one more reason for Nelson to kill him.�
�One more? What other reason did he have?�
�You, Laura.�
�Me?�
�Nelson wanted you. He played the game well. Feigned the concerned �best friend� and partner of your husband, the �Uncle Jack� role with Paula, when all along he had you in his toxic sights, too.�
�Do you know if the police have arrested him?�
�No, but I�ll find out and let you know.�
�I feel so bad that Ike Kirby�s life was taken over this�and the other man who I didn�t know. And the horrific irony is that I thought I really knew Cory. We trusted him with everything, even with a spare key to our home and Jack�s van.�
O�Brien said nothing, waiting for the drone of a shrimp boat�s diesel engines, as the boat made its way up the channel in the Halifax River from Ponce Inlet, to subside. He thought about what Silas Jackson had said when he confronted him. �You got the wrong man, peckerwood. I didn�t kill that college teacher or the clerk.�
�Sean, are you there?�
�Yeah, I�m here. I thought a Civil War re-enactor named Silas Jackson may have been the person who killed Jack. Now I know it was Cory Nelson. Because Nelson had the key to your home and the alarm code, he could have searched your house for the document any time you weren�t there. If he couldn�t find it�that could have been the only reason he�d enter your place in the dead of night.�
�But I�d given the document to Professor Kirby to evaluate.�
�Exactly. And not long after that, the killer was in Ike�s room. When the perp left, the contract went with him. I don�t think Nelson was the man standing in the dark in your bedroom holding Paula and threatening your lives. I don�t believe it was the re-enactor, Silas Jackson either. It was somebody else�someone who covers his tracks well.�
�Who?�
�Someone who�s in a position to blackmail the British Prime Minister and possibly the Royal Family. Whoever he is�he�s got the old document. He may have the diamond, too. If not, he�s probably tracking down the person who does have it. If that person is Cory Nelson, the only thing that may save his life is police finding him before the killer does. If Nelson and this guy schemed to work some sort of deal as partners, maybe police will get lucky and catch them both. But if the executioner, the one who broke into your home in twenty-nine seconds, killed Ike and the clerk just to get the contract, imagine what he might do.�
�This�this evil, it really began when Jack and I bought the painting and old magazines in that antique store. Everything, over a period of a few months, spiraled down from there. I can�t fully grasp what�s happened�and what even frightens me more is what might occur before it ends. You must be very careful, Sean. I had an awful dream, a nightmare and you were in it.�
�Do you have Jack�s mobile phone?�
�Yes.�
�Go back through it. Go to the date Jack found the diamond. From that day and the next two days look closely at the calls made and received.�
�The police have pulled Jack�s phone records and mine. I don�t think they found anything that jumps out.�
�Sometimes it�s the thing that doesn�t jump out. Police often only look for patterns and repetitive calls. Sometimes it�s the single one or two that get through the net.�
�Am I looking for anything specific?�
�Go through the numbers from the date Jack found the diamond through the next forty-eight hours after that. Look for phone numbers with the same area code but the send and receive digits in the full phone numbers may be different. Call me when you have it. Okay?�
�Yes, of course. Sean, what are you looking for?�
�A needle in a haystack�but the haystack is getting smaller.�

SEVENTY

Dave Collins was channel surfing when O�Brien stepped onto Jupiter. Max jumped off Dave�s couch, greeting O�Brien with a yodeling bark and a flapping tail. He picked her up and sat in a director�s canvas chair in the salon opposite from where Dave sat forward on his couch, the remote control pointed at the screen. O�Brien filled Dave in on his encounter with Silas Jackson and his meeting with Jackson�s father, Gus Louden.
Dave pushed back on the couch. �Although Louden said he hired you to find the painting, his deep-seated, hidden agenda was hoping you�d find his son, Silas Jackson, a man who broke all contact with his family years ago.�
�That�s what Louden is saying.�
�You believe him?�
�I believe the essence of what he says. I think that he hoped I�d find the painting. After that, the publicity generated from it could be what he needed to prove that Henry Hopkins died in combat. That, in his mind, might have been the catalyst to reduce some of the deep-seated anger his son carries, partially because of the family bloodline. The irony is that I found his sociopathic son, but the painting is still MIA.� O�Brien glanced over to the television screen. He watched video of a large sailing schooner being launched. �Dave, turn it up.�
Dave pointed the remote toward the screen. A female news reporter stood at a large pier near downtown Jacksonville, microphone in hand, black hair blowing in the wind, the wooden schooner in the background. She said, �We are live at the Jacksonville Landing to watch the christening of a schooner that�s an amazing replica of the most famous racing sailboat in the world. What you see behind me is a near clone of the schooner that, in 1850, beat the British in what would become known as the America�s Cup. The ship was called America, and after its crew sailed from the states to England, they raced and beat the British by a record of eight minutes ahead of its closest rival. The reproduction, called America II by its owner, Frank Sheldon, will be sailed from Florida, across the Atlantic, making its entrance in grand fashion at the Port of London. Earlier today, Sheldon�s wife, Janet, broke a bottle of champagne against the schooner right before it launched into the St. Johns River.�
The video showed a petite blonde breaking a heavy bottle across the bow of the sailboat. Then the images cut to Sheldon and a group of politicians smiling and laughing on the deck as the yacht made a ceremonial sail into the center of the wide river, the city of Jacksonville in the background. The voice-over continued showing video inside the schooner.
�Frank Sheldon gave Channel Seven News a tour of America II. The boat was made with such attention to historical detail that everything is exact and to scale, matching the original ship�s size and features right down to the nails and screws used. The only place our cameras were not allowed was in Sheldon�s private captain�s quarters where we were told a meeting was taking place. However, he assures us that it�s as authentic as the rest of the yacht with the exception of a computer and lights allowing Sheldon to get some work done while cruising. The crew will begin the voyage in two days.�
The camera�s live shot cut to the reporter and Sheldon standing on the dock, balloons released in the air, crowds of festive people milling along the waterfront, dozens of smaller boats in the river, the boaters taking pictures of the sailing yacht.
The reporter smiled and said, �The construction of America II was a long time coming. More than two years from naval architectural drawings to what you see behind us. �Mr. Sheldon, are you as proud of this moment as you were when you won the America�s Cup race?�
Sheldon smiled, his gelled hair not moving in the wind gusting across the river, flags flapping in the breeze near them. �Absolutely. This is a momentous occasion for the city of Jacksonville and the nation as a whole. The original schooner, America, set racing and historical records that made the world sit up and take note of the United States� shipbuilding ingenuity. After we return from the sail to England, America II will be visiting port cities all over the country, from New York to San Francisco, giving people a chance to see what the original schooner looked like. I want to thank the crew and artisans at Poseidon Shipyards here in Jacksonville for their extraordinary attention to detail.�
The reporter nodded and looked into the camera. �There will be a gala black tie event the night before American II sets sail. It�s sure to be the best party of the year in Jacksonville. Invited guests will rub shoulders with some of Hollywood�s A-list actors, producers and directors. Many of the cast and crew from the movie Black River are expected to attend. Now back to you in the studio.�
The picture cut to a news anchorman in the studio. O�Brien set Max down, his eyes following a large sailboat entering Ponce Marina.
Dave hit the mute button and asked, �What are you thinking, Sean?�
O�Brien�s phone buzzed on the coffee table. He looked at the screen and answered. �Sean, it�s Laura. I scrolled through Jack�s phone records a few days before and after he found the diamond. I came across one with a 305 area code�it was received by Jack�s phone three days after he found the diamond. I don�t see where he made a call to that number. Here�s the rest of the number.�
O�Brien wrote it down and asked, �How about one with a 206?�
�Hold on a sec. Let me look.�
O�Brien passed the phone number to Dave. Then Laura said, �There�s one with a 206. You want the rest of it?�
�Yes.� O�Brien wrote it down, passing a second piece of paper to Dave.
Laura said, �I know that 305 is Miami, but where�s the 206 area code?�
�Seattle. Did Jack make or receive a call from that number?�
�He received it.�
O�Brien looked at the TV screen as the live interview with Sheldon continued. O�Brien said, �Laura, use Jack�s phone and call the 206 number.�
�You mean right now?�
�Yes. Quickly. Let it ring three times and disconnect.�
O�Brien looked closely at the screen. �Dave, turn up the sound.�
Dave adjusted the volume.
O�Brien didn�t blink. He watched the wide, two-shot. Sheldon on the right. The reporter on the left. Three seconds later, Sheldon moved. Almost as if he hiccupped. He coolly touched the breast pocket of his sports coat. O�Brien could hear the slight vibrating buzz from the phone that was less than ten inches from the tiny lapel microphone Frank Sheldon wore on his jacket.

SEVENTY-ONE

Laura Jordan waited for the third ring on her dead husband�s phone. She quickly pressed the END button and set it down on the kitchen counter, still holding her phone to her right ear. �Sean, who�d I just call?�
�Frank Sheldon.�
�Frank Sheldon! How do you know it�s his number?�
�Because I�m watching Sheldon being interviewed on live TV, and he touched the inside breast pocket of his sports coat at the first ring. I could faintly hear the buzz of the phone in his coat pocket.�
�What does this mean? Do you think Frank Sheldon was responsible for Jack�s death?�
�I think Sheldon�s a billionaire who�s used to getting anything he believes his money can buy. But I�m betting your husband couldn�t be bought.�
�Why would Jack tell him about the diamond?�
�Maybe he didn�t. You said Jack received the call from the number � a number I now know goes straight to Sheldon�s phone. Maybe someone else told Sheldon and he, Sheldon, called Jack to negotiate a deal. Maybe Jack refused and that started the chain of events into motion.�
�Do you think Frank Sheldon sent that man to my house the night of the break-in? Was he responsible for killing Ike Kirby and the hotel clerk?�
�Maybe.� O�Brien heard the subtle beep of an incoming call. He glanced at the phone screen, recognizing the number. �Laura, I have to take a call.�
�If Sheldon thinks I still have the diamond, what will he do? Are Paula and I safe?�
�Is there somewhere you can stay?�
�My mother�s house.�
�Go there. I�ll call you back.� O�Brien disconnected and answered the incoming call.
Detective Dan Brown said, �We found Cory Nelson.�
�Did you take him in?�
�Yeah, all zipped up in a body-bag.�
O�Brien said nothing for a few seconds. �What happened?�
�Someone used a piano wire garrote. Almost cut Nelson�s head off. Murder happened in his car. Looks like the killer was hiding in the backseat when Nelson got inside. From there, bam. It appears to have been one hell of a struggle. Nelson ripped a fingernail clean off trying to pry the wire from tightening around his neck. Bad damn way to die. The question is � who killed Cory Nelson and why?�
�Nelson had a key to Jack Jordan�s van.�
�Where are you going with this?�
�That�s why there was no sign of a break-in on the van the day Jordan was killed. With all the confusion that morning at the scene of the shooting, Nelson could have strolled to Jack�s van, unlocked the door and taken the diamond. He probably knew where Jack had it hidden until Jack could take it to the gemologist later that day.�
�So you�re saying whoever damn near sliced Nelson�s head off was after the diamond.�
�Most likely.�
�Maybe it�s Silas Jackson.�
�Possibly, but not likely.�
�Why?�
�Did a guy by the name of Paul Wilson contact you?�
�No, who is he and why would he contact me?�
�He works for the British government, and I told him you�re running the investigation into the murders.�
�Okay, O�Brien, I�m assuming he�s a field agent. Those guys play by no rules of engagement and jurisdiction. I doubt I�ll hear from him unless there�s something he needs and can�t find for himself. So the Brits want to get involved in this scavenger hunt. This must become real sticky across the pond.�
�A priceless diamond and a blood-stained Civil War contract with their name on it has a way of making things sticky.�
�Yes, so does four known deaths connected with what I�m calling the utter definition of a blood diamond � Professor Kirby, Don Roberts the hotel clerk, Jack Jordan, and now Cory Nelson. The slow-motion video damn sure indicates Nelson was the triggerman in Jordan�s murder�so who the hell slipped a wire around Nelson�s neck?�
O�Brien was silent.
�Gotta go, Sean. Looks like a fisherman found something near the river.�
O�Brien disconnected and turned toward Dave Collins. He was hunched over his laptop, punching the keyboard, white light bouncing off his bifocals. O�Brien said, �Detective Dan Grant said they just found the body of Cory Nelson, almost beheaded. The killer used a garrote.�
Dave said nothing for a moment. He looked up from his laptop. �If Nelson was complicit in the killing of Jack Jordan, and it looks like he was�maybe someone�s pawn�who�s the real mastermind behind the thefts, the killings, and presumably the blackmail of the Royal Family?�
�Did you locate that number Laura gave me?�
�Indeed.� He looked up over the top of his bifocals. �It�s a number connected to the British Consulate in Miami. Interesting. Did Jack Jordan dial it, or did he receive the call?�
�According to Laura, the call was made to his phone.�
�So who inside the British Consulate in Miami would be speaking with Jordan after the discovery of the diamond?�
�Someone who has access to Prime Minister Duncan Hannes.�
Dave eased back on the couch. He stared out the open doors to the cockpit, a forty-foot sports fishing boat was heading out of the marina into Ponce Inlet and the ocean. He said, �Looks like the proverbial excretion is about to hit the international fan. I�ll try Paul Wilson�s phone. He wrote his mobile number on the back of a charter captain�s brochure that Wilson picked up on the docks.� Dave pointed to a fishing brochure on the far end of the coffee table. �Sean, can you pass that to me? If I can�t reach Wilson, I�ll call Alistair Hornsby, my old colleague in London.� Dave glanced at his watch. �It�s about midnight London time.�
O�Brien picked up the card brochure, turned it over and looked at the hand-written number on the reverse side. He stared at it, concentrating.
Dave asked, �Something unusual?�
�Very. This is the number that was on Ike Kirby�s cell phone the night I found him.�
�What?�
�It was the last number Ike dialed before he died.�

