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Аннотация
Near the end of the Civil War, a ship carrying millions in Confederate gold disappears shortly after departure. The history books say it sank before reaching its destination. The history books are wrong.
Artifact recovery specialist, Sean Wyatt is in Savannah, Georgia looking for clues to a Confederate ship that went missing near the end of the Civil War. His search leads to trouble with a mysterious and seductive European collector in an exciting thrill ride that will keep you reading until the end, and make you wonder what other treasures still lie undiscovered.
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Late Summer
Sean saw the man’s gun peek out from under a gray windbreaker. The stranger in sunglasses and baseball cap was walking towards him quickly. Since it was the summer in southeast Georgia, the jacket was more than a little conspicuous. Sean Wyatt had been sitting outside of a bar on River Street, enjoying the warm afternoon breeze, the vibrant colors of sunset, and a freshly brewed glass of sweet tea. It was his way of treating himself to a nice relaxing afternoon after a hard day of work.
A hard day of work wasn’t actually that hard. Not compared to what he used to do, back when he worked for the government. The research he had undertaken in the area had been relatively painless. He’d not even had to change out of his khaki cargo shorts and light blue t-shirt. He tried not to think about his previous gig, something that was difficult to do, seeing that there was a man walking right towards him with a gun hanging under his jacket.
Whoever the approaching man was with the gun wasn’t doing a very good job of trying to keep it hidden. That could have meant one of two things. In Sean’s experience, people either showed off their weapons because they were making a statement of intent or because they were sloppy. Based on the guy’s appearance, he figured it was probably a little of both, but heavier on the latter.
Sean was armed. He always was. Even though he had quit his job in the Justice Department, he still carried his trusty Ruger .40 caliber. Well, that day he’d left it in the hotel. It was a weapon that could draw too much attention. He preferred to be discreet when possible. Unlike the guy with the hand cannon twenty feet away and closing fast. No, today Sean carried his backup piece, a Glock 9 millimeter sub-compact.
Glocks had always impressed him. But everyone in his old agency had used them. He wagered it was more of a social acceptance thing than anything else. Glocks were the new black in weapons. Like a weapon hipster, Sean preferred to go with the thing that wasn’t the trendy, cool item of the month, which was his Ruger. That, and he’d been shooting Rugers since he was a young man. He was loyal, even to a cold piece of steel. Or in the case of the gun on his ankle, steel and ceramic.
He’d hoped that the days of chasing spies and looking over his shoulder had come to an end. The day he’d submitted his formal resignation to the Axis Director was to be the last he would ever have to worry about such stresses. He’d served the United States government for six long years. Not as much time as some, but enough for him. He couldn’t imagine how the old-timers were able to post career numbers in the thirties. When his long-time friend Tommy Schultz had offered him a job as a recovery specialist with the International Archaeological Agency, he’d jumped on it and never looked back.
Sean loved his new job with the IAA. What wasn’t to like? Travel the world, see exotic locations, dig up buried treasure; sounded like a good gig to Sean. And it paid more than the U.S. government by a mile. Sure, he didn’t have the pension they had, but a tidy 401k would work just as well.
Despite quitting the secret agent game and walking away from the stressful life of counter intelligence and espionage, there he was, face to face with another potentially deadly situation. It figured. He was just beginning to get the hang of the whole relaxation thing.
“Mr. Wyatt?” the man in the jacket said as he approached, trying to look casual.
Sean hated it when people called him that. He was in his mid thirties for crying out loud. Way too young to be called “mister” yet. At least that’s what he told himself.
“And who might you be?” Sean asked, raising his glass of amber tea and taking a long sip. He set the glass back down and tried to appear curious. A situation like the present would have probably unnerved most people, definitely ordinary citizens. But Sean Wyatt was no ordinary citizen. He’d stared down a barrel from some of the world’s worst and lived to tell the tale.
The man sat down in the green metal chair across from Sean and leaned back. He had a toothpick in his mouth and kept flipping it from one side of his mouth to the other. Underneath the ball cap, the man’s hair was black. He looked Italian, and his New Jersey accent did nothing to prevent that assumption. The stranger was strong, but slender. Sizing up a potential adversary was something Sean did from habit.
Being six feet tall and a hundred and eighty pounds put him at about the same height as the stranger across from him, and maybe ten pounds lighter. Nothing he couldn’t handle.
“Don’t worry about my name. My employer wants to have a word with you,” the man answered, pinching the toothpick on one side of his mouth while he spoke.
Sean nodded in mock understanding. “I see. Your employer got a name?” He set down his glass of tea after asking.
“You’ll know soon enough,” he answered.
Sean stretched out his hands over the table for a moment, causing the stranger to shift uneasily. He’s a jumpy one, Sean thought.
“Well,” he said, “I’m a little busy right now. You see, I just got my tea and put my order in for a steak. This place has great filet mignon.”
The man stood up and hovered over Sean. He pulled back the jacket, further revealing the ridiculously large weapon. “I’m afraid he insists.”
At that moment, the server returned with a small basket of bread wrapped in a red cloth and set it on the table. The stranger closed his jacket quickly and looked awkwardly at the young man in the apron.
“Will your friend be joining us this evening?” he asked, hopeful the check just doubled, and thusly, his tip.
“No,” Sean answered. “In fact, I’m going to have to eighty-six that steak. Turns out I have to leave.” He pulled out his wallet and left a fifty on the black metal table. “You can keep the change, kid.”
“Thank you, sir. Are you sure you don’t want me to box up some of this bread for you?” The server was persistent. Sean had to give him that.
Sean had started to walk away, but turned around, surprising the stranger in the ball cap. “You know what? Go ahead and box up that steak for me. I’ll come back and get it in a few minutes.”
The stranger snorted as if to say, unlikely.
“Ok, sir. It will be waiting for you at the bar,” the young man replied. “Thank you again.”
Sean turned and started walking towards the middle of River Street where the walkway merged into downtown. He didn’t have to look behind to know the man with the gun was following closely.
“So, where are we going?” Sean asked, feigning curiosity.
“You’ll see soon enough,” was all he got as a response.
The two rounded the corner of a bar and headed towards the stairs leading up to the downtown area. Inside the building, a local band was getting set up for their concert on a small, corner stage next to the windows.
“Not sure why you told that waiter to box up your steak for you,” the man said as they reached the winding stairs. “You ain’t goin’ back there.”
Sean spun around and jammed his hand into the man’s jacket. He yanked out the hand cannon quickly and in the same motion, thrust the base of his palm into the man’s neck.
The move caught the stranger completely off guard and sent him staggering backwards, clutching at his throat.
Sean tossed the gun onto the ground and stepped towards his assailant. His face seemed calm but inside, old fires began to stir. He launched a fist into the man’s abdomen, causing him to lurch over. As he bent forward, his face was met by Sean’s knee.
The man crumpled to the ground into a heap, his nose was already spurting blood. His ball cap rested on the ground a few feet away. Sean stood over him menacingly and shook his head.
“I don’t know who you are or who your boss is,” he said. “But it is extremely rude to interrupt a man and his steak.”
The stranger was still clutching his neck and nose, only managing a whimper.
“Now,” Sean went on, “I suggest that if your boss wants an interview, he can make an appointment like everyone else. Otherwise, people tend to get hurt.”
He reached down and picked up the gun, looking briefly at the barrel. “Hmm. Desert Eagle. Fifty caliber. Overcompensating for something?”
The man blurted out a quick obscenity under his breath. Sean just smiled. “I think you may have watched The Matrix a few too many times.” He knelt down next to the bleeding stranger while he spoke. “You see, I spotted this thing from like a hundred feet away. Not exactly a stealth weapon. And when you fire it, you’ll be lucky you don’t blow out your eardrums or dislocate your shoulder.” He shook his head as if chastising the man. “No, you definitely need to get a more practical gun.”
Sean stood up and started to walk away. “I’m going to take this. You go tell your boss if he wants to talk, he can come find me himself.”
He turned and started walking away.
“You’re a dead man, Sean Wyatt!” the sniveling stranger yelled. “You hear me? You’re dead!”
Sean never turned around. He just made his way over to the river and tossed the small howitzer into the water then strolled casually back to pick up his boxed steak.
* * *
The next morning, Sean woke up and had coffee at a place he liked in the downtown area of Savannah. It was quiet, not crowded, and afforded him a chance to get a little more research done.
The IAA had sent him to Savannah to find out whatever he could about an old legend surrounding a British shipping vessel that had vanished off the coast of Georgia.
Rumor was the ship had been loaded down with Confederate gold, bribe money to secure British assistance during the civil war. The story suggested two different endings. One said the vessel was destroyed by a violent storm that sprang up too quickly for it to return to port. The other legend told that the ship had been sank by the United States Navy towards the end of the war.
Of course, the other possibility was that the entire thing was just a myth and never really happened.
Sean figured it was likely the latter, but his job wasn’t to question the story. His job to was to check every lead, turn ever stone, and then secure the loot if there was any to be secured.
The IAA didn’t call it that, though. The word loot insinuated they were treasure hunters. While they did hunt for things that would be considered treasure, their agency didn’t do it for the money. They recovered items, lost to history, and restored them to the people and governments of the world. The idea behind the IAA was that history wasn’t something to be sold on the black market. It was something to be shared by all.