SEVENTY-TWO

O�Brien caught movement on the port side of the boat. Max turned her head, ears cocked. Within seconds, tanned legs and worn flip-flops marched by the open windows on Gibraltar. Nick Cronus jumped straight from the dock onto the cockpit. He wore an unbuttoned tropical print shirt and faded orange swim trunks. �I swear to God��
Dave held his palm up for a second. �Hold on, Nick. We have a situation.� He turned back to O�Brien and asked, �Are you sure?�
�Yes.�
�Don�t tell me that Ike knew agent Paul Wilson. Why�what�s the connection? Was Ike somehow involved in this � the blackmailing of the prime minister and the Royal Family?�
O�Brien stood next to the salon�s open door, the breeze blowing his shirttail. �I don�t think Ike was involved. But I do think we have one very smart blackmailer and killer.�
�What do you mean?�
�I believe it was the killer who made the last call from Ike�s phone?�
�The killer�why?�
�Because he wants to double-cross the man he�s working with � the guy with the expertise, the means and the encryption savvy to open the gates to the prime minster and the Royal Family. And that guy is agent Paul Wilson.�
�Really? How so?�
�Because, whoever killed Ike and hit the send button to Wilson�s number, wanted to lay a trail to Wilson � to suggest that Wilson and Ike had a liaison. Is that Frank Sheldon or someone working for him�or someone from the British Consulate in Miami? And, remember, when I first met Wilson here at the marina � I asked him if the Koh-i-Noor in the Crown Jewels was the real diamond. He hesitated, thought a second too long about his answer. When he said it was real and had been there 170 years, I suggested that this key information could take the wind out of the blackmailer�s threats because it would mean the Civil War contract might be a fake, too. But he shrugged it off, saying even a replica diamond could have been used as collateral with the contract.�
�What are you suggesting?�
�I�m suggesting that he knows the diamond pulled out of the river is real because they�ve tested the one in the crown. And whomever made the fake call to Wilson�s phone is brilliant and very deadly.�
Dave inhaled a chest full of air, slowly releasing it. �I�ll call Alistair and let him know he has one hell of a mess on his hands.�
�We�re dealing with a very cunning and diabolical assassin. And, right now, he probably has Paul Wilson in his crosshairs.�
Nick folded his thick arms across his chest and said, �Sean, Dave�listen, you got more than one situation, there�s another one down by the river. Switch it to Channel Two News. They�ve been running live news bulletins on a body found in the river. I never wanted for anything bad to happen to Sarvarna or Malina � or whatever her name was.�
�Was?� Dave asked, changing channels.
Nick nodded. �Hell yes, was. It has to be her.�
Dave switched channels. The video showed police and emergency personnel in a remote and heavily wooded section of the St. Johns River. Blue and red lights flashing, two sheriff marine boats on the river, a news helicopter hovering in the hard blue sky. The caption in the lower portion of the screen read: Eyewitness News LIVE feed. The camera panned to the right where EMT�s lifted a gurney covered in a white sheet. They rolled the body into the back of a dark blue van.
The reporter�s voice-over said, �Police are calling this a brutal homicide. To recap: they were alerted to the location of a woman found dead in the river, the body wedged up against exposed cypress tree roots. The cause of death is under investigation. However, the fisherman, Harold Frost, who first spotted the body, is here on the scene with me.� The shot pulled out wide, revealing a sixtyish man wearing overalls, Detroit Tigers cap, and white T-shirt and orange rubber boots. His weathered face was dotted with gray whiskers, eyes nervous. The reporter asked, �Mr. Frost, please tell us what you saw.�
He cleared his throat. �Well, I was fishin� for bass in the shoals when I saw what I thought was some kind of trash caught in the cypress knees. I motored my John-boat in closer and could see it was the body of a woman. I could tell she was dead. Poor thing.� He exhaled and licked his cracked lips. �She seemed to be in her thirties. Dark brown hair. Wearing a business suit of some sort. I could see that�� He paused and shoved his hands in his pockets, glancing at the river. �It looked to me like some sorry S-O-B had tried to decapitate her.�
�Did you see anything else? Maybe signs of someone in the area?�
�No. It�s a very remote section of the river.�
�Thank you, Mr. Frost.� The camera shot zoomed in on the reporter. �Police say they don�t believe the woman was from the area, or the country, for that matter. They found a blue Ford Escape, a rental car on a secluded back road not far from where the body was recovered. One detective told us the car was rented six days ago at Miami International Airport. They say a passport, from India, was found in a small purse hidden under the front seat of the car. They haven�t released the name of the murder victim. From Marion County, Liz Phillips, Channel Two News.�
Nick hugged his upper arms, his face heavy, eyes darkened by the shock of the news. He walked behind the bar. �Dave, you mind if I have a shot of your Jameson. I normally don�t drink the whiskey, but this isn�t a normal damn time.�
�Help yourself.� Dave turned toward O�Brien and said, �Remember, too, I told Paul Wilson that the Civil War contract was most likely being examined by my old friend. Ike Kirby. At that point, I might as well have given Ike the death sentence.�
O�Brien shook his head. �But you didn�t know at the time. Regardless, the killer had broken into Laura Jordan�s home. From there, he was immediately on the trail of Ike. And he hasn�t stopped there. He�s, most likely, killed his pawn, Cory Nelson, then killed the Indian IB agent because she was tracking him.�
Dave grunted. �I wonder how the killer got on her radar so quickly.�
�Maybe she found Paul Wilson first.�
�Why would Wilson tell her anything? Maybe he didn�t unless he became aware that the killer, his assumed partner, was throwing him under the bus. Wilson could have used Malina to take out whoever double-crossed him.�
Nick shook his head. �And the shit hit the fan for me not long after I watched her suck an oyster clean outta his shell. Not in my wildest dreams would I have thought I was eatin� oysters and knockin� back ouzo with a beautiful spy.� He glanced at the muted TV screen, the news video repeating the images of a white-draped gurney being loaded into a coroner�s van. Nick made the sign of the cross. �What a waste of a beautiful woman. I forgive her.�
Dave looked at his watch. �I�m calling Alistair Hornsby in London.� He placed the call and stepped onto the cockpit to speak. He gave Hornsby a complete assessment and said, �It looks to me like you�ve got one hell of a breach on your hands.�
Hornsby was silent for a few seconds. He exhaled a weary breath into the phone and said, �We never suspected Paul Wilson. But we did have initial suspicions about a man who once trained Wilson.�
�Who was that?�
�You met him, Dave, at Vauxhall in London a few years ago. His working alias at the time was Bradley Edwards. His real name is Johnathon Fairmont. He led counter-intelligence for M16 leading up to the 2012 Olympics in London.�
Dave closed his eyes for a moment, recalling the man�s face. �Why just leading up, why not through the games?�
�Duncan Hannes, that�s why. Hannes replaced him with an old college friend who worked mid-level as an SIS domestic officer. Fairmont took a reassignment to the British consulate in Miami. Sort of a place in the sun where aging intelligence officers go to spend their last years. Initially, Fairmont made his displeasure quite clear. He�s been silent for a few years. Now it all makes sense. Fairmont has to be the brains behind the blackmailing. He�s used Paul Wilson like a steer headed to the slaughterhouse.�
�And Fairmont, no doubt, was the man who killed my dear friend, Ike Kirby. After he shot him in the head, Fairmont used Ike�s phone, making a dummy call to Wilson in an effort to divert suspicion to Wilson. You need to eliminate Fairmont immediately.�
�It�s not that easy. He was one of the very best in his prime. Almost wrote the SIS book on deception and leaving only trails you want the enemy to follow. When Fairmont was in the field, he had more than two-dozen known kills. Probably more. He�s very smart, deadly and absolutely ruthless. The prime minister has less than forty-eight hours before Fairmont releases the Civil War document and the results of what he alleges as an independent gemologist examination of the diamond.� Hornsby blew out a long breath. �Dave, you mentioned that your friend, Sean O�Brien first suspected Paul Wilson, correct?�
�Yes.�
�That was quite astute of him. Where can I find O�Brien?�
�Why, Alistair?�
�Maybe a man of his talents is for hire. Do you think he might be persuaded to help?�
�You can ask him. Here�s standing twenty feet from me.�
�Dave, please�whatever you do�don�t let him leave. I will ring you back in five minutes.� Hornsby disconnected.
Dave stood on the deck of the cockpit, a chop from the rising tide slapping the hull. He now knew who killed his dear friend, Ike Kirby. The assassin was an intelligence agent he�d briefly met years ago. Dave opened and closed his fists, his anger rising like the marina tide. He was hesitant to step back inside Gibraltar, now knowing that Alistair Hornsby was about to ask Sean O�Brien to face one of the most sinister rogue intelligence agents in British history.

SEVENTY-THREE

Max stared at Dave standing at the open cockpit door. She sat up on Nick�s lap, cocked her head, her face inquisitive. Nick glanced at Max and looked up as Dave walked to his leather chair next to his reading lamp. He lowered his large frame into the chair as if his knees ached.
Nick said, �Dave, you see a ghost out on the deck? You look like I felt when I realized Malina had put an evil spell on my Johnson.�
O�Brien watched Dave and asked, �What�d Hornsby tell you?�
�The name of the man who killed Ike Kirby.�
�What?� Nick asked, sitting up. �How�d he know?�
�He didn�t, at least not originally. It became evident in the last part of our conversation.� Dave looked at O�Brien. �You knew, Sean. You just didn�t know his name. You were right about the killer making the call to Paul Wilson as a set-up ploy. What you didn�t know was the killer�s name. It�s James Fairmont. At one time, he was one of M16�s best field agents. Prime Minister Hannes reassigned Fairmont to the consulate in Miami, hence the displeasure on Fairmont�s part. Paul Wilson was trained by Fairmont and used by Fairmont. Alistair called it �leading a steer to the slaughterhouse.�
O�Brien shook his head. �That implies that Fairmont will take out Wilson. Why doesn�t M16 simply hunt them both down?�
�They can and will, but maybe not before the Royal Family blackmail goes down. Perhaps, for Fairmont, the international scandal, the embarrassment of Hannes and the Royals is worth more than the sale of the diamond.�
�What�s Hornsby going to do?�
Dave blew air out of his cheeks. �He�s going to call you?�
�Me? Why?�
�Because they know of your track record. Because you�re right here�deep in the middle of this defecation. You can always turn them down.�
O�Brien glanced out the port side window for a second. �But I can�t turn you down, Dave. I made a promise to you � I said I�d find Ike�s killer. Now, it looks like I�m a lot closer.�
Through his open shirt, Nick touched the bronze cross that hung from his neck. He scratched Max behind the ears and made a silent prayer.
O�Brien reached for his wallet. �Wait a minute�Frank Sheldon.�
�What?� Nick asked.
�It was something that Sheldon said on television.�
Dave folded his arms. �He did a lot of boasting.�
�Something he said just made me think back to the behind-the-scenes video I�d seen in the editing suite the day I watched the slow-motion playback of the musket-firing scene from the set of Black River.� O�Brien pulled a business card out of his wallet. The title read: Shelia Winters � Casting Agency
He placed the call to her. When he identified himself, she said, �I heard what happened when you visited my friend Oscar Roth in post-production. You almost got him fired. Who the hell are you anyway?�
�Shelia, listen to me, please. Jack Jordan was murdered on the set of Black River. The killing was caught on camera. That piece of evidence is helping police find the killer who left a widow and a little girl in his wake.�
�Are you a detective? If you are, why didn�t you just come out and tell me?�
�I�m not a detective. I�m a private investigator. I need to reach one of the production assistants, Katie Stuart. It�s urgent.�
�Hold on. Let me see if I have her number�here it is. I�ll text it to you.�
�Good. One last question�the day I met with you in your trailer, I saw one of your re-enactors riding a horse. Maybe he was preparing for a scene. He was about a quarter mile away from the plantation mansion and the movie set. In the area of a cemetery. Older man. Distinguished looking. Clean-shaven except for a white handlebar moustache. He was dressed as a Confederate officer.�
�Let me check the shooting schedule.�
O�Brien could hear her tapping on a keyboard. She said, �There were no scenes with horses that day. As a matter of fact, I don�t have any Confederate re-enactors with white handlebar moustaches. The scenes with Confederate officers were shot the day before you were here. Maybe you were mistaken. Sorry, but I have to go. The film�s almost wrapped and the first assistant director is having a coronary.� She disconnected.
O�Brien stepped over to the open port window facing the inlet. He watched a flock of sea gulls following a shrimp boat up Ponce Inlet from the Atlantic, the breeze delivering the scent of drying oyster bars and brackish water.
Nick said, �Sean, you look like your head hurts almost as much as mine. Maybe it�s catching.�
O�Brien turned toward Nick. �High body counts have a way of causing headaches. Nick, if you were having the ultimate fishing boat built, where would you have the work done.�
�Athens, Greece.�
�Here in the states.�
�Maybe Jacksonville. Place called Poseidon Shipyards. It�s named, of course, after the ancient Greek god of the sea, my man, Poseidon.�
O�Brien looked at the phone number just texted from Shelia Winters, the number to production assistant Katie Stuart. He tapped the number. When she answered, he said, �Katie, this is Sean O�Brien. I met you on the film set the day they were shooting some scenes on the mansion.�
�Hi, I remember you.�
�Maybe you can do a big favor for me.�
�I�ll try.�
�You mentioned that part of your job was shipping and receiving props.�
�Now it�s more sending because the movie is winding down a lot. I�m not sure how many shooting days are left.�
�Can you recall shipping a prop to Jacksonville?�
�Hold on. I�m in the production art trailer. I can look at the records.� After a long moment, she said, �Yes, but only one time. It was something already wrapped. I�m not sure what it was, though. Mike Houston, the art director had it ready to go one morning.�
�Where in Jacksonville was it shipped?�
�The waybill says it was UPS ground-shipped to Poseidon Shipyards.�
�One final thing, Katie. The death of the re-enactor on the set, Jack Jordan, was not an accident. It was murder.�
�Oh my God��
�You can help. What�s Mike Houston�s mobile number?�
�I�I�I�m not supposed to��
�Katie, trust me. This is a case of life and death.�
She blew out a hard breath into the phone. �Okay, but you didn�t get it from me.� She gave O�Brien the number.
�Thank you. Katie. I hope to see your name credited as a director someday.� O�Brien disconnected. He remembered his conversation with art director, Mike Houston. �It was stolen.�
�Stolen?�
�Yes, Unfortunately. After the third day of shooting. We became aware it was gone when we were playing back scenes for continuity.�
O�Brien shook his head. �You lying bastard.�
Dave said, �Lying bastard�who�s that?�
�The art director on the set of Black River.�
�How do you know?�
�Because he secretly shipped the painting to billionaire Frank Sheldon.�
Nick sat up, setting Max on the floor. �How�d you figure that?�
�When I remembered what Sheldon said when I saw the behind-the-scenes video of the day Sheldon and his rat-pack arrived on the set. He�d stared at the painting and said, �The face that launched a thousand ships might have been Helen of Troy�but the face of that woman in the painting is a face for a man to defend to his death.� Earlier, on the news, Sheldon mentioned that he had America II built at a boatyard in Jacksonville called Poseidon Shipyards. Sheldon just launched his personal ship, identical to the one that beat the British a decade before the Civil War. So what would be the ultimate souvenir to include in the launching? Maybe the portrait of a beautiful woman whose face embodies the Gone with the Wind mystique of Old South femininity.�
Dave said, �And that�s why Sheldon�s private quarters on the new boat were off limits to the news crew.�
O�Brien nodded. �Because that�s where he hung or plans to hang the painting stolen by the art director from the film set. That�s where I�ll finally find the painting.�

SEVENTY-FOUR

The rumble of twin diesels approached Gibraltar�s stern, the loud pulse of music, Bad to the Bone, carried across the marina. Nick stood, glanced out the open doors leading to the cockpit and shook his head. A fleshy, pink-faced man stood in baggy swim shorts behind the wheel, a can of beer in one hand. Nick turned back toward O�Brien and said, �Sean, you start trying to break into that yacht and Sheldon will have you walk the plank.�
Dave exhaled a long breath. �The ship sets sail to England in two days. Did you see the news clip? Frank Sheldon employs bodyguards to keep his privacy. He�s got a wife and two teenage kids. Any of them would bring millions of dollars in ransom money if they were ever kidnapped.�
O�Brien said, �Absolutely, but I don�t think the show of muscle at the launching of his ship was related to that. Billionaire�s have bodyguards, no doubt. But those guys carried a more mercenary look.�
Dave sat in a leather chair. �How do you mean, mercenary look?�
�Former Seals or Special Forces guys. Sheldon is sending a message to someone. I think he�s setting sail to England with more cargo than the painting.�
Nick grinned. �So he�s got some real booty aboard, eh?�
�Priceless booty, as in the diamond.�
�The diamond?�
�What if Sheldon wants to carry the same cargo back to England that was originally brought to the states during the Civil War? A billionaire�s fantasy could be to have possession of the diamond and the Civil War contract on his maiden voyage back to the nation that originally sent them. The same sailing ship, the same precious cargo.�
Dave said, �That�d probably be the ultimate display of wealth and narcissism.�
�Unless, upon delivery, he plans to quietly sell them both back to the great granddaughter of the woman who originally possessed them, Queen Victoria, the woman who first wore the Koh-i-Noor diamond in her crown.�
Dave�s phone buzzed. He answered it, handed the phone to O�Brien and said, �Alistair Hornsby, the head of M16, would like a word with you.�
O�Brien took the phone and Hornsby gave him an assessment and background of James Fairmont. Then he added, �Mr. O�Brien, my old friend and colleague, Dave Collins, speaks highly of you and your talents. Time is of the essence here. Perhaps you�d consider helping us.�
�Who is us?�
�Great Britain collectively. Her Majesty the Queen and the Royal Family specifically.�
�How?�
�By stopping James Fairmont. You�re in the thick of things already. Boots on the ground, if you will. On behalf of the Queen of England, and the Royal Family, we are making a special request that you circumvent and stop Fairmont if possible. We can and will have manpower to assist you. However, Dave tells me you work alone. If you accept this assignment, I assure you that you will be well compensated.�
�That�s not my motivation.�
�What then?�
�Justice. Retribution. Your agent breach, Fairmont, killed Dave�s close friend of forty years. Fairmont broke into a widow�s home after he had her husband killed. He, no doubt, stole the diamond and the Civil War document. You mentioned a high-stakes auction. I think he�s been playing a bidding game between Prime Minister Hannes and the Royal Family against an American Billionaire by the name of Frank Sheldon.�
�Has he sold the goods to Sheldon?�
�I don�t know, but I�m about to find out.�
�Does this mean you will accept the assignment?�
�The last assignments I did were in college. You can tell the Queen I�ll do what I can to help. When did you last hear from Paul Wilson?�
�Five hours ago. He said he was getting close. Now we know how close he really was. Prior to his departure, unknown to him, we had a tracking device inserted in the heel of his right shoe. For the last three hours, his location has not changed even a meter.�
�Where is he?�
�Not too far from you and Dave, I suspect. I�ll send you over the GPS coordinates immediately. Maybe he�s with Fairmont, having a long dinner, plotting their spilt of the spoils from the sale of the diamond. However, Wilson doesn�t know that Fairmont has used him to get to the Prime Minister. Now that Wilson�s value is spent, I�m not sure what you will find. Whatever it is, please contact us immediately. Good luck, Mr. O�Brien. You will certainly need it. Is there anything else I can tell you?�
�What does Fairmont look like?�
�Like everyone and no one. He�s a master at blending into his surroundings, even becoming his surroundings.�
�Send me the most recent picture of him that you have.�
�You�ll have it. Fairmont, like any really good field agent, can be like a ghost. Someone who almost walks through walls. He might not look exactly the same twice. He speaks six languages fluently. He, like a great actor, becomes who he wants to be. Excellent at disguises. He�s very good at getting people to talk about things they normally keep to themselves. He can look like a priest, when he�s really the killer in the adjacent confessional booth.�

SEVENTY-FIVE

O�Brien drove fast, following the directions of the GPS coordinates. He entered the phone number that Katie Stuart had given him, the number to art director, Mike Houston. When Houston answered, it was an abrupt and stiff, �Yes.�
�Hi, Mike. It�s been a few weeks. I hear you�re about to wrap Black River.�
�Who�s this?�
�I�m the guy you wanted off the set, Sean O�Brien.�
�How�d you get my number?�
�You stole a valuable Civil War painting that belongs to the widow of the man murdered on your film set. It belongs to Laura Jordan. You decided, instead, to sell it to Frank Sheldon. What�d he pay you with, underage boys?�
�Fuck you!�
�Before you hang up, before I alert the police to your theft, I�m willing to make a very simple deal. I want you to call your pal, Frank Sheldon, or whoever is in charge of the guests� list and add my name.�
�Kiss my ass.�
�Mike, you�re so articulate. Listen carefully. I have the waybill number with a charge receipt in your name. I have the delivery confirmation, and I have the behind-the-scenes video of you doing the deal. You never know when the camera�s rolling because it doesn�t blink. If my name�s not on the guest list, yours will be in the newspapers. I�m sure your one hundred million dollar movie could do without the further negative publicity. See you at the party, pal.� O�Brien disconnected.
�Your destination is ahead on the right.� O�Brien shut off the GPS and proceeded slowly. He was in a heavily wooded, remote section of the county. He turned down a dirt road, and drove another quarter mile, his headlights raking across what appeared to be an old barn on the edge of an overgrown field. He continued driving, looking for cars. Nothing.
After driving for thirty seconds more, he made a U-turn and drove back with his headlights out, steering by the moonlight. When he came to within one hundred yards of the barn he pulled his Jeep off the road, parking in the scrub oak, out of direct sight. O�Brien looked at his phone, the last call to Kim Davis. He placed his phone on vibrate mode and shut the Jeep�s dome light off, reached in the glove box for a flashlight, lifting his Glock from the console. O�Brien stepped out into the night. Cicadas droned in the pines. He heard the cry of a screech owl somewhere in the forest.
O�Brien kept in the underbrush, approaching the barn. He stopped. Listening. Trying to hear through the chanting of crickets and cicadas. He stepped around the perimeter of the old barn, the smell of damp hay and horse manure coming from the cracks and spaces between the weatherbeaten boards. He placed one ear to the boards and listened. He could hear something moving, frenzy, as if an animal was gnawing a bone.
He crept around to the front entrance, Glock in his right hand. O�Brien quietly lifted the unlocked hinged latch. He jerked open the door. Flashlight leveled with the barrel of the Glock. He swept the beam through the dark. Rats scattered. An opossum turned and stared, its snout bloodied. The animal jogged, hiding behind bales of hay.
The body was propped in one corner. A large rat scurried from the dead man�s lap. Paul Wilson. Face bluish. Eyes wide open. A single gunshot to the center of the forehead. Blood dried and dark. Rat tracks through the blood.
O�Brien�s heart hammered. He swept the flashlight beam in every corner of the old barn, rusted farm tools were strewn on the hard-packed dirt floor. A tattered scarecrow, straw protruding from holes in its red flannel wool shirt, sat up and cross-legged against one wall. There was a single horse stall, door open and leaning to one side, long since vacant. But the dried ordor of manure still clung in the airless structure mixing with the slight smell of burnt gunpowder, rat feces and human blood.
Where was James Fairmont? How did he lure Wilson into this place? Where would Fairmont go next?
O�Brien�s phone vibrated in his pocket. He lifted it out. The message was from Alistair Hornsby. Here is the latest image we have. Fairmont is six-two. Fifty eight years old. About one seventy-five. Natural hair color blond. Could be any color. Natural eye color green.
O�Brien looked at the face of James Fairmont. Looked into his eyes. Glanced over at the body of Paul Wilson and looked at the vacant, confused eyes. A man deceived. As Hornsby said: �a steer lead to the slaughterhouse.� O�Brien stared hard at Fairmont�s face and remembered what Nick had said: �But when he bought a round of drinks, and started asking me stuff like had I been following the news about the diamond and the Civil War paper? When he asked, �was Sean helping the widow of the dead guy find the stolen stuff?��I said yassas in Greek, which means I�m outta here.�
�What�d the guy look like?� Dave asked.
�About Sean�s height. Probably six-two. Blond fella. Green eyes. Maybe mid-fifties. He looked in good shape for his age.�
O�Brien sent a text to Hornsby: Found Wilson. Dead. You can send your cleaners in. No sign of Fairmont. But I think I know where he�ll go next.
* * *
A half hour later, O�Brien pulled his Jeep into the entrance of the Highland Park Fish Camp. He drove down a dirt road, the surface covered with gravel and crushed shells, the moon flashing through the branches of moss-covered live oaks. A plump raccoon waddled across the road. O�Brien drove past trailers and cabins, some with outside lights on. Others dark. The occupants gone to bed early, eager to fish on Lake Woodruff as the sun rose over the St. Johns River in the morning.
O�Brien stopped in front of Joe Billie�s trailer. It was dark, the moonlight bouncing off the silver shell. He didn�t think Billie was home. O�Brien reached in his glove box, ripped a small sheet of paper from a notebook and wrote:
Joe, I may need you and your canoe tomorrow evening. Event involving maiden sail of a large sailing schooner. You have my number, please call for details. Thanks, Sean.
He got out of his Jeep, stepping on dry pine straw leading up to the front door, the deep-throated boom of bullfrogs coming from the river. O�Brien tapped on the door. No sound of movement. No lights. Nothing. He folded the note and wedged it under the door handle. Did Joe even own a phone? He could use the fish camp phone. He didn�t know if Billie would see it, but O�Brien had a gut feeling in his gut that he would need him.
* * *
O�Brien drove the back roads returning to Ponce Marina. He wanted to think, to plan. He had to trap one of Britain�s best agents and had to do it quickly. Johnathon Fairmont was still in the area. Why? What�s keeping him here? O�Brien called Dave Collins. �Paul Wilson�s dead.�
�I suspected as much. Where?�
�The body�s stashed in an old barn a couple of miles north of State Road 19. I let Hornsby know that he can send in the cleaners. I�m heading back to the marina.�
�I�m sure Fairmont left nothing behind.�
�Only a string of bodies.�
�Dave, the only reason that Fairmont is still in the area has to be tied to Sheldon. Why doesn�t Fairmont take the Civil War contract, the diamond, and leave? I�m betting two reasons: one is he doesn�t want to be carrying them�even in the cargo hull of a plane. And the second is Frank Sheldon. Sheldon was one of the few billionaires who could match resources and assets with the Queen of England in maybe the most expensive auction in the history of the world.�
�So, after a fresh kill, where is the hunter tonight?�
�The bigger question is where will he be tomorrow night when Sheldon throws a bon voyage party before setting sail for England?�

SEVENTY-SIX

Kim Davis tallied the final receipts from the dinner shift at the Tiki Bar, bagged the money, filled out bank deposit slips, locking everything in the office safe before grabbing her purse on the way out the door. She still wasn�t used to the extra weight the .22 caliber pistol added to her purse. She smiled at Hugh Paulsen, the second-shift manager, ruddy face, Australian accent, wearing a white Panama hat. She said, �I hope you have a good crowd. Is Sammy playing later on?�
�No. It�ll be a new crooner. Lad�s name is Colin Lafferty. He�s a cross between folk and country rock. Talented fella he is.�
�I hope he packs the house.�
�You off tomorrow, Kim?�
�Oh yes. Tomorrow and the next day. Almost a mini-vacation.�
�Got plans, do you?�
�Sleep.� She smiled and walked out into the warm afternoon air. She crossed the parking lot to the left, boats bobbing across the marina, the red brick lighthouse standing in the distance high above the tree line. Kim breathed deeply, the smell of the ocean and jasmine in the soft breeze.
* * *
O�Brien moved fast down L Dock, glancing at his watch. Frank Sheldon would be doing a ceremonial sail with America II and invited guests in three hours. As he walked through the Tiki Bar, two black leather clad bikers took their seats at the bar, a family of tourists, chattering and sunburnt after a half-day on a commercial fishing boat, found seats at two of the wooden tables that were previously used as massive spools for electrical wire. A Buffett song played from the speakers.
O�Brien spotted the manager and asked, �Is Kim still here?�
�No, she left a few minutes ago. Said she�s going home to sleep. She�s got the next couple of days off. You might try her phone.�
* * *
Her car sat alone. Parked near the dumpsters at the farthest end of the lot. She heard a dog barking in the distance, the sound of a siren far away toward Daytona Beach. She reached into her purse, finding her keys, touching the pistol, pressing the unlock button. Her parking lights flashed once as the doors unlocked. Her shoulders and feet were sore and she longed for a half hour under a hot shower.
She thought about Sean O�Brien. Thought about calling him just to hear his voice. She�d watched the news bulletins flashing across the TV screens in the Tiki Bar. Why was it all happening�and now? So many years after the Civil War. Where are you right now, Sean? Why can�t we just see a movie and have dinner? Isn�t that what normal people do? He�s not normal. Never will be. That�s all it is and how it always will be. Accept it, accept the man Sean is�or don�t accept it. Maybe he�d found the painting. Maybe police had found the killer. It all started when the old man came to the Tiki Bar with that picture. She thought about the beautiful woman in the long dress, a rose in her left hand.
Kim reached for her door handle and froze.
It was on front windshield. Against the glass. Propped up and held down by one windshield wiper.
A blood red rose.
�No! Hell no!� she blurted. She set her purse on the hood, reaching for the rose. She ripped up the rose in dozens of pieces, red petals catching the breeze, falling all around her car.
* * *
O�Brien stepped out of the screened-in entrance door to the Tiki Bar, turned right and walked quickly toward his Jeep. He could hear some of the customers clinking beer mugs and singing the lyrics to Margaretville.
He didn�t see Kim�s car in the immediate vicinity. He wished she�d been in the Tiki Bar so he could have spoken to her, to touch base, even for a minute, before he began the hunt for the rogue British agent, James Fairmont. O�Brien unlocked the door to his Jeep and hit the button to Kim�s phone. It began ringing.
* * *
Kim could smell the residue from the rose petals on her fingers. Her phone rang inside her purse on the hood of her car. As she reached for the purse, she thought she heard something. She never saw the man. Never saw him come from behind the dumpsters. He approached her back. The barrel of a pistol shoved into her ribs. His other hand gripping her left shoulder. He said, �Show some respect! You�re tearing up a gift I gave you. Ripping the Confederate rose to shreds. Where�s your manners, woman? Get in the truck!�
Silas Jackson�s breath reeked of cigar, marijuana and whiskey. She looked at her purse on the hood of her car. Less than three feet away. If felt like three miles. The ringing of her phone stopped.
He pulled her. �Remember me? I sure remember you. Been thinking about you. Get in my truck.�
�Let me go! Just end it now. We both walk away. I won�t tell anyone.�
He laughed. �Who you gonna tell? Your boyfriend, Sean O�Brien? That boy got a hard lesson coming. He ain�t taking care of a fine filly like you, is he?�
�He just called. We have a date. I�m just running home to freshen up.�
�That�s bullshit. You�re low priority to O�Brien, and you know it. I�m gonna compensate. A good lookin� woman like you needs attention. No, you require it or you�ll rust inside.� Jackson slammed her car door. �We�ll bring your pocketbook, darlin�. To leave it here would let your boyfriend know you�ve been taken. No woman ever leaves her purse. It�s genetically impossible.� He grabbed her purse, still holding the gun to her ribcage. �Let�s walk to my truck.�
He opened the driver�s side door on the truck, pushing her onto the seat. �Slide over, unless you want to sit next to me.� He grinned. Kim slid to the far side of the seat. He set the purse in the center between them and started the truck, backing out, the date palms and Australian Pines casting long shadows across the parking lot.
A bread delivery truck pulled into the lot. Kim grabbed her purse, reaching inside. She pull out the .22, pointing the barrel at Jackson�s head
Was the safety on? Pull the trigger. Nothing. Jackson�s eyes were wide, cruel. His mouth forming a sneer. He grabbed the short gun barrel, twisting. He backhanded Kim hard in her lower left jaw. Her head slammed against the window. She saw the glint of the lighthouse in the horizon, saw the stars the night she and Sean slept under them on his boat Jupiter, anchored in a remote cove near Key Largo. Blood filled her mouth. A tooth loose.
Then darkness faded over the marina, and Kim felt herself slipping into the black of a deep and dark ocean.
* * *
O�Brien backed out of the parking spot. He used the phone�s Bluetooth connection to follow the coordinates to the Jacksonville Landing. When he glanced up, at the far end of the parking lot more than one hundred yards away, he caught a glimpse of a truck pulling out of the lot. The driver barely tapped the brakes as he left the marina, pulling onto the road. From the distance, O�Brien thought one of the brake lights weren�t working. That last time I saw that was�was on the truck driven by Silas Jackson.
O�Brien dialed Kim�s number. �Hi, you�ve reached Kim. I can�t come to my phone. You know what to do at the beep.�
�Kim, it�s Sean. Call me as soon as you get this. I need to��
Make a legal U-turn on Ponce Inlet Road,� the voice-activated GPS said. �Proceed toward Highway Four.�

SEVENTY-SEVEN

From a distance, it resembled a Hollywood premiere. The riverfront in the Jacksonville Landing was filled with a large crowd. America II, the star of the gala evening, was bathed in warm lights. The sailing ship was magnificent, more than one hundred feet in length, its three masts towering in the night sky. Searchlights crisscrossed the dark. Hundreds of spectators stood behind long velvet ropes, anticipating the arrival of the stars from the movie Black River. A visible police contingent stayed close to the stanchions, keeping fans at bay. Security, former Special Ops, wore tuxedoes, black ties, and earpieces in their ears. Pistols under their jackets.
Dozens of news camera operators stood shoulder-to-shoulder on a large, high-rise platform, cameras rolling, a few television reporters doing live shots and interviewing anyone who worked on the movie or had a role in the movie. All the cable news networks were there, the syndicated entertainment shows, their anchors and field reporters awaiting the arrival of the film stars.
The stretch limos began pulling up in a convoy fashion, A-list actors getting out of the limos. Designer gowns. Dazzling jewels. Cameras flashing. Fans squealing and applauding as each celebrity paraded by them. Executive producers, directors, agents and publicists all mingling, doing live interviews and then strolling down the red carpet, boarding the yacht, camera lights popping.
�Is that Matt Damon?� asked one woman, smiling and gently punching her boyfriend in his side. �Get his picture!�
O�Brien stood on an adjacent dock less than one hundred feet away. He watched the parade too. But he wasn�t watching the actors and the glitterati entourage. He was looking for an assassin. The one thing that James Fairmont could not disguise, could not change, was his height. O�Brien scanned the invited guests for men six-two or taller. There were not many.
A dozen Civil War re-enactors, some wearing Confederate uniforms, others in Union attire, the women dressed in period gowns, made their way toward the schooner. They mixed with the multitude, stopping to pose for pictures, arm-and-arm with fans.
O�Brien walked down the steps leading from the dock to the parking lot, blending in with the crowd, spotting security, glancing at every face. Searching for the men tall enough to look him directly in the eye. Through the long burst of applauses, through the screaming fans, through artificial movement of the jet set, O�Brien spotted Frank Sheldon.
Sheldon was dressed in a black tux, salt and pepper hair glimmering under the TV lights. He walked with the director of Black River, two publicists, and two of the film�s executive producers. They stopped and did live interviews on camera.
After the last interview, Sheldon stood behind a podium. He thanked the large throng of people for coming out. He acknowledged and thanked the actors, executive producers, and the producer, director and writer. And he added, �This is a great night, not only for the movie, Black River, which just wrapped and will be premiering during the holidays, but for the city of Jacksonville which is the inaugural homeport for one of the most historically significant sailing schooners ever built. The ship behind us, America II.�
The audience erupted into applause. �The original schooner, as you may know, won the race that was forever to be known as the America�s Cup after her triumphant win against the British in 1850. A decade later, the schooner was commissioned by the Confederacy and used in the Civil War. Tomorrow, this replica will set sail for England and create some history of her own.� More applause. Sheldon smiled and nodded. �Tonight I�m thrilled and honored that some of our country�s greatest filmmakers and storytellers will become part of America II�s story as we sail a short distance down the St. Johns River, returning in a few hours to this very dock. Thank you all. As an investor in Black River, I urge you to see the movie. It�ll be great.�
It was during the glut of camera flashes, the applause, that O�Brien saw a taller man merging within a contiguous montage of people, all invited guests, politicians, movie moguls, but the man was one of the tallest. He had dark hair, parted on the left side, wire-rimmed glasses. O�Brien could tell that the nose and bone structure in the face matched the picture Alistair Hornsby had sent.
O�Brien studied the man�s face and body language for a few more seconds, the easy smile, avoiding handshakes or direct eye contact. Instead, the man�s eyes moved beyond the crowd, circling back to Frank Sheldon as Sheldon and his party walked the red carpet and boarded America II.
O�Brien called Dave Collins and said, �I�ve spotted James Fairmont.�
�Where?�
�At Frank Sheldon�s huge party. It�s a wrap party for the movie Black River and a party to officially launch his schooner. It�s a PR party.�
�Did Fairmont spot you?�
�I don�t think so. He�s carrying a leather satchel. I�m betting a king�s ransom that inside it he has the diamond and the Civil War document. Either Sheldon won the auction, or Fairmont has plans to deliver the goods and then double-cross Sheldon.�
�What if they�ve worked together and Sheldon is delivering the items to Prime Minister Hannes when Sheldon docks at the Port of London.�
�I think I know how we�ll find out?�
�How?�
�Dave, call Hornsby. Give him Sheldon�s cell number. I wrote it down. It�s on that fishing brochure right next to Paul Wilson�s number. I�m sure M16 can tap Sheldon�s mobile phone and listen in, using Sheldon�s phone as a hidden microphone. The voyage down the river and back is scheduled for four hours. I�ll text you when I see Fairmont disappear with Sheldon sometime during the floating party. They�ll probably do the deal in Sheldon�s private captain�s quarters. If we�re lucky, we�ll get it recorded and turn the tables on the blackmailer or blackmailers. The earlier Hornsby can set up things on his end, the better.�
�Be very careful, Sean. Between Sheldon�s formidable security team and what we know Fairmont can do, you�re about to sail down some extremely dangerous waters. There is literally no one on board that can do anything to help you. If they compromise you, you�ll never be seen again and Sheldon will simply deny you were ever on his guest list, much less on his yacht.�
�Watch for my text. I have a feeling it�ll come soon, probably about the time most of his guests have downed their third crystal glass of Dom Perignon. Dave, I�ve tried to reach Kim. She�s not calling or texting.�
�I detect more worry in your voice than I�ve heard in a while.�
�I�m worrying because I spotted a truck at the far end of the marina parking lot. I may have been mistaken, but I thought I noticed that the left brake light wasn�t working.�
�And what would be the significance of that?�
�Silas Jackson drove a pickup truck, and the left brake light was burned out.�
�Oh�I�ll see if I can find her. Nick and I will go to her home if need be.�
�Thank you.� O�Brien disconnected, walked behind a group of studio suits and their wives in designer gowns as they made the way down the red carpet. He glanced up at the full moon rising over the river, wondering if Joe Billie got his note and hoping he would not need Billie�s help.
* * *
Kim Davis looked at the moon over the tree line deep in the Ocala National Forest, where Silas Jackson�s hunter camp bathed in the moonlight. As he stopped the truck she said, �You don�t have to do this�to risk your life. You can let me go, I�ll walk back.�
He shut off the truck�s ignition switch, the motor ticking in the dark. He turned to her and said, �Walk back? You�d never make it out of here alive. There�s panthers. Lots of mean damn bears. More poisonous snakes per square foot than any national forest in the country. And then there�s the crazies. The forest folk who live out here. Most ought to be locked up. They drift in with the seasons. Word gets around, they know not to come to my camp. All it took was putting a shrunken head on a bamboo pole next to my flagpole for a couple of weeks. That got their attention.�
Kim pressed against the truck door. �You�re insane.�
He stared at her, the moonlight pouring through the truck�s front windshield. He rolled down his window, a singsong chorus of cicadas reverberated through the woods. �I might be insane, but honey I�m not dumb. Your boyfriend O�Brien is dumb. He came onto my turf and challenged me. He, Miss Kim, drew first blood. It�s in your honor that I protect you. I�d duel to the death if I thought O�Brien would do it honorable and pace twenty-five steps before turning and firing.�
She said nothing, slapping at a mosquito on her arm. �Can you put your window up? Mosquitoes are biting me.�
�That�s because you have a fine bloodline. You�re a reflection of the Old South, you just don�t know it.�
�You know nothing about me.�
�That�s where you�re wrong. I know a lot about you, woman. I know the foods you like to eat. The wine you like to drink. Mostly Cabernet. The kind of coffee you like, Folgers. You still make it the right way, one pot at a time. Not using those little pods. I even know the time of your last menstrual cycle.�
Kim�s eyes opened wider. Her pulse pounded. �It was you! Your freak! Going through my garbage. You�re sick.�
�I�m a trash archeologist. Much of a person�s life, their past, present, and some of their future, can be told in a bag of their trash. Their diets. The meds they�re taking. The money they owe. The cycles of life are in the trash. Week after week. I know what kind of condom your boyfriend O�Brien uses, and I know your cycle is right about now. Your eggs are dropping and you�re ripe for conception.� He reached for her. She raked her fingernails down his arm, opening the truck door and running hard into the forest.

SEVENTY-EIGHT

Frank Sheldon spared no expense. The entire open deck of America II was a floating party, a display of luxurious carousing flavored by the best decadence money could buy. White-jacketed waiters carried silver trays overflowing with finger-food cuts of beef wellington, chilled king crab claws, Beluga caviar and dozens of other gourmet foods. They strolled around the invited guests, stopping to serve the food and answer questions.
The rich and famous sipped Dom Perignon champagne, premium vodkas, gins and whiskeys. Wine, from the finest vineyards in the world, flowed from crystal glasses. Some of the guests danced to a Caribbean band performing near the stern. Others ambled along the deck, the long schooner quietly slipping out of Jacksonville for a short excursion down river.
Sean O�Brien lifted a glass of champagne from a waiter�s tray and wandered the length of the vast sailboat, his eyes shifting from face to face, hearing snippets of conversation, and listening for prompts of things to come. He watched two bearded Civil War re-enactors posing for pictures with the actors and spouses of actors, studio executives and movie investors. The night breeze smelled of expensive perfumes, grilled beef, exotic truffles, sushi and spilled champagne.
Near the bow, O�Brien overheard a shapely blonde actress giggle and smile at her date in a tux, his brown hair neatly parted on the left, gelled and sculpted from a page of the Great Gatsby playbook. She said, �I want to take my heels off and go stand on that long board on the front of the boat like Kate Winslett did in Titanic.�
He grinned. �In the olden days of sailing that�s the place where the statue of the naked chick was placed. Mariners believed it kept the sea serpents away.�
�Maybe I�ll stand out there naked before the night is over.� She downed a glass of champagne, pointing to a half dozen people shaking hands with a silver-haired executive producer, the nightlights of the city growing distant in the background. �That�s Lou Kaufman. His movies never lose money. I have to be introduced to him. You must introduce me, Darrin.� She trotted off, her date trailing behind her.
Then O�Brien heard another voice. Frank Sheldon. He worked the crowd, making toasts, telling jokes, patting backs, kissing beautiful starlets on their powdered cheeks, his eyes lingering on one statuesque brunette, breasts spilling out of a low-cut, short black dress. Sheldon whispered something into her ear. She smiled, raised a flawless eyebrow above one blue eye and nodded. Sheldon moved on, continuing to be the perfect host.
O�Brien trailed him. Staying out of the direct current of people surrounding Sheldon, but close enough to watch for someone he knew was watching Sheldon. Somewhere on the one-hundred-foot schooner was James Fairmont. O�Brien stopped at a serving table, white linen, black caviar and oysters on the half-shell on a bed of ice. He thought about Nick for a second as he picked up a small cocktail fork and slipped it inside his sports coat pocket.
O�Brien glanced at the moon through the ship�s masts. He saw a bat circling above the tallest mast. Then he heard a British accent, like a murmur in the crowd. A man�s voice. He said, �I�d really enjoy seeing the rest of the vessel.�
O�Brien looked around, watched through the throngs of people, the flashes of jewelry under the moonlight, the power brokering, the actors still acting � forever testing for the next part. The agents, managers, studios heads, the assistants � all moving to the synthetic rhythm of a bad life script. On the stern, the band played on as America II sailed deeper south on a real black river.
O�Brien caught a glimpse of James Fairmont straggling behind Sheldon as he headed toward the aft section of the schooner. Fairmont made no eye contact with any of the guests, keeping one hand on the leather satchel he carried over his left shoulder. Sheldon approached one of the men that O�Brien knew was hired protection, a man with a military haircut, wide chest stretching the black tux. The sentry nodded and whispered something into a small microphone taped to the inside of his thick left wrist.
Sheldon vanished inside a wooden portal door leading from the wheelhouse to somewhere inside America II. Less than thirty seconds later, Fairmont did the same. The mercenary spoke again into his sleeve. O�Brien stepped to the railing, the river more than twenty-five below. He typed a text to Dave: Cue Hornsby � the show�s about to start �
* * *
Kim Davis�s lungs burned. She ran fast through the forest, the moonlight her guide. She stopped near a large bald cypress tree, out of breath, Spanish moss thick and hanging straight down in the motionless night air. She listened for the sounds of pursuit. She knew Silas Jackson was somewhere out there in dark. Coming closer. She heard the whine of mosquitoes looping around her head, the cry of a nighthawk in the air above the forest. If she could only make one call. Phone�s in my purse.
A branch broke. Kim strained her eyes to look through the limbs and undergrowth. Trying to see movement. A wind gust through the trees stirred the boughs, moon lit shadows tiptoed over large ferns and across the forest floor.
She bit her bottom lip and ran. Ran hard. She prayed that she was running toward a road. Maybe an old hunter�s shack someplace in the forest. Anywhere to hide. She could smell campfire smoke in the forest, pinesap and rotting leaves. Kim�s heart pounded so hard it felt as if her breastbone might split.
A beam of light came through the openings in the trees. Kim looked behind her. He was less than one hundred yards away. Run. Just run. The light abruptly vanished. Gone. But he wasn�t. She could hear limbs cracking, the dogged pursuit of a predator smelling blood. Within seconds, she splashed through water covering her ankles. She ran through a dark swamp. She heard his voice echoing through her skull, his ominous warning. �More poisonous snakes per square foot than any national forest in the nation.�
Then the water was above her knees. Almost to her hips. Swirling around her, the moon shimmering in the dark broth. She could see her own frightened face reflecting from the surface. Run. She turned, tripping over a cypress knee hidden just below the shadowy surface. She fell. Facedown in water the color of black ink. She held her breath, the dreamlike cushion of swamp water in her ear canals. She heard nothing but her own heart thrashing.
She slowly rose to the surface. Only her head emerging, swamp water rolling down her face. Eyes searching between the massive cypress trees standing like gothic custodians of the bog.
She smelled him first.
The stench of a cheap cigar. Then she spotted the tiny orange glow from the tip of the cigar in the night. It smoldered like a one-eyed beast in the forest. The ash inflamed to a laser-like red color during inhalation, diming to orange when he exhaled.
Kim didn�t move, hiding behind cypress stumps, staring at the single red Cyclops�s eye in the distance. He was brazen. Smoking a cigar while hunting. No hurry. Maybe he won�t look in the water, she thought. Maybe he�ll turn to the right or left and search some other areas. Then I double back, take his truck and leave.
She felt something on the back of her neck. Something digging into her skin. Felt the same tiny teeth chewing between her breasts and then on the inside of her upper arm. She reached behind her neck with one hand, pulling the thing from her skin. Looked at it between her thumb and finger. A black leech, twisting in her fingers. She screamed. Trying to plug the sound of her terror back into her larynx before it escaped. Too late.
Within seconds, Silas Jackson stood at the water�s edge, the flashlight in Kim�s face. He laughed. �I �spect you got one of �em buggers up your ass. This spot is full of leeches. One of my men nets �em out to use them for fishin.� Let�s go. Get outta there.�
�Go straight to hell.� Kim used her thumb to crush the leech between her breasts, pulling one from her upper arm.
The water exploded a few inches from Kim�s left thigh. A flash of gunfire and the echo of the noise reverberating through the forest. �I said get outta there. Next shot�s in your leg.�
Kim climbed out of the swamp, slipping in the slick mud at the water�s edge. Jackson used his left hand and arm to lift her up. He pushed her against a cypress tree like he was propping up a disjointed doll. He held the cigar between clenched yellow teeth. Eyes wide in the moonlight, nostrils working with a doglike rhythm, testing the molecules in the air.
Kim went rigid. �Don�t touch me!� She raked her fingernails across his scruffy cheek.
�Shut up!� He backhanded her with his right hand, knocking her head against the tree. Then he used his fist, striking her hard in the jaw. Kim went down, knees buckling. She looked at his Civil War boots, the mud on the ridges. She lay there with her face against the cool pine straw and decaying cypress leaves. She spit blood, felt a back tooth knocked out, bits of her flesh torn like tiny pieces of chewed meat in her mouth. She was nauseous, woozy. She leaned over and vomited in the ferns and pine straw.
Silas Jackson squatted, grabbed her chin with a strong, heavy hand and turned her head left and right, his eyes drinking her in, examining, as if he was inspecting a fish in the market. �You made me do this.� His voice was just above a whisper. �This won�t be good, not while you�re ripe, in the cycle. You need to be calmed down and cleaned up. Then we will commence.� He placed an open palm against her stomach. �You�re handpicked by God to birth a new leader. You�re the hope for the rise of the South.�

SEVENTY-NINE

All heads began to turn. The guests were looking toward the bow, chuckling, and some pointing, the sailboat rocking slightly moving through the inky current. �Now that�s a great performance,� said a twenty-something actor to his friend, winking and gesturing toward a naked blonde woman slowly walking across the bowsprit, the wind billowing her long hair, the river beneath her, the woman�s bare breasts pointing in the direction that America II was sailing.
O�Brien approached the bodyguard, the man using his thick index finger to push the tiny earpiece deeper into his ear canal. O�Brien stepped up to him and shouted, �She may be a jumper! She didn�t get the part and is overcome with depression.�
�Not on my watch!� He took off, running down the ship�s deck toward the bow. O�Brien could see two other guards doing the same thing. He waited a few seconds, opened the wooden door near the wheelhouse and entered. O�Brien remembered the video footage from the newscast when the reporter and camera crew, led by Sheldon, walked through the interior of the ship. Low-wattage lamps designed to mimic flickering candlelight, giving the illusion of shadows dancing over the wooden floor and roughhewn walls, lighted the hallways.
He heard the muffled voice of the man before he saw him. Past the galley, past the crew�s quarters, further into the bowels of the ship. The man said, �If she jumps, somebody�s got to go after her. There�s no way in hell that we�re gonna have a suicide tonight. You need me up there?�
A long pause. The man listening. O�Brien removed his shoes, walking in his socks down the hallway. Then the man was back on the radio. �When you grab her, take her to the guest�s quarters. Give her the Gettysburg cabin. Maybe she�ll sleep it off until we get back to Jacksonville.�
O�Brien turned the corner, the man�s back to him. Wide shoulders. Big hands. Ears that protruded slightly from his skull.
The wood floor creaked.
O�Brien saw the man reach into his coat, reaching for his sidearm. The man turned, trying to level the pistol.
O�Brien was faster. He stepped to within three feet of the bodyguard, a hard right fist connecting directly to the man�s left jaw. The impact sounded deceivingly subtle, as if someone had cracked an egg on the lip of a cast-iron frying pan. The sound of bones splintering. Muscles dislocating. Lower teeth uprooting. The man fell where he stood. O�Brien reached in, removing the gun. It was a 9mm Beretta.
He walked farther down the hall, stopping to listen. Could barely hear the calypso beat, like steel drums in the distance. As he rounded another hall, he saw the closed door. Above the door was a hand-carved sign that read: Captain�s Quarters � Private. O�Brien placed his hand on the brass doorknob and slowly turned. Locked. He could see light coming from the large, antiquated keyhole. He knelt down, looked into the keyhole. There was no sign of James Fairmont. Could he be standing near the door? Anywhere in the room outside of the tunnel vision through the keyhole?
Frank Sheldon was there. Sitting behind an antique French desk, an opulent chandelier above him, and someone below him. The brunette in the small black dress that O�Brien had spotted on deck, Sheldon had whispered in her ear. She was now on her knees giving Sheldon oral sex as he sipped whiskey from a leaden crystal glass while staring at something.
It was the painting of the woman. Hanging on Sheldon�s wall. Next to it in shadow boxes lit with small direct lamps, was the diamond and what appeared to be the Civil War contract. O�Brien bent one of the two prongs on the small cocktail fork and slid it into the keyhole. He slowly rotated the fork. Stopped, feeling for the metal. Then he twisted the fork to the right, felt the metal move. O�Brien stood, one hand on the doorknob, the other holding the Beretta. He dropped the fork into his pocket and pulled out his phone, pressing the video record button, quietly stepping inside the cabin.
The woman�s back was turned toward O�Brien. Sheldon had his eyes closed. It appeared that no one else was in the spacious cabin adorned with Civil War memorabilia. O�Brien recorded the sex for twenty seconds, Sheldon�s groans, the woman�s sloppy murmurs. And then O�Brien said, �I spotted Mrs. Sheldon only once. She was deep into conversation with the art director for Back River. I don�t think the young lady here is part of Mrs. Sheldon�s decoration plan.�
Sheldon pushed the woman away, quickly pulling up his pants. He started to reach for a drawer on the desk. �Don�t!� O�Brien said. �You open the drawer and you won�t live out your maiden voyage. He turned to the woman, red lipstick smeared. Eyes wide. She stared at O�Brien�s gun. He said, �Go stand in the closet over there. Shut the door and don�t say a word. Can you do that?�
She nodded, eyes watering. She stepped quickly across the cabin and shut herself inside the closet.
Sheldon stared at O�Brien, unbelieving. Muscles knotted on both sides of his lower jaw. �Who the hell are you? How�d you get in here?�
O�Brien saw Sheldon�s cell phone on the desk. �Where�s Fairmont?�
�Gone.�
�Where?�
�On deck.�
�So you finished your transaction.�
Silence.
�I asked you a question.�
�Yes.�
�What�d you buy?�
Sheldon hesitated, glancing at the diamond under glass and the old document. �The stuff you see under the glass.�
�Describe them.�
�What? Why?�
�Do it!�
�The fuckin� diamond and the Civil War contract between England and the Confederacy. You won�t make it off this yacht alive, asshole.�
�Oh, I will make it out.� He gestured at his phone. The quality of high-definition video that these phones record is stunning�and, the audio, amazing fidelity. It can even pick up grunts and groans across the room. Right now, Sheldon your little rendezvous was uploaded and living in a hidden spot on the cloud. To keep it forever in the cloud, and out of the media, or the eyes of Mrs. Sheldon, you will give up some toys. The first one is the painting on the wall. It was stolen. You bought stolen goods.�
�That�s news to me because��
�Shut up. It was stolen. The diamond you bought was stolen. As was the Civil War contract. Sheldon, you�re like a fat cat pawnbroker. Buying stolen things that were never for sale by the real owners.�
�I�ll return them.�
�Yes, you will, but I�ll do it for you. With the exception of the painting. I have your number. I�ll text you the return address. The owner is Laura Jordan. You had her husband, Jack, killed.�
�No! No, I didn�t. It was James Fairmont. It was his idea after Jack reached out to the British consulate, trying to find someone to quietly return the contract and diamond to the Royal Family. Fairmont set up a bidding war. He said I�d won. He planned the whole thing. I�m just a buyer, and investor.�
O�Brien stepped closer to Sheldon. Sheldon backed away, holding up his pants, staring at the Beretta. He looked at O�Brien. �I�ll pay you. Five million. Destroy the video and just go away. Tell me where to deposit the money.�
�You�re fly�s open.� When Sheldon looked down at his zipper, O�Brien hit him on the jaw with the pistol grip. Sheldon fell back into his leather chair, eyes rolling. Out cold.
O�Brien opened the shadow box. He reached in and removed the diamond. Never in his life had he seen such a striking gem. Under the small, intense lights, it radiated splendor, colors off the chart of the rainbow, fireworks that seemed trapped inside the time capsule history, cut and carats that was the Koh-i-Noor, the Mountain of Light.
He lifted out a large Ziploc bag from his coat pocket, unfolded the bag, dropping the diamond inside. Then he gently placed the old contract in the bag, sealing and putting it in his coat pocket.
He looked up at the painting on the wall, looked into the intelligent and beautiful eyes of Angelina Hopkins. �And there you are,� he whispered. �We�ll get you home.�

EIGHTY

O�Brien stepped over to the wall and removed the painting, turning it around to see what was on the back. It was there on the center of the back canvas, in neat handwriting.
�To Angelina Hopkins, my wife and the center of my life.
Dearest Angelina, I had this painting commissioned from the photograph that I so treasure of We shall display the painting prominently in our home for all to see�as your beautiful face is always displayed privately in my heart.�
Your loving husband, Henry.

In smaller handwriting, in the bottom left side corner was something else. It read:
�We are a nation of brothers who, together, must always be united to stop the threat of all others. To that end, what is left of the treasury, the Confederate gold, can be used to ensure our Constitution is never sold. Perhaps it�s nothing more than the spoils of a tragic war, but the treasure sits on the river floor. It may be found not treasure treafar from where the diamond and precious life was far lost. But to unlock the potential good the gold may one day deliver, from the hand of God our benevolent giver � those who seek it must dive and enter into the dark and dangerous waters, the heart of a black river.�

O�Brien placed the painting back on the wall. The Confederate gold. He stared at the enigmatic face of Angelina Hopkins. He thought of Kim. Where are you? He glanced down at his phone, a text message arriving. It was from Dave. He wrote: Kim�s car is in the marina lot. There are torn Confederate rose petals under the wipers, around the base of the car. I fear she�s been taken. Call immediately.
O�Brien felt an adrenaline rush. The brake lights. Silas Jackson. O�Brien was so absorbed in thought, he didn�t hear the slight creak in the wood floor. He did see the reflection move across the glass in the shadow box. He turned around just as James Fairmont looked him directly in the eye, trying to plunge a hypodermic needle into O�Brien�s neck.
The needle entered his shoulder, embedding in a bone, Fairmont pressing the syringe with his thumb. His sea-green eyes arrogant, superior. Some of the content entered O�Brien before the needle snapped in two pieces, the remaining chemical yellow liquid squirting across Frank Sheldon�s unconscious face. O�Brien reached for the pistol.
Fairmont charged, connecting a hard punch into O�Brien�s stomach. He pushed O�Brien against the wall, shattering the glass shadow boxes. His left fist caught O�Brien above the eyebrow, ripping skin, blood flowing. O�Brien brought his elbow down hard on the crown of Fairmont�s head. The blow dazed him. O�Brien reached for the Beretta just as the woman bolted from the closet. She ran, slipping. Fairmont turned, grabbing the woman by her wrist and hurling her in front of him. She screamed, urine flowing down her legs onto the polished wood floor.
Fairmont grinned at O�Brien and said, �There�s enough in you to put you out, maybe a coma from which you will never awake. Sleep well, Sean O�Brien.� He pulled the woman with him, backing out of the captain�s quarters and running down the hall.
O�Brien felt nauseous. Head pounding. He glanced down at his phone, re-read the text and hit Dave�s number. Dave said, �I don�t like finding pieces of a Confederate rose around Kim�s car.�
�She�s been kidnapped. I think it was Silas Jackson. I saw a pickup truck at the far end of the lot. One of the brake lights wasn�t working. That day I tailed Jackson from the courthouse to his hideout on the forest, his left brake light was out. It�s him, Dave. It has to be.�
�Where are you now?�
�Sheldon�s schooner. On the river. I found the diamond, the Civil War contract and the painting. And I found James Fairmont, or he found me. He blindsided me. Hit me with a syringe. The needle snapped. But some of whatever he was packing got in my bloodstream.�
�Where�s Fairmont?�
�He used a girl as a body shield to exit. Frank Sheldon�s out cold in his private cabin.�
�Sean, I�m calling 911. You�ll need to be air-lifted off that damn boat.�
�No. The man who killed your best friend and five other people is on this yacht. He can�t escape unless he goes overboard. I�ll find him.�
�If whatever poison is in your bloodstream slows you down, causes you to miss a beat�Fairmont will have the upper hand. He will kill you.�
�I�m more concerned about Kim. It�s my fault that Jackson has her.�
�No, it�s not, Sean. I�ll call the sheriff�s office.�
�Don�t. It�s too much cavalry. Silas Jackson won�t be taken alive. He�ll kill Kim, or use her as a hostage in a shootout.�
�Do you have a better suggestion? We don�t have time to��
�I�ll find her.� O�Brien disconnected. He removed the plastic bag from his jacket, opened it, dropping his phone inside. �In the cloud,� he said, glancing down at Sheldon, slumped in the leather chair, his chest rising and falling.
O�Brien reached for a handful of Kleenex from a box on the desk. He held the tissue to his head, stopping the flow of blood. He gripped the Beretta in his other hand and stepped out into the flickering light in the hallway. He walked quietly back down the passage, not sure whether the guard was still unconscious.
The guard was there, slumped up against the wall, his breathing slow and steady. The woman who�d tried to flee from the cabin was there too. She was lying on her back next to the guard. But she was not breathing. Her head cocked at an abnormal angle, as if someone might twist the head of a doll, the dead woman�s eyes open, the flicking shadows drifting across her confused and lipstick smeared face.
O�Brien stepped around her body, stopping the blood flow from the cut above his eyebrow. He opened the door to the party on the deck, the guests dancing and singing as the band played Bob Marley�s Redemption Song.