Sean sipped his coffee and smiled, thinking of his friend Tommy Schultz. Tommy had been his best friend since they were young. When Tommy’s parents had disappeared in a plane crash, the two had become closer.
Mr. and Mrs. Schultz had left behind a significant fortune to their son. With it, he honored their memories by founding the International Archaeological Agency. Sean enjoyed the work more than his previous job. He’d burned out on the Justice Department job sooner than most. Having to constantly be on edge was something that had driven him to an early retirement. He looked forward to working with IAA for a few years and then moving somewhere off the grid. There was a cabin in the Blue Ridge Mountains he enjoyed visiting. Maybe he would buy it and just disappear.
He shook his head at the thought and took another sip from the coffee mug. The man with the ball cap had brought back old habits. He found himself scanning the crowd of patrons, wondering if any of them were armed, and why. Every time someone opened the front door, his eyes automatically darted in that direction. Sean tried to tell himself to relax but the fire had been started, and once it was lit, it was hard to put out.
His phone vibrated on the table and he looked down to see who had sent the text message. It was from Tommy, wondering how things were going in Savannah. Sean typed out a quick response and set the phone back down. As he did, he realized that someone had approached the table while he was typing.
The man in the gray pants and white Polo stood a few inches shorter than Sean, about 5’10’’. He had shaggy, gray hair with streaks of brown on top of a weathered, but strong face. His eyes were dark brown behind a seemingly permanent squint. Sean felt like the man’s appearance exuded wisdom.
“What are you looking at?” the man asked with a faint southern accent. One eyebrow raised as he spoke.
Sean shrugged. “Apparently, the local old folks home has lost a resident and I was just trying to figure out which one to call.”
There was a dead silence as the two stared at each other for a few seconds. Then the older man burst out in laughter and slapped his hand on the table. “Dad gum it, Sean Wyatt. You always have a good one for me.”
Sean stood up. “I’ve got to bring my a-game when I meet with Porter Sanders.” He smiled and reached out his hand, which was clasped firmly by his friend. Porter patted Sean on the shoulder and then helped himself to a seat.
“It’s good to see you again,” Porter said, smiling. “You don’t come around these parts too much.”
Sean took another sip of coffee. “Well, I’ve been busy the last few years.”
“Doing what?”
He hesitated for a moment. “Government stuff. Nothing interesting.”
Porter nodded slowly, giving Sean a suspicious stare. But he didn’t pursue the subject further. “So, you have a girl in your life? I heard you’re working with Tommy’s group now.”
“No one special at the moment,” Sean laughed. “And yes, I do work for IAA now.”
A cute waitress wearing a brown apron and a white blouse came over and asked what Porter would like. “Just a coffee,” he replied. “One cream. One sugar.” She nodded and smiled as she walked away to get him his drink.
“What about you?” Sean asked, playing with his mug with one finger. “What have you been up to?”
Porter leaned back and thought for a few seconds. “Me? Well, I’ve been keeping busy. I sold my company a few years ago. Made enough money to keep my whiskey bottle full and the lights on for the rest of my life. So, I can’t complain.”
They both laughed a little at the comment.
“Other than that, though, I’ve been doing what I always wanted to do. Playing golf and sailing boats. Fortunately, Charleston is a great place to do both.” He emphasized the last statement by pointing his finger in the air.
Sean had noticed Porter liked to talk a lot with his hands. He’d probably adopted the habit from years of making business presentations. Now Sean wondered if his friend even realized he was doing it.
“That’s great, Porter. I’m really happy for you.”
“Thanks, Kid. I feel like I’ve earned it.” Sean nodded in agreement. “So, on the phone you told me you had some historical type questions. You piqued my interest. Something you’re working on for Tommy?”
“Yeah,” Sean confirmed. He fished a piece of paper out of his cargo pocket and slid it across the table.”
Porter placed some wire-frame glasses on his nose and opened up the document and looked it over. It was a drawing of a ship. From what he could tell, it was a shipping vessel. The date at the bottom confirmed about what time he figured the boat had been made. 1862. The name next to it caused Porter to raise his chin. The Oconee.
“So,” he said after a few moments of thought. “You’re looking for the fabled Confederate gold, eh?” He laid the paper back on the table, and cast a dubious glance at Sean.
“So you’ve heard of it,” Sean said, ignoring the sarcastic comment and the look.
“Of course I’ve heard of it,” Porter exclaimed. The girl brought his coffee over and set it in front of him. He thanked her and she went back to wiping down the other, unoccupied tables. “Lots of people have looked for that boat for the last hundred and fifty years. But no one’s ever found a thing. All they ever find is rumors and pictures, like that one.” He jabbed a ruddy finger at the drawing on the table.
Sean wasn’t deterred. “Tell me what you know about this boat,” he said.
Porter sighed deeply. “Very well. And it’s a ship,” he corrected. Sean snorted a quick laugh and leaned in closer.
“The Oconee was a side-wheel steamer built in 1856, I think in New York. Originally, it was called The Everglade. When it was purchased by the state of Georgia in 1861 and redesigned to become a warship, the name was changed to Savannah. Its charge was to defend the coastal waters around Georgia and South Carolina.”
Porter stopped for a moment and took a draught of his coffee before continuing. “The ship was part of a small fleet of vessels that sailed under Flag Officer Josiah Tattnall. There were only three other ships under his command, so he called the little group The Mosquito Fleet. The four ships were no match for Union war ships in the open sea. But with a shallow draft of the ships made them a lot more agile in coastal waters.”
“You said the name was originally Everglade,” Sean interrupted. “Then it was changed to The Savannah. Why does this picture say Oconee?”
Porter nodded, acknowledging the question. He set down his mug and went on. “After a series of lost engagements, the south started using more ironclads. They had to have stronger fighting vessels so ships like Savannah were decommissioned for combat and used for shipping. The name was given to a new ironclad and the old boat was renamed Oconee.”
Sean processed the information silently.
“I suppose, though, you really want to know what happened to it on its final voyage,” Porter said.
“It would be good to know, yes,” Sean agreed.
The older man grinned. “Fine. In the summer of 1863 it sailed for England. It supposedly sunk in August. No one’s really sure where.”
“England?” Sean wondered. “What was it taking to England?”
Porter sighed again. “Cotton. The ship carried a load of cotton to trade for ammunition and other supplies. Story suggests the ship never made it.”
“But you’ve heard something else, haven’t you Porter,” Sean pressed.
“Everyone has heard that tale, Sean. There are all kinds of stories about Confederate gold on boats, trains, stagecoaches. Nobody ever finds anything.”
Sean listened patiently. Then he grinned and said, “I definitely want to hear about the trains and stage coaches at some point. But right now, just tell me about the boat.”
Porter laughed loudly. “Great! I’ll also sell you my beachfront property out in Arizona if you’re interested!” Sean laughed at the comment. Then the older man continued. “But, I suppose if you’re intent on seeing this through until the dead end you will inevitably reach, I may as well help as best I can.”
“Thank you,” Sean said genuinely.
“You’re welcome,” Porter said as he raised his mug and took another sip of the coffee. He looked down at the cup, savoring the liquid. “This is really good, by the way.”
“I know, Porter. Stop delaying.”
“Okay, fine,” he said, still holding the mug. “There’s a guy I know around here who runs a pub called The Raven’s Nest. Goes by the name of Earl Forrester. Nice guy, extremely knowledgeable.”
“I thought you were extremely knowledgeable,” Sean interjected with a sly grin, emphasizing the word you.
“Oh, I am. But my specialties lie in other areas. Earl doesn’t study much other than southern history. He knows about stuff from before Columbus.”
“And he runs a pub?” Sean sounded dubious.
“There are two things that people will always be willing to pay for, Kid: booze, and food. They already had enough grocery stores around here so he went with the first route.”
Sean laughed again. “I miss talking with you, Porter. You need to get up to Atlanta more often.”
“I know. I know,” he agreed. “I will one of these days.” Porter stood up to leave and Sean joined him. “Let me know if you want to borrow the beach house in Hilton Head sometime. You’re always welcome to it. Maybe we could hit the Robert Trent Jones course while you’re there.”
“Sounds good, buddy. Wish you didn’t have to leave,” Sean said, firmly shaking hands with his old friend.
“Well, I have to make my tee time. They don’t like it when you’re late at these nicer golf courses.” Porter turned to leave then stopped. “Oh, by the way Sean. Be careful. You never know what kind of other people are looking for Confederate gold. Some of them are just hobbyists. But there are others with more sinister hearts out there.”
“I’ll be sure to watch my back,” he said. Porter gave a quick nod of the head and walked out of the shop.
Sean looked down at the picture of The Oconee, then at his phone to check the time. It was still early, too early for a pub to be open. He would have to kill a little time before heading over there. He decided to walk back to the hotel first. His laptop was there and he wanted to look over his notes before going to meet Forrester.
He’d chosen to stay at a cheaper hotel, even though Savannah had several luxurious options. Sometimes, he thought it better to be a little low key despite the fact that Tommy allowed him to spare no expense when it came to company travel.