EIGHTY-ONE

O�Brien knew he had very little time before Frank Sheldon�s bodyguards began their search of the schooner. Considering the rich and famous on board, the posse would have to be subtle as the men questioned powerful people and probed every nook and cranny of the sailing ship. O�Brien blended in with the crowd. He had no idea what his face looked like. At this point, many of the revelers were in some form of inebriation. None seemed to notice.
He couldn�t find James Fairmont anywhere on deck. Maybe he was hiding somewhere below deck in any of the cabins. Where would he go? Where could he go? Life raft. O�Brien remembered the two dinghies on the yacht�s stern. He ran to the railing and looked over the side. The light of a full moon reflected across the river. But there was no sign of a twelve-foot rubber dinghy on the surface.
O�Brien went to the other side of the yacht. One of the dinghies was just coming around the stern, a man rowing. Fairmont. O�Brien looked at the river�s surface, trying to read the current. He felt for the direction the wind was blowing. The dinghy was now almost fifty feet away from the schooner. O�Brien grabbed a rope from one of the masts, hoisted himself up to the railing and dove headfirst into the river.
�Oh my god!� shouted a raven-haired actress in a short white dress. �Did you see that? He jumped off the fucking boat!�
�Where?� said a tall music composer with a gray goatee.
�There!� She pointed and a dozen guests ran to the side of the yacht and looked down at the river. �He�s swimming to that life raft. Holy shit!� The actress smiled, her mouth wet from champagne.
�Maybe it�s a stunt,� said an actor wearing a white fedora. �Frank Sheldon knows how to put on a party.�
�If it is, it�d make a great scene,� said an angular stuntman. �Who the hell is that guy?�
A former Special Forces� guard ran up to the edge. He pulled a 9mm from his waistband. The actor wearing the fedora said, �Wait a damn minute! This is no stunt! Don�t shoot! Dude, call the damn Coast Guard.�
The bodyguard ignored him. Finger on the trigger.
�At ease!� Shouted a senior ranking bodyguard running up. He had a granite jaw and the body of a heavyweight boxer. �The order comes from Mr. Sheldon. We don�t know who�s who out there.�
O�Brien swam hard. He could feel the pain from the piece of syringe needle still in his bone, his head pounding. Within thirty seconds he�d caught the raft. He grabbed the rubber pontoon.
James Fairmont raised the wooden paddle and brought it down hard, as if he was trying to split a log with an ax. O�Brien released his hands, just dodging the heavy blow. When the paddle bounced off the rubber, O�Brien grabbed it, pulling hard. It caught Fairmont off balance. He fell headfirst into the river.
The current pushed hard against O�Brien�s body. The dinghy moved further away, catching the surface current, moving quickly downriver. There was no sign of Fairmont. Maybe he drowned. Then he remembered what Alistair Hornsby had said: �James Fairmont was the kind of recruit who swam the English Channel just to prove he had a little more than the rest. O�Brien felt his muscles tightening. The contents of the syringe moving through his bloodstream. And then, from under the shimmer of the moonlight across the river, Fairmont rose up, a silhouette in the moonlight. He was less than four feet away.
And then he was on top of O�Brien. Almost like there was no physical movement. O�Brien felt the man�s hands around his throat. Fairmont used his thumbs to press into O�Brien�s trachea. He pulled the hands from his throat, swinging a hard right toward his attacker�s face. There was no connection.
�I�m over here, Sean O�Brien. Things a little distorted, are they? It�ll only get bloody worse. I�ll put you out of your misery, no different than drowning a few kittens.�
O�Brien reached for the Beretta, pulling it from the small of his back. He aimed at Fairmont�s chest and pulled the trigger. Nothing. He dropped the gun, waiting for Fairmont to make a move. O�Brien saw the moonlight turn blood red for a second. He knew the drug was causing the hallucination. Think. Stay sharp.
O�Brien felt Fairmont�s hands on his shoulders, pushing him down. Under the water. The red moonlight gone, the current in O�Brien�s face. He reached for Fairmont�s hands, twisting hard, breaking the vice-like grip. O�Brien swam for the surface. He breathed deeply, looking to the left. The right. Turning around. No sign of Fairmont.
From O�Brien�s back, Fairmont attacked. He wrapped one arm around O�Brien�s neck, putting him into a powerful headlock. He pulled O�Brien down, under the surface, ratcheting the grip tighter, attempting to snap O�Brien�s neck. They dropped further below the surface. O�Brien�s lungs seared. His muscles like lead. He bit hard into Fairmont�s forearm, the taste of blood in the dark water. The grip was released for a second. It was enough time for O�Brien to push his thumb into one of Fairmont�s eye sockets. O�Brien shot to the surface, sucking in the cool night air.
Fairmont popped up a few feet from him. He charged. Raising his clenched fist. O�Brien grabbed Fairmont�s wrist, holding. Then he brought his knee up hard, catching Fairmont between his legs. O�Brien clamped his right hand around Fairmont�s throat, squeezing. He saw dreadlocks grow from Fairmont�s head, the tentacles of hair went in the river water. The tentacles turned to black snakes, mouths gaping, snapping. O�Brien held his grip, squeezing harder.
Then Fairmont stopped fighting. O�Brien stared at his face, one eye bloody, the life drained from the other eye. O�Brien released him, the body floating upright with the current for twenty feet before slowly sinking under the dark surface.
O�Brien shook his head. Had he killed him? Was he really dead? Was it some hallucination? He didn�t know. He tread water. He could see a mist building across the river. The moon coming out from behind a cloud.
He looked around, trying to find the schooner. There it was, in the distance, the three masts visible in the night sky. The masts looked like three crosses, the cross in the center the tallest. And then something moved between each mast. It moved like a pendulum, swinging back and forth. A man hanging from a rope, a boat anchor hooked through his shoulder. He kicked and cried for his mother, hands tied behind his back, his feet just above the surface of the river. O�Brien watched as flaming red eyes circled the dying soldier. The massive gator launched from the water, its jaws clamping on the man�s legs, the sound of cannons and gunfire booming across the river.
A mist rose from the surface, cloaking the man�s body. Then the fog enveloped the schooner, as it drifted into oblivion. O�Brien thought he heard the band playing Marley�s Redemption Song, the singer�s voice far away. Old Pirates, yes, they rob I�Sold I to the merchant ships�minutes after they took me from the bottomless pit��
O�Brien wasn�t sure which way was closest to the river bank. His arms felt like they were weighted down. Legs encased in cement. Swim. Where? What direction? A movement of light caught his eye. Cutting through the fog, a soft light swung back and forth, as if someone was holding a lamp on the river�s edge. O�Brien swam slowly toward the light. It seemed so far away. The mist rose around him, the sound of frogs in the night. The old river smelled of fish, wet moss and sulfur.
His head went under the surface. Water in his mouth. O�Brien pushed back to the surface. He was drained, the drug now fully in his system. He wasn�t sure if the light was real. But there was no other direction to go. In the fog, it all appeared the same. He looked up at the moon and stars, he thought of Kim. He felt a kick of adrenaline somewhere in his heart.
He tried to swim on his back, looking over his shoulder for the light.
There it was. Closer. Was it real?
A noise. Something splashing. Another noise. O�Brien stopped swimming for a few seconds, listening. The noise again.
Alligators. Probably coming off the riverbank and heading straight for him. O�Brien tried to look through the mist, to see the knotty heads, the red eyes under the bright moon. His heart raced. He thought blood was seeping out of the palms of his hands. His guts burned.
Something moved. A long object. Very near.
A man�s hand shot through the steam off the water. Then, there was Joe Billie�s face, as if he was looking from a cloud. O�Brien felt himself being lifted up and out of the river, set gently into the canoe. The canoe headed toward the moving lamp. And darkness settled over O�Brien like a blanket thicker than the swirling fog.

EIGHTY-TWO

It was the feel of something across her mouth that awakened Kim. Something wet, cold and rough. She slowly opened her eyes. Her right eye was swollen, hard to open. The image fuzzy through the eye. She blinked. Hoping to blink away a nightmare before her. She was in a dimly lit room, candles on a dresser. An oil lamp on an end table. It was still dark outside, moonlight coming through the one window.
Silas Jackson sat on the side of a bed using a washcloth to dab her face. Used it to wash away the dried blood. The crusty congealed blood around Kim�s mouth and severely swollen eye. She used her tongue to feel for the tooth. Gone. A fleshy hole left behind. She wanted to push him away. Kim couldn�t move her arms. She looked to her right and then left. Metal bands clamped on her wrists. The wrist bands secured to chains, the chains locked on the bedposts. He�s done the same with her legs. Pulled them apart, wide, held in place by short chains secured to posts at the foot of the bed.
Kim realized she was nude. She was naked under a sheet turned a pale yellow from oily hair, engine grease, dried sweat and grime. She shuddered. Opened her good eye and said, �Why are you doing this?�
Jackson stopped cleaning her, his dark bloodshot eyes cutting up to her face. �I told you why. I have no choice. You don�t either. The rest weren�t the woman we�ve been looking for � you�re the one to birth a new leader to take back the county.�
�The rest? You�re crazy! Let me go, and I promise you no one will ever know.�
�I told you I got no say in the matter.� He stood, stepped to the window and looked out at the moon over the palms and cypress trees. Then he turned back to her, running the tip of his index finger slowly down her chained right arm. �Miss, Kim, this goes all the way back to Confederate General Albert Pike. He was the visionary. Wise beyond his time. He predicted three world wars. He was a thirty-third degree Freemason who spoke a dozen languages. Harvard educated. He wore Lucifer�s bracelet. General Pike was the architect of prophecy, a new order of the way society would be governed. You can fulfill General Pike�s foretelling.�
�They�ll lock you up and throw away the damn keys.�
�I �spect they�ll be coming for me soon. My death will be the sacrifice I�m willing to take. I�m bettin� the seed will take, and you, a fine Catholic girl, will let it be.�
�Oh my God�you�ve raped me. You filthy bastard!�
�No! I wouldn�t rape you. No need. I got you hogtied to the bedposts. I can take my time. You won�t be able to get up and use gravity to dislodge the sperm on its predestined journey to plant the seed of a new order.�
Kim closed her good eye, made a silent prayer, and fought the bile rising in her throat.

EIGHTY-THREE

O�Brien could see the fire of cannonball explosions on the horizon in the night sky. Hear the booms echoing across the river. The sounds of guns blazing. The gruesome whizzing and tearing noise of Mini� balls blowing through the chests of Union and Confederate soldiers. They were on the river, fighting under the cover of darkness, under the glow of starlight.
Gunboats shooting at other patrol boats. Men jumping from burning vessels. The smells of scorched hair and burning skin mixed with burnt gunpowder. Steamers hit by floating mines that took off the entire bow or stern. The deafening, mournful cries of dying men.
He saw a young Confederate soldier fall in battle on a field, smoke rising, a union soldier, gut shot, lying in the mud near him. The Confederate soldier strained with what little strength he had left to pull a photograph out of his rucksack. He held the photograph in his bloodied hand, the young man looking at the image of the woman in the photograph. Tears welled in his eyes, spilling down his cheeks and into the blood pooling near his chest. He tried hard to whisper his love for the woman, life fading from his broken and bloodied body, the photo falling into the dark mud, a cannon firing in the distance.
Then it was silent and the moon rose over a mountaintop and O�Brien was alone on a ravine in Afghanistan, the moonlight bright against the mountainous landscape. He heard the whirl of chopper blades in the distance, over the hills.
Were they finally coming for me?
He crouched berween two large boulders and waited, glanced at a small village down the hill in the valley, the scent of goat and lamb meat cooking in the night air.
And then they appeared.
On the crest of the hill. Four silhouettes. Afghan warlords. The Taliban. The bastards never stop hunting, O�Brien thought. If he was damn lucky, he may get off three shots. Take three out. The fourth might run. But they never run away. They keep advancing. He looked into the rifle scope. One of the men held a small flashlight, signaling someone on a hill a half-mile away.
O�Brien sighted through the scope � a dead bead on the man with the mirror.
And then the light dissolved into an old oil lamp. It was held by a young woman. O�Brien wanted to put his rifle down. But it was gone. As if he�d never held it. The soft warm light reflected from the woman�s beautiful face. She was Angelina Hopkins. She smiled and gestured for O�Brien to follow her. He slugged out of the river mud up onto the soft grass and verdant ferns.
She stood at the top of the bluff, the breeze off the river flowing through her hair, her white dress moving slightly. O�Brien watched her, approaching slowly. �I�m very sorry about the loss of your husband. They found your picture in the mud�on a battlefield. I know he died a heroic soldier who very much wanted to return to you.�
She said nothing, her eyes studying the river. O�Brien asked, �Where�s Joe Billie? Have you seen him?�
She was silent, turning to O�Brien and reaching out. She touched his shoulder, touched it in the exact spot where the syringe needle had penetrated. She smiled, looking directly into O�Brien�s eyes. Her face slowly began to change. And then he was looking into Kim�s eyes.
�Sean, it�s okay. I�ll be okay.�
�Kim�I�ll be there soon. Do you hear me? Soon.�
There was the sound of a horse whinny, the snorting and the galloping of hooves. O�Brien turned as a man wearing a Confederate uniform rode a horse in from the dark forest. When O�Brien looked back at Kim, she was gone. The lamp was by itself, flickering on the top of the bluff next to an oak tree. O�Brien turned towards the soldier.
It was the same re-enactor he�d seen in the cemetery. The same man who�d left a Confederate rose on a gravestone. He was still in an offer�s uniform. Silver beard. Slouch hat pulled over one gray eyebrow.
He got off his horse, tied the reins to a small pine, and walked over to O�Brien. The old soldier�s eyes were ice blue. He had a slender scar across his left cheek. Face hard as leather exposed to sun and rain. He said, �Are you a deserter, son.�
O�Brien stared at him. �The damn movie wrapped. You can drop the Confederate act.�
�Act? What I fight for is no act. It�s not for the North or the South. It is for the nation.�
�What?�
�It�s sacred and worth fighting for. The rights and guarantees of the American Constitution are being challenged, as is a way of life ensured by the words on that very highest document.�
O�Brien�s eyes burned. He felt like he was swallowing something with the bitter taste of pine sap and burnt weeds. Maybe tobacco. He looked into the timeworn soldier�s eyes. �It�s great how you stay in character. I�m about 160 years too late for your war. I�ve had to fight enough of my own.�
The man wiped his brow with a gnarled hand. �This Godforsaken war is really about state�s rights, which is a coveted tenet of the Constitution. Some members of Congress, those from a few northern states, want to pass laws of economic restrictions � to force southern states to sell cotton to only specific factories in particular states. Telling us we can�t sell to whomever the hell we wish to sell to � including England. So, how in God�s name can a union be preserved when one faction of that union wants to dictate economic forces to another?�
�Well done. If that�s part of the script for Black River, you�ve got it down. You could be in the running for an Academy Award.�
The man pulled out a silver pocket watch, opened it, and looked at the time. O�Brien caught a glimpse of a woman�s image on the inside of the watch. He said, �She�s a lovely lady.�
�She was my wife, Matilda. No finer woman has ever lived. Are you married?�
O�Brien thought of Kim. �No.�
�What is your name, sir?�
�Sean O�Brien.�
�I best be getting back, Mr. O�Brien.� He climbed up in the saddle. �I do not mean to be forward, but you have the look.�
�What look?�
�The one I have seen in the faces of some men long after the cannons stopped firing. After those times when the faces of men we slaughtered haunt our dreams.�
�Is that line in the script?�
�Mr. O�Brien, answer this for me. If you had one final day to live, could you bear the weight of not having to prove anything to anyone? Would that burden finally be unchained?�
�I have nothing to prove.�
�War, Mr. O�Brien, in the heat of battle, time stands still for a moment. The threat of imminent death changes a man�s perception. The beauty of life ought to change a person�s outlook, too. One of nature�s masterpieces is a rainbow. It�s amazing how light through droplets of water can make things visible when they never were. Sometimes you�ll see the arc of a rainbow from one point on the horizon to another. But did you know it makes a full circle? Just like planets swirling around the sun. We�re all part of the unseen web. You know, even a spider�s web takes on a new look when a sunrise turns dew drops into a strand of pearls.�
O�Brien said nothing for a few seconds. �Who are you?�
He paused, tipped his hat and said, �I best be on my way. Remember, son, time itself won�t leave you desolate. It�ll be with you until the end of your life. It�s what you do with the time you�ve been given.�
He turned his horse, rode toward palms and live oaks and slipped into the dark forest.