He entered the hotel room and noticed the maid had been by. The bed was made, topped with chocolates on the pillows. It was nice for a lower priced hotel. Sean traveled constantly, ever since he had graduated from college. So, he’d seen his share of rental rooms. One thing he had noticed over the years was how the lower-end places had started to renovate their properties to look more like the high-end joints.
The late-morning sun poured into the room as he made his way over to the workstation and flipped open his laptop. After twenty minutes of killing time on the computer, he closed the device and headed for the door. Sean wasn’t one to spend a lot of time on social media sites or reading headlines. When he opened the door, though, he was greeted by three men. One of them was the guy from the previous day, without the ball cap this time.
It wasn’t him, or the other grunt that stood next to him that Sean focused on, though. In between them, a woman wearing a white suit coat and matching skirt with a tight, black shirt stared at him with steel blue eyes. Her long, blonde hair, cascaded off of her shoulders, framing a thin, strong face.
“Hello, Mr. Wyatt,” she said. Her accent was strange, but he figured it was Dutch. It had always been hard for him to place people from The Netherlands.
“And who are you,” he asked. “I met your friend, here, yesterday,” he pointed at the man to her right. The guy seemed angry but held back.
“May we come in?” she asked in a polite tone.
“Actually, I was just about to head out for a beer. So, if you could come back another time that would be better.”
Both of the men pulled back matching black jackets to reveal their guns.
Sean shrugged. “Now that you mention it, you’re probably right. It’s too early for a beer. Come on in,” he said, extending a hand out dramatically as if he were a host.
The woman strutted into the room, and at the urging of the two bodyguards, Sean followed. She looked around the space for a moment before helping herself to a seat on the bed. The scent of a flowery perfume lingered in the air behind her.
“It’s a little meager for a man of your means, wouldn’t you say?” she asked.
Sean remained standing. Both guards stood a few feet away from him, blocking the exit. “I like to keep it simple sometimes. It’s best not to mix business with pleasure,” he answered.
She crossed her long, tanned legs and seemed to relax a bit. Her eyes scanned him up and down. She didn’t seem to approve of his cargo shorts and the long-sleeved, white button up shirt he wore. “This is how you dress for work?” she asked curiously.
“It’s casual Thursday,” he answered with a smirk. The response caused her to smile slightly. “You’re not here to talk about my room or how I’m dressed, Lady. So, if you don’t mind, I’d just like to skip to the point. Who are you and what do you want?”
“Hmm. Very well, Mr. Wyatt. Since you wan to dispense with the pleasantries. I know you are looking for a ship. I seek to find the same.”
“There are a lot of ships around. Are you sure we’re looking for the same boat?” Sean asked sarcastically.
The woman nodded at thicker of the two guards and he immediately delivered a punch to Sean’s kidneys. The blow caused him to collapse to the floor, grimacing in pain. He grabbed his lower back as if that would somehow help.
She stared at him casually, unmoved. “Mr. Wyatt, you really should be more polite to me. I’m a very powerful woman. I see no reason why we can’t work together on this. In return, I will spare your life. I may even let you come work for me.”
“I have a job,” he said through clenched teeth.
She cocked her head to the side. “No matter. Perhaps I can persuade you to change your mind.” She arose from the bed and stood over him. Her black high heels were inches from his face. “Tell me what you know about the ship.”
Sean pushed himself up onto his knees, still trying to catch his breath. Pain throbbed across his lower back. “You probably know more about it than I do, Lady. I’ve just got here yesterday.”
“You met a man, earlier this morning. Who is he?” she pressured.
“He’s an old golfing buddy. I haven’t seen him in years. We just wanted to catch up on old times,” he only half-lied.
Her response was swift, a black shoe smacked across his face, sending him sprawling back onto the floor. The blow had caught him off guard and sent stinging pain across his cheek and mouth.
She wagged a finger dramatically in the air, and made a clicking sound with her tongue. “Now, now, Mr. Wyatt. You shouldn’t tell lies. I’m not a woman to be trifled with.”
“I don’t even know who you are,” Sean spat as he pushed himself up off the floor for a second time. “And I don’t care. I told you, I just got into town yesterday. All I know is that there was a boat. I don’t even know what it looked like.”
Her other foot came up just as quickly as the first, but this time, Sean was ready for it. He grabbed it and spun her down to where he knelt, instantly wrapping his arm around her neck. The two goons pulled out their guns, but they didn’t have a shot. Sean had placed their employer squarely between him and them.
“Boys, if you’d be so kind,” he said and motioned to the weapons. “Just set those on the ground and I won’t break the little lady’s neck.” For a moment, the two men looked as if they didn’t know what to do.
“Drop the guns, you idiots!” she yelled. They did as she ordered.
“Now, go ahead and take a few steps back and get in the bathroom,” Sean ordered. “Nice and slow.”
The two did as he said and slinked back into the bathroom. Sean eased forward a few feet with the woman then shoved her towards the bathroom door. In the same motion, he reached down and grabbed the two guns, bringing them up quickly.
“Go ahead,” he motioned with one of the weapons. “Get in there with your little friends and close the door.”
“You are making a big mistake, Mr. Wyatt,” she said, narrowing her eyes.
“Maybe,” he shrugged. “But you don’t know when I’m going to leave. If you so much as crack open that door while I’m here, I’ll shoot that pretty foot of yours for kicking me in the face.” She said nothing, but moved into the bathroom with her two bodyguards. “Atta girl,” he prodded. “Now close the door, please.”
She obeyed and closed it shut. As soon as it clicked, Sean moved quickly over to the workstation. He shoved his laptop into its backpack style case, along with a few documents.
“You guys might want to turn on the vent in there,” he said loudly. “Her perfume is a little strong.” He imagined her scowling at his comment inside the bathroom.
Sean opened the front door of the room and exited silently, making sure not to let it close completely. They wouldn’t know when he left. Eventually, he knew that the woman would force one of her guards to risk opening the door. Maybe it would be five minutes, maybe more. It didn’t matter. He only needed two to get out of the building.
He just hoped they didn’t know where he was going next.
* * *
Sean parked his gray Maxima next to a row of old brick buildings on the outskirts of downtown, near one of the many inlets that surrounded the area. He could hear the dinging of sailboat rigging nearby. The tall masts reached high above the one-story buildings.
The outside of Earl’s pub was decorated in an old world style. There was no way to know it was a bar. The only sign hanging out front was metal with the picture of a bird. He figured it was the right place for a pub called The Raven’s Nest.
It was still early in the afternoon when he walked in to the dimly lit tavern. As he looked around, Sean felt like he was walking back in time. The entire room was decorated with historical relics from both sea and land. Civil war antiques, pictures of boats and their captains, oars, and dozens of other things from the south’s past adorned the walls and pillars.
Behind the bar, a black man who looked to be in his mid-forties, was stocking a shelf with beer glasses. He was strong, broad shouldered, and around six feet tall, give or take an inch or so. As Sean entered the pub, the man glanced over for a second then went about finishing his task.
Sean eased up to a stool at the bar as the man placed the last glass from his rack onto the shelf. “What can I get for you?” he asked in a booming, southern accent. The man turned around and put his hands on the counter, smiling broadly.
“My name is Sean Wyatt. I’m looking for a man named Earl Forrester. Do you know him?”
The man’s grin turned curious. “Yeah, I know him. What you want with him?”
“I work for the International Archaeological Agency, based in Atlanta. My friend Porter Sanders told me that Earl is an expert when it comes to southern history. Do you know where he is?”
The smile never left the man’s face. “Sure. I know where he is. International Archaeological Agency? That sure is a mouthful.”
Sean grinned. “I know. I didn’t come up with it. I just work there. Would it be possible to talk to Mr. Forrester?” he asked.
The man lifted his hands off the bar. “Possible? You’re already talkin’ to him. I’m Earl Forrester. Welcome to The Raven’s Nest.”
He extended a strong hand out to Sean. He shook the man’s hand and apologized. “I’m sorry. Porter didn’t tell me anything other than a name and a place.”
Earl shook his head. “No worries. Porter’s funny like that. So, he said I was the expert? I don’t know about all that.”
Sean looked around at the décor of the room. “I don’t know. You sure do have a lot of old stuff in here.”
“Nah,” the barkeep passed it off. “You can get that stuff at flea markets and salvage yards.”
Sean seemed dubious but didn’t press that issue. Instead, he got right to the point. “I am here to investigate the whereabouts of a ship that went missing during the civil war. It was a side-steamer called The Oconee.”
Earl’s demeanor changed from casual to curious. He raised an eyebrow as he asked, “Looking for Confederate gold, are ya?”
“Apparently. I’ve been getting that response a lot, lately.”
The barkeeper picked up a hand towel nearby and started wiping down a spot on the counter. “Let me ask you a question, Mr. Wyatt.”
“Please, call me Sean,” he interrupted.
Earl nodded and continued. “What do you know about The Oconee?”
Sean shook his head. “Not much. Mostly just legends. There were a few things on the Internet but not a lot to go on. It was a shipping vessel, turned warship, turned back to shipping vessel. Rumor was that when it was last seen, it was carrying a load of cotton to England to trade for ammunition and supplies. It, apparently, didn’t make its destination.”