EIGHTY-FOUR

O�Brien awoke in a cold sweat. His shirt soaked. A chemical odor clinging to his damp skin. All he could see was a small fire. Red rocks glowing in a pile five feet from where he was lying, the stench of burning weeds and cedar. There was something all around him. He reached out and touched a canvas fabric. A tent. He looked up. Between the trails of smoke from the hot rocks, he could see starlight coming through a hole in the top of the tent. O�Brien tried to sit.
�You might want to take it easy.� Joe Billie�s voice was almost a whisper.
�Joe,� O�Brien squinted, barely making out Billie�s features on the other side of the fire pit. �You pulled me out of the river.�
�Somebody had to do it.� Billie grinned and leaned forward. �I don�t know for sure what was in your system. But I did my best to remove the demons. You had visitors.�
�Where are we?�
�On the bluff overlooking the river. It�s where you and I came a few weeks ago. I had this tent in my canoe. When I saw what shape you were in, I quickly built a sweat lodge. The heat and herbs you inhaled through the steam from the rocks helped. You were having some vivid hallucinations.�
�They seemed beyond hallucinations. I followed a light to come to shore. It�s all I could see through the mist. The woman, Angelina, she was holding the lamp, signaling me to safety out of the river. I met a Confederate officer on horseback. He�s the same guy I saw at the cemetery near the old planation where the movie was shooting.�
�So the spirits chose to reveal themselves. You�re lucky, Sean. There�s a reason beyond you. That doesn�t happen to everybody. I never saw the light on the riverbank. I just heard you swimming, heard you breathing hard. You were struggling to get to shore.�
�It was as if I�d gone back in time � the time of the Civil War. I can�t explain it. Joe, that story you told me about the soldiers hanging the guy from the mast of the ship�I was there. Saw him swinging, his legs kicking. The gators�there is nothing I could do. The hallucinations�the strange dreams�what does it mean?�
Billie nodded. �We don�t always know immediately. Sometimes you don�t have to do something. You observe. You learn.�
�Is that what you do?�
�What do you mean?�
�Joe, I don�t pry�you know that. But I don�t know a lot about you. I appreciate your friendship. I value your insight into the natural world. But what�s in your world, what�s in your head? You sort of show up out of the blue and then disappear. Where the hell do you go? What do you do? I don�t even know if you�re married, or anything about your family.�
Billie smiled. �Like you, I was married once. And like you, my wife died. But she wasn�t taken by disease, she was taken by man.�
�Murdered?�
�Yes.�
�Did they find her killer?�
�No, at least not yet.�
�Maybe there�s something I can do.�
�Maybe. How are you feeling now?�
�Better. What�d you do?�
�I did what I could for the cut above your eye. And you were bleeding from your shoulder. I pulled a broken needle out. Figured whoever you fought�he or she fought with compounds�lethal drugs.�
�He.�
�Where is he?�
O�Brien said nothing for a few seconds. �I think I killed him.�
�You think?�
�I dove from the schooner into the river. He was getting away in an inflatable. The guy was a British agent. He�s left a string of bodies. He tried to break my neck underwater. I managed to get the upper hand and strangled him in the river. He just floated away with the current. What time is it?�
�About two hours before dawn.�
�I have to go.�
�Sean, you need some rest.�
�I need to find Kim. She was taken by a psychopath. Guy�s name is Silas Jackson. He�s been stalking her, and he�s severely delusional. Thinks he�s living in the Old South of the Civil War era, believes he�s a Confederate field officer. He�s s survivalist. A doomsday prepper with some severe antisocial behavior.�
�Where do you think he took her?�
�Maybe to his hideout in the Ocala National Forest.�
�Do you know what he drives?�
�A black pickup. Lots of dents in the body.�
�Is there a Confederate flag license plate on the front of the truck?�
�Yes, why?�
�Because I�ve seen that truck parked way back in the forest. It�s not far from an area where I cut palm fronds. He lives in a tarpaper shack and trailer. Raises fighting roosters and hunting dogs. I�ve seen a few armed men at his camp from time to time.�
�Take me there, Joe. Now. Let�s cross the river in your canoe. My Jeep�s back at the landing with my Glock and plenty of rounds.�
�Maybe you�ll only need one.�

EIGHTY-FIVE

The dawn was breaking across the vast expanse of coconut palms and live oaks in the Ocala National Forest as O�Brien drove his Jeep down a dirt road that was a little more than a winding path into the forest. �We�re close,� Billie said, looking at the terrain.
�How close?�
�His camp is less than a quarter mile, in a clearing to the right. He�s got a cattle gate across the drive.�
�I�m betting he�s got more than that to stop visitors.�
�You mean booby-traps?�
�Yeah.�
O�Brien parked off the road, behind a canopy of cabbage palms. He opened the glove box, getting a second clip of bullets for his Glock. He looked over at Billie. �I know how you feel about killing. I�m hoping it won�t come to that. You can stay here. Wait for me if you want. I�m bringing Kim back.�
�If he has extra men in his camp, you�ll need me.�
�I have some more hardware in the back. You can pick.�
They got out of the Jeep, O�Brien opening the hatch, lifting a green Army blanket. Under it was a 12-gauge shotgun and a crossbow. He said, �Take your pick.�
Billie reached for the crossbow and a half dozen arrows bound together with one strand of quarter-inch rope tied in a bow for easy removal. O�Brien nodded and said, �You�re predictable. But the shotgun is more effective.�
�It announces its presence.�
�There�s something about the sound of chambering a shell that speaks to a man�s soul. Let�s go.�
They moved through the thick vegetation, keeping noise to a minimum. Red and purple bromeliads grew from tree trunks. Spidery air plants, with sea urchin-like tentacle sprouts, clung from the trees like holiday decorations. A wood stork, it�s wingspan stretching five-feet, flew from a dead branch of a bald cypress tree, uttering a primal call that echoed back to the time of the Jurassic period. Joe Billie looked up and then glanced down, following the giant bird�s shadow across the land. He pointed to something near a tree. �Fresh soil. Let�s take a look.�
They cautiously approached a small rise barely higher than the surrounding area. Animal tracks were all over the earth. A hole had been dug in two places. �Bear tracks,� Billie said stepping closer to the hole. �It�s a shallow grave, and a fresh one. Sean, what color is Kim�s hair.�
�Brown.�
�Then this poor girl is not her. She�s someone else�s daughter.�
O�Brien walked up to the hole, staring down at the partially eaten face of a girl, blonde hair matted and bloodied. He stepped back, eyes searching the setting. �I�m betting Silas Jackson killed and buried her. He�s a serial killer, Joe. Hurry!�
In less than ten minutes, O�Brien and Billie were approaching Silas Jackson�s camp. O�Brien looked at the closed cattle gate. The thick and rusted chain was padlocked. He licked his finger and held it up, glancing at the moving treetops. �You said he has a dog.�
�Pit bull.�
�Let�s stay downwind, moving to the right perimeter of the camp and circling back.�
�Look over there,� Billie said, pointing to the path overgrown with weeds and ferns. He stepped closer, kneeling. He gestured towards some dead fern leaves. �These leaves are the only ones around that are dead. They were placed here. Why?�
�Because there�s something under them. Don�t touch it, Joe.� O�Brien squatted down, slowly lifting up the small branches. He motioned toward a metal cap no wider than a bottle top. It was barely visible in the soil. �Let me see your knife.�
Billie slid a serrated hunting knife from the sheath on his belt. O�Brien began to gently work the blade into the dark soil at an angle about four inches from the metal cap. Clink. O�Brien looked up at Billie and said, �IED. Probably homemade. Could be more around here. Good catch. Keep an eye out for tripwires too.�
They continued moving closer to the camp. O�Brien felt a trickle of sweat roll down the center of his back. His mouth dry, his thoughts on Kim. Please be alive. Within a minute, they could see through the undergrowth into the camp. O�Brien studied it.
Jackson�s pickup truck was closest to the house. It was a ramshackle mixture of cinderblock, siding the steely color of an old barn, tarpaper on one side, metal stovepipe sticking out of a rusted tin roof. Chickens pecked the hard-packed ground. A dozen A-frame wooden structures housed fighting cock roosters. A thick-chested pit bull, leashed to a chain, crawled under the open porch.
O�Brien gestured toward a second pickup parked near what looked like a run-down cabin. �Probably more than just Jackson here today.�
Billie scanned the perimeter and then motioned with the crossbow. �At least one.�
�And he�s walking toward us. Right now we have the advantage of surprise. He�s got a pistol in his belt. Looks like he just woke up, which probably means he�s got a full bladder and is walking over here to the trees to take a piss.�
�What do you want to do?�
�Neutralize his potential.�
Billie said nothing.
O�Brien watched the man. He recognized him as one of the two men he�d sent packing the day he�d laid Jackson out cold in the truck bed. �Joe, move about fifty feet north. Watch out for traps. When he starts to piss, toss a rock to your far left.�
Billie nodded and slipped away into the scrub oaks and palms. O�Brien waited a few seconds. When the man unzipped his pants at the edge of the tree line, O�Brien crept behind him, careful not to enter the clearing.
Joe Billie tossed a fist-sized rock to within ten yards of where the man stood urinating. O�Brien watched the man turn his head, thick brow, shielded eyes searching for the source of the sound. He continued urinating, one hand reaching to his side for the pistol grip. O�Brien took two quick steps, grabbing the man�s right wrist, lurching his arm hard behind his back, up to the shoulder blades. The arm snapped, the noise like a dog cracking a chicken bone. O�Brien delivered a solid blow to the man�s lower jaw, the force breaking the it. The man slumped on his back, urine flowing from his exposed penis like a yellow fountain splashing onto his dirty jeans.
Billie circled back to O�Brien, glanced down at the unconscious man and said, �He smells like cheap wine and meth.� He looked toward the house. �Dog�s out.�
O�Brien watched the pit bull pace twice and sit. The big dog cocked its head and stared in the direction where they hid behind the edge of the trees. O�Brien whispered, �He hasn�t barked yet. Maybe he won�t. Joe, keep an eye out front. If anyone else comes out of the shack, he�s yours. I�m going to approach Jackson�s house from the rear. I know Kim�s in there. But I don�t know what he�s done to her.�

EIGHTY-SIX

Kim didn�t sleep. Didn�t want to wake to his rough hands on her body. She knew the real nightmare would begin when he came back into the room. She had lay in the filthy bed waiting for dawn. She�d tried to break the wrist and ankle bands, only causing the metal to dig further into her skin, tearing and causing bleeding. She stared at the corrugated tin ceiling, watched an inch-long cockroach staring down at her, the insect slowly walking to the wall, vanishing in a dirty curtain.
She pulled at the chains, unable to move, unable to scratch or swat as bed bugs crawled out from beneath the dark recesses in the sheets and prickly blanket, sucking blood from the open sores the leeches left behind.
The sun had been up for at least an hour before the door to the bedroom opened, Silas Jackson walking in with a cup of coffee in one hand. Red roses filled a Mason jar in the other hand. He was shirtless, dressed only in jeans. No shoes. No socks. A tattoo covered his chest. It depicted a human skull, a Confederate flag wrapped around the skull as a bandana. Below the skull was a Confederate rose next to a hangman�s noose and letters spelling, Southern Justice.�
He set the cup down on a small table and turned to Kim. �I picked these for you, the Confederate rose goes way back in my family.� He placed the roses and Mason jar on the table next to the lock keys and his .45 caliber pistol. �Bet you getting� hungry. I�ll feed you after we�re done here. You can go pee, but not �till an hour after we�re through.� He stepped closer to the bed. �I didn�t mean to hit you in your eye. But you were one stubborn mare. And now it�s time for the stallion.� He slowly pulled the sheet down to Kim�s waist. He didn�t take his eyes off her eyes as he stroked her breasts and nipples with one hand, fingernails long and impacted with black dirt.
She turned her head from side to side, shutting her eyes, trying to stop the horror of what was happening. He removed his hand. She opened her eyes, nausea building in her stomach, the beat of her heart throbbing in her swollen eye, the taste of blood returning to her mouth.
Jackson unbuckled his belt, dropping his pants to the floor. He had no underwear. He kicked his jeans to the other side of the bedroom, his erection growing as he watched her thrash in the chains. He reached under the sheet, his hand moving down to her pubic area, soiled fingers entering her.
�No! Nooooooo!� She screamed at the top of her lungs. The pit bull began barking outside, a slight breeze puffing the curtains.
O�Brien entered an unlocked window on the other side of the house, moving quickly through the clapboard home, Glock extended in his hands. He walked around open bags of garbage in the small kitchen. Green flies crawling over half eaten pork chops on a paper plate. He checked a spare bedroom. Empty. And then he headed directly toward the area where he heard Kim�s screams.
The bedroom door was partially open. O�Brien saw Silas Jackson climb onto the bed, a wicked smile across his face, Kim chained and lying nude under him. In less than two seconds, O�Brien evaluated the room, the Confederate roses, the keys, the Smith & Wesson on the table.
And he saw the look in Kim�s eyes as she turned her head toward him.
The absolute fear, the horror, the scars that were searing through the core of her being. O�Brien stepped in, aiming the Glock at the grinning skull in the center of Jackson�s chest. Jackson�s last words were muffled in the gunfire. He shouted, �The fuckin� boyfriend�s back! You drew first blood, mother fucker.�
The bullet hit dead center in the tattooed skull. The second cut right through the Confederate rose over Jackson�s heart. The rounds blew him against one bedpost, his mouth forming an O, his lips shaking, his body falling backwards off the bed.
O�Brien grabbed the keys and quickly began removing the locks and chains from Kim. When the last lock came off her ankle, O�Brien wrapped her in the sheet and lifted her gently from the bed. She sobbed, her head against his chest. �It�s over,� he said. �I�ll take you to a hospital. When you�re well, we�ll go home. Jackson will never stalk or hurt you again, Kim.� She nodded, tears flowing down her cheeks.
There was the slight sound of the hinges screeching as the bedroom door opened even wider. James Fairmont stood at the threshold, Beretta aimed at O�Brien�s face. He said, �And so we meet again, Sean O�Brien. You probably thought I was dead, especially in your state of mind. I made it appear that way to sever ties with you. This would prompt you to report to M16 that I had drowned in a Florida river. The only reason I came out here was to remove what my former partner, Cory Nelson, called his �insurance policy.� And that was Silas Jackson.�
O�Brien could sense what was coming next. Kim trembled in his arms. He said, �Okay, I did you a favor. So just go. Turn around and walk out the damned door. Vanish to someplace where breached operatives go. I�m sure Sheldon paid you well for the diamond and document. So it�s over. You can disappear.�
Fairmont stepped next to the open door. �If I had known you killed Jackson for me that may have been possible. But now you leave me no choice. You know I�m alive and the girl has seen my face. That�s a liability I can�t risk. So long Mr. O�Brien�you�ve been a formidable adversary.� He raised the Beretta, finger curling around the trigger.
The arrow blew through the rusted screen on the window. It hit Fairmont in the throat, the tip entering the wooden door and skewering Fairmont to the door. He thrashed, dropping the Beretta, his hands trying desperately to pull the arrow from the door. Only the feathered end could be seen directly below his Adam�s apple, blood spurting down his pants and across his shoes on each heartbeat. He kicked, a gurgling sound and pink foam coming from his gaping mouth. He cut his eyes to O�Brien, unbelieving, tried to say something, and then his head bowed to his chest.
O�Brien ran by the dying body of James Fairmont, carrying Kim in his arms. He ran outside, Joe Billie standing less than thirty feet from the window, the crossbow in his hands. He looked at Kim and said, �Is she okay?�
�We need to get her to a hospital�but give me thirty seconds.� O�Brien handed Kim to Joe Billie and went back inside. Fairmont was trying to remove the arrow from his neck. O�Brien raised his Glock and said, �This one�s for Ike.�
* * *
Joe Billie drove the Jeep. O�Brien folded the sheet and placed it under the front seat. He wrapped Kim in his Army blanket and held her in the back seat, her head in his lap. She looked up at him, managed to barely open her swollen eye, tried to smile. �I did my best to fight him. He�he��
�Kim, rest. Just rest.�
�I never lost faith that you�d come.�
�I wish I could have gotten there sooner. When Dave told me your car was in the marina lot, those Confederate rose petals near it�I knew. I tried to get��
She lifted one hand to his face, dried blood on her fingertips. She touched his chin, softly pressed two fingers to his lips. �Shhhh�it�s okay. You got there. I don�t want to go to the hospital.�
�You need to be checked out.�
�I wasn�t raped. I could use a dentist more than a doctor. I just want to go home. Okay, Sean? Take me home, please.�
O�Brien bent down and kissed her forehead, his eyes watering. �I�ll take you home.�
Kim felt a warm tear splash against her cheek. �I love you, Sean. I love you.�

EIGHTY-SEVEN

Two days later, O�Brien met with Dave on Gibraltar. O�Brien sat on the couch, Max in his lap, Dave making a bloody Mary behind the bar. �Nick�s bringing a bushel of oysters over. He almost swore off oysters after his encounter with Malina.�
O�Brien filled Dave in on everything that happened. Dave listened without interruption, sipping his drink, the breeze off the marina water wafting the curtains hanging on Gibraltar�s open port side windows. Dave said, �I feel bad for Kim. Something like this is the stuff that causes post-traumatic stress disorder for a long time. Maybe for life.�
�I�ve spent the last couple of days with her. She�s staying home, inside. I�m going to rent a cottage off Key Largo to take her there. It�s somewhere she loves.�
Dave nodded. �I�ll give Alistair Hornsby a full report. Where�d you put the diamond and Civil War document?�
O�Brien reached inside his sports coat and pulled out the Ziploc plastic bag. �Here you go.�
Dave took it, putting his glasses on, opening the bag and lifting out the diamond. He held it between his thumb and finger in the light. �It�s exquisite. Truly unbelievable in size and brilliance.� He set the diamond on the bar and removed the old document, reading the first paragraph. He looked up over the tops of his bifocals, his eyes wet. �This was the last thing Ike read, probably the last thing he held before he was murdered.�
O�Brien said nothing.
Dave placed the document and diamond back inside the plastic bag. �What are you going to do with them?�
�Give them to Laura Jordan, and go with her so she can place them in a safety deposit box.�
�Do you think she�ll return the stone and contract to the British?�
�Maybe.�
Dave nodded. He looked at the reflection of the sun off the marina water. �So Frank Sheldon is sailing to England. You�ve got the compromising video of him on your phone. Or ostensibly in the cloud. He�s expected to return the painting to Laura Jordan. You said a poem written on the back side of the painting indicates what was left of the Confederate gold might still be somewhere in the river. You think this was the real reason Gus Louden was searching for the painting�maybe he remembered part of it as a kid?�
�I don�t know. I�ll ask him.�
Dave inhaled deeply, his cheeks puffing when he exhaled. �Well, we do know that Silas Jackson, a sadist, rapist, possible serial killer � a man with a warped mind so bent you can�t even label it � is dead. James Fairmont, a man with no traceable ID, who we know was a former British agent, was skewered to Jackson�s door by an arrow through neck. Where�s Joe Billie?�
�He told me he was going back to the river to get his canoe. He�d hidden it in the brush when he guided me back across the river that night. Joe could be anywhere right now. He�ll never be connected to any of this.�
�And apparently neither will you. We�ll done my friend. The media are reporting that an apparent drug deal had gone bad in the Ocala National Forest when the bodies of two men, Silas Jackson � a convicted felon, man known to have cooked and sold meth, and an unidentified buyer, a man who drove a rented late-model BMW, were found in a shootout in Jackson�s cabin. Police are saying no one has come forth as a witness. They did indicate it looked like Jackson used a bed in the shack as some kind of sadomasochism sex room. There were wide tracks from tires usually found on pickup trucks. However, only Jackson�s truck was at the scene. All they found alive in the vicinity were roosters, chickens and a dog. And they found a shallow grave, the body of a teenage girl. The information came in from an anonymous tip. I�m assuming that was you.�
O�Brien was silent, scratching Max behind her ears.
�The henchman you laid out on Jackson�s property�he never saw you?�
�No. He�s probably a convicted felon, too. We left him soaked in his own urine. When he awoke, I�m sure he fled, never looking back and never going back.�
�How the hell can you grasp the enormity of this�the murky way it all connected, all from seemingly nowhere, but yet there was an undefined, somewhat overgrown path all along. You just happened to be the one who stumbled upon it. Why?�
�I�m not sure I can answer that. Maybe that burden has been lifted.�
Dave studied O�Brien over the lens of his bifocals for a few seconds. He said, �What started out ostensibly as a hunt for an old Civil War era painting, a portrait of a beautiful enigmatic woman, resulted in fighting another kind of war.�
O�Brien stood. �Can you keep an eye on Max for a little while?�
�Of course. Where are you going now?�
�To rendezvous with Gus Louden and make a delivery to Laura Jordan.�
Nick approached, came across the catwalk with a bushel of oysters on chopped ice. He said, �Sean, man, where the hell you been? Did you find Kim?�
�Yes.�
�Is she okay?�
�She�s going to be fine.�
�What happened? Where are you heading?�
�Dave can fill you in. I have an errand to run.�
�How about a lunch of oysters and Corona before you go? You never know, Sean. You might get lucky and find a pearl.�
�You�re right about that, Nick. Save one for me.�
O�Brien turned and walked down L dock, a Vagabond sailboat leaving its slip, from the cockpit speakers came the Bob Marley song, No woman, No Cry.

EIGHTY-EIGHT

On the way to Laura Jordan�s home, O�Brien called Gus Louden. He said, �I found your painting.�
�Where is it?�
�In transit.�
�It�s being shipped to Laura Jordan�s home.�
�Shipped? From where? Where did you find it?�
�Let�s just say I recovered it. But I did find the writing on the back side of the painting. The information you recited to me when I first met you was there. And so was something else?�
�What?�
�I believe you know. Why didn�t you tell me your great, great grandfather had written a poem, an homage to the sacrifice of war and an indication as to where the remains of the Confederate gold might be found?�
�Because, to be frank with you, I couldn�t remember much if it. I was just a kid. It was the note to my great, great grandmother that stuck with me the most. Mr. O�Brien, I�ve been very fortunate in many respects. I�ve made and earned a lot of wealth. Any remaining treasure from the CSA, after pilfering, probably doesn�t amount to much by today�s measurements. But what does have immense value is the discovery of the painting itself. May I have the opportunity to purchase it?�
�I�m going to give the owner your contact information.�
�Thank you.� He sighed. �The police found my son�s body. They believe he was shot and killed in a drug deal.�
�I�m sorry for your loss, Mr. Louden.�
�I can�t say his death was unexpected. Inevitable, probably. Even you suggested that. I just wish he could have learned that his relative, Henry Hopkins, was never a coward.�
O�Brien said nothing.
�I�ll send you a check. You earned it. Thank you.� Gus Louden disconnected.
O�Brien and Laura Jordan sat at her kitchen table, sipping coffee, Paula playing with two friends and a dachshund puppy on the patio. O�Brien looked out the bay window and smiled. �The puppy reminds me of Max a few years go.�
�She�s so sweet. Great with Paula and the kids. We named her Peanut.�
He reached in his sports coat pocket and lifted out the diamond and Civil War contract still sealed in the Ziploc plastic bag. �These are for you.�
�You found them. How? Where? How�d you track them down?�
�A lot of trial and error. Cory Nelson was trying hard to fence them. He circulated in areas where he never should have gone. That�s what got him killed. The important thing is that these were yours and Jack�s. And now you have them back.�
�And I have the painting back, too. It arrived by courier yesterday. He said he didn�t know who�d sent it or where it had come from. All he knew was someone wanted it delivered to me. Do you know anything about that, Sean?�
�I know that it�s back where it started. But should you want to sell it, I have a buyer.�
�When it was delivered, the painting came wrapped in brown paper. Inside was an envelope with ten one hundred dollar bills. There was no note. Just the painting and the money. Jack and I only paid two hundred dollars for it and the old magazines.�
�Maybe whoever returned it was paying you interest for your time and money.� O�Brien reached in his pocket and pulled out a card. �Here�s the number for the man who originally hired me to track down the painting. He�d love to have it back in his family.�
�I�ll contact him. I also need to contact someone in the British government.�
�Why?�
�Jack wanted the diamond and the old contract returned to the Royal Family. I think it�s the right thing to do.� She glanced down at her finger, her wedding and engagement rings shining in the light coming through the window. She smiled. �Besides, I have the biggest diamond I�ll ever need. Jack gave me this when he proposed. It�s worth more to me than all the diamonds in the world.�
O�Brien smiled. �Before you start calling British embassies, I have a friend who is very well connected to the British government. He�ll be in a good position to get your message to the right people quickly.�
�Thank you.�
�I want to go with you to your bank to make sure you safely get this stuff in a safe deposit box.�
�After that, Sean, where are you going? What�ll you do now?�
He glanced out the window, the sounds of children playing and a puppy barking filled the air. �I need to spend some quality time with Max. She�s overdue.�
�I want to thank you for all you�ve done.�
O�Brien heard a text message come through his phone. He glanced at it. Dave Collins wrote: Urgent. A call is coming to your phone from Alistair Hornsby. You might want to take it�
O�Brien turned to Laura. I have an incoming call I need to take. May I answer it in Jack�s old office?�
�Of course. Do you remember where it is?�
�Yes.� O�Brien�s phone rang on his way to the room. He answered and Alistair Hornsby said, �Mr. O�Brien. Dave brought me up to speed. So I take it you have the diamond and the old contract.�
�No.�
�No?�
�I just retuned them to the last owner, the woman whose husband found them in the river. But I think she would very much like to return them back to England, to the Royal Family. I�m at her home. I can put her on the line.� O�Brien could hear Hornsby release a breath.
�Thank you. But before you do, I wanted to let you know we heard everything that happened when you encountered James Fairmont on that yacht. You did a remarkable job. Dave told me how you�d battled Fairmont in the river after he�d injected you. And then we were informed on Fairmont�s final moments. We are absolutely stunned. You managed to eliminate one of the best trained agents in the history of the UK.�
�It wasn�t all me.�
�Regardless, it happened because of your efforts. I�m in Prime Minister Hannes� office. He�d like a word with you.�
O�Brien waited for twenty seconds and then Prime Minister Hannes said, �Mr. O�Brien, I have been thoroughly briefed on what you did. Great Britain is in your debt. Thank you.�
�You�re welcome.�
�I just spoke by telephone with Her Majesty, the Queen. She, too, extends her deepest gratitude and asked me to convey that to you. Also, she told me that she believes, without a doubt, that you�ve earned the highest honor Her Majesty can bestow on a person.�
�I�m not looking for a reward. If there is one, please give it to Laura Jordan.�
�The honor I am referring to is something that only the Queen of England can perform. Her Majesty wishes to offer you an honorary knighthood. I do hope you will accept it. You have indeed earned it.�

EIGHTY-NINE

On the seventh day, O�Brien began to see changes for the better in Kim. They walked on the beach, Kim laughing as she watched little Max romp in the sea foam, bark at gulls, the breeze across the Atlantic lifting Max�s ears like small bird wings. It had been seven days since O�Brien had brought Kim to a small pink cottage framed with red and blue bougainvillea tucked away in a semi-private cove of white sand and sea oats on Key Largo. They swam in the Atlantic. Baked in the sun. Ate fresh fruits and broiled fish. Took long walks, the sunshine and sea salt healing the cuts and bruises on her body.
O�Brien knew that the restoration of her mind, her spirit was going to take more time. In some latent form, the scars inflicted by Silas Jackson would be with Kim for the rest of her life. During their first vacation week, they didn�t talk about what had happened. It was too early. Too raw. And then after swimming in the gin clear water on the afternoon of the seventh day, a brief shower fell over the sea and lagoon.
She lifted her face to the sky, letting the soft warm drops splash off her face and into her open mouth. She closed her eyes, treading water and lifting her hands, letting the rain hit her palms. In less than a minute, the shower passed, moving further out into the ocean, the sun peeking behind a few clouds.
They swam to the shore, stepped out of the water and sat on a beach towel, Kim�s eyes fixed far away on the horizon.
She turned to look at O�Brien and said, �I�ve tried so hard to wrap my head around what happened. I keep seeing his face, the tattoo on his chest and arm, the sour smell of his bed and body. I kept thinking�why me? Why did a psychopath pick me? He wanted to breed me like selected farm stock. And then I stopped asking myself: why me?� She paused, took a deep breath and, for a full minute, watched Max peacefully sleeping between them on the towel.
O�Brien listened quietly.
Kim said, �Think about this, Sean. What if Gus Louden had never walked in the Tiki Bar with that old photo and the mystery surrounding it?�
�What do you mean?�
�What if he�d never showed up? Never been there. I would have still tried out for the part in the movie. I would have still met Silas Jackson on the film set. And odds are that all of this would have happened with one big exception.�
�What�s that?�
�It�s the fact that, without you looking for the woman in the painting, you wouldn�t have found me. You would have never known about Silas Jackson and his lewd habits. He simply could have put a gun to my head one day, drug me off to his hideout, and raped and killed me. But, because of Gus Louden�s appearance and because of the journey you went through � you eventually came to me � preventing a psychopath from raping and killing. In some fixed way, a prearranged safety net was placed under me. Sure, I took a fall. But I walked away. Somehow and some way all of this was inner-connected, and I survived. What if you were supposed to find me? I feel very lucky and even blessed.�
�I met a man, or at least I think I met him��
�What do you mean�you think you met him?�
�Because I hadd been hit with a syringe filled with some drug designed to induce a coma and subsequent death. I�m fortunate that the needle hit a bone in my shoulder and broke before all the chemicals could get into my blood. But later that night, I had a dream or some kind of vision and an old Confederate officer started talking about the connectivity of what we see and what we often don�t see. Not because we can�t, we simple aren�t looking for it.�
�Sounds like a higher level of consciousness. When Jackson was about to rape me, I felt like time was standing still. There was really no concept of time�only of being. I noticed things I�d never notice before. Smells. Pieces of fabric. Rust spots on the ceiling. The putrid green color of the walls.� She touched his hand. �Sean, this trip to the Keys has been so much of what I needed. I�m very grateful. But when we get back, I�m quitting my job.�
�Why?�
�It�s time to, really. My mother needs me. She�s fighting cancer. I�m going back to Michigan to be her caregiver for as long as she has left.�
�Will you be returning to Ponce Inlet?�
�I don�t know. Maybe. Should I come back?�
�Yes. Will you?�
�I don�t know.�
�Do you know if you�re going to accept the knighthood?�
�I�m not sure yet.�
�Well, you�ll always be my knight. Maybe your armor is a little tarnished, but you�re still my knight.� She leaned in and kissed him softly. �Oh, look Sean, a rainbow. It�s beautiful. I�ve never seen one that spectacular. Look at the arch. It�s going from one end of the horizon at sea to the other. It makes an absolute perfect half circle.�
�It really makes a full circle. We can only see half of it.�
�How could you see if a rainbow is full circle?�
�Probably from a plane. From a higher angle.�
�If it�s a complete circle, there�s no end.�
�Maybe it�s the beginning we should look for.�
Max sat next to Kim, and they all looked at the horizon where the Atlantic met the skyline. The wind stopped and the surface of the sea suddenly became calm, flat. The full reflection of the rainbow appeared over the surface, reflecting from the sky to the sea, the massive image forming a full circle.
O�Brien squeezed Kim�s hand, watching as a flock of seven white pelicans fly into the colors of the rainbow, the heart of a flawless ring.
And, for a brief moment in time, heaven connected with earth.
The End
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