“I see you have heard our friend Porter’s explanation,” Earl said with a wry grin.
“You have a better one?”
Earl tossed the rag aside and pulled up a barstool behind the counter. He sat down and placed his elbows on the table before he began. “There are lots of stories, like you said. Most of ‘em are rumors, though, just legends of Confederate gold. Those legends have driven many a treasure hunter mad.”
“That’s what I keep hearing,” Sean sighed.
“It was an interesting story,” Earl went on. “That boat trying to make it across the Atlantic. It wasn’t really designed for a voyage like that.”
“What do you mean?” Sean’s interest returned.
“You see, most ocean vessels have a deeper draft. It makes them faster in the open sea, and more stable. The Oconee was designed for inter-coastal shipping. That meant it was built to stay fairly close to land, traveling from one city to another. The shallow draft made it easier to maneuver in the coastal waterways. I wouldn’t want to try and sail a ship like that to England.”
“You do any sailing?” Sean asked out of curiosity. “You know more than most about ships.”
Earl was silent for a moment, as if considering his answer. “I guess I’ve done a little in my time. When you live in a coastal town for long enough, you pick up a few things.”
Sean seemed satisfied with the answer and went on with the conversation. “So, why did the Confederacy choose to use it to expedite its gold?”
“Exactly,” Earl said. Emphasized the point by raising a finger. “Trying to deliver a payload like that across the ocean would have been very risky. Too risky for my blood. Even if the ship was delivering cotton that would have been a dangerous journey. I’m not surprised the boat was never found.”
“Well,” Sean interjected, “the Confederates were pretty desperate. How much British support could a boatload of gold buy?”
Earl shrugged his shoulders and cocked his neck to the side. “I don’t know. But I’d say a lot. If you believe the legend, they were carrying nearly a billion dollars worth of gold in today’s money.”
The number was one that Sean had heard before. There were a few prosperous gold mines in the mountains of north Georgia. Those mines had funded most of the Confederacy’s operations during the war since people weren’t sure how much the Confederate dollar was actually worth.
The barkeeper seemed deep in thought. He was staring off into a corner of the room. He snapped back to the present, “Was there anything else I could help you with?” he asked, standing up and lifting a box of Budweisers. He set the box on the counter and started placing the bottles of beer in a large ice bin.
“No, I think that was it. Just trying to get as much information as I can before I close the case.”
“Sorry I couldn’t be more help, Sean,” Earl sounded sincere.
Sean shook his head. “No worries,” he said then changed the subject. “This is a great pub, by the way. How long have you owned it?”
Earl smiled proudly. “I bought it fifteen years ago. I’d always wanted to run my own pub. This place was originally a haven for privateers during the American Revolution. Most of it had been destroyed, the result of time and neglect. Sometime during the early 1900s it fell into disrepair. I bought the building and rebuilt it.”
“Hmm,” Sean nodded, his eyes scanning the walls and ceiling. “Well, have a good day, Earl. Thanks for your time.”
He headed for the door but when Earl stopped him. “Sean,” he said loudly. Wyatt turned around to hear what the man wanted. “There is an old man at a nursing home not far from here. His name is Alfred Dowlings. You should talk to him. Name of the home is Pelican Point.”
He returned the barkeeper’s smile. “Thanks, Earl. I’ll be sure to do that.”
* * *
Sean sat quietly, across from the wrinkled, elderly man. It had been easy enough to find the nursing home, and after asking the lady at the information desk for directions, Sean had found his way up to the old man’s room.
The aged, greenish eyes stared at Sean suspiciously. He’d seen a lot of years, something Sean knew would cause the man to be a little hesitant to trust a stranger.
When he spoke, his voice was steady, still strong. “So, you’re looking for Confederate gold, huh?”
Sean couldn’t believe how many times he’d heard that question in a day. “Sort of. It’s actually more about the ship than the gold, sir. We just want to know whether or not the story was true. We aren’t a bunch of treasure hunters.”
Dowlings seemed to contemplate the explanation. “You’re not treasure hunters, eh? Seen my fare share of those types through the years. They come around, asking all sorts of questions, wanting to know if I’ve ever come across an evidence of the ship or any of its’ supposed payload.”
“Well, if the rumors are true, it would be an enormous fortune for whoever found it. Again, that’s not why we’re looking for it. Our agency is already well-funded.”
Dowlings ran a pale, spotted hand through his white hair, scratching his scalp for a moment. He seemed to be considering Sean’s statement. “Lot of people have come looking for that boat,” he said, finally. “They always come around, asking me if I know where it is, where it might be found. None of ‘em ain’t worth spit.” He said the last part with disdain.
“If you don’t mind me asking,” Sean interrupted. “Why is it that people come to you for information about The Oconee?”
“You ain’t from around here, are ya?”
Sean shook his head. “No, Sir. I’m from Tennessee, currently live in Atlanta. I’m just trying to piece as much of this together as I can so my agency can either put together an search and excavation plan, or drop the whole thing.”
Dowlings narrowed his eyes before he spoke. “The reason people come to me is because I know more about sea vessels from the 19th century than anyone else around these parts.”
“So, you’re the expert. Makes sense,” Sean said.
The old man nodded. “It also happens that my great grandfather was the captain of The Oconee, though I’m not sure how other people heard that and you didn’t.”
The information smacked Sean in the face almost as hard as that woman’s heel had earlier. “Did you just say that your great grandfather was the captain of that ship?”
Dowlings propped himself further up in his bed. “Son, I’ve been working on boats since I was a little kid. My pappy before me, and his, and his all did the same. The sea is as much a part of my family as blood.”
“So, you know what really happened to The Oconee, don’t you?” Sean pressed.
The old man raised an eyebrow. “Course I know what happened to it. But there ain’t no gold to find in it. I can tell you that for certain.”
“How do you know?” Sean asked, curiously.
Dowlings motioned to a nightstand nearby. “Maybe you should read what’s in the top drawer. Then you can ask whatever you want.”
Sean hesitantly reached over and pulled open the nightstand drawer. The only thing inside it was an old, leather diary, and a folded up piece of parchment. He pulled out the old, yellowish paper and carefully opened it up.
June 20, 1863
One week ago, I received orders to take The Oconee to Great Britain. Our mission was to seek British support for our cause and pay them for their allegiance. I, for one, do not trust British. We relieved ourselves of their yolk once before, and I have no intention of putting it back on again. I’d rather live with the yanks than deal with the British again.
Only the top brass of the Confederacy know what we carry with us. The official story is that we are headed to England with a shipment of cotton to trade for weapons and supplies. Even with a stock of cotton, our boat would be difficult to manage in the open sea. I couldn’t risk the lives of the men who have served so loyally with me for the past few years. I have served too many battles with these men to risk their lives on a foolish gamble. The tide of the war is turning, and I fear that even if we succeeded with our mission, the conflict would be lost.
A violent storm arose on the evening we were to sail, providing the perfect cover for the plan that I devised. We disappeared into the rain, changing our course as soon as we were out clear of the city. I’d remembered finding a cave, a few years before, on an uninhabited island not far from the harbor. Upon venturing into the recession, I confirmed that it was big enough to hold a ship the size of ours, so long as we disassembled the smoke stacks and masts to give her higher clearance.
So, that is exactly what we did. We reached the island easily, and upon arriving, made quick work of the masts and stacks. Initially, getting the ship into the cave was difficult. We sent men ashore with ropes to guide her in, something made more arduous given our precious cargo. Fortunately, the shallow draft of the vessel allowed us to get it all the way into the hiding place.
We have enough provisions to sustain us for the next several weeks, at which point, I will allow my men to return to shore, a few at a time, so as not to draw attention. I write this correspondence so that the true fate of our ship and its crew may be known at a later point in history that may judge our actions less harshly.
Captain Josiah Tattnall
CSS Oconee

Sean finished reading the letter then rescanned it quickly. He reverently placed it back in the nightstand and closed the door.
“Interesting, huh?” Dowlings asked, breaking the silence.
Sean nodded. “Sure is,” he agreed. After thinking for a moment, he began to ask another question but thought better of it.
“It’s okay, Son,” Dowlings reasurred. “You want to know what happened to the gold, don’t you?”
Sean shrugged. “Do you know what happened to it?”
“Course I do,” he said, his voice echoing through the room. “The captain split it up with his men, and sent them back to the mainland. They spend a few weeks on the island first. Then some of his men who’d stayed back in the city started making daily trips around the coastline. They would pick up some more of the men and drop them off. The captain was the last one to leave the ship.”
“So,” Sean said after Dowlings had finished his story. “What happened to The Oconee? Did they just leave it there in the cave?”
Dowlings had a sly look on his face as he answered. “Yep. They just left it there in the cave.”
“And in the last hundred and fifty years, no one has ever stumbled onto this mysterious cave?”
The old man shook his head. “The captain made sure that would never happen.”
Sean appeared dubious, narrowing his eyes. “How did he do that?”
“He bought the island!” Dowlings exclaimed. “My great grandpappy went back and bought the whole thing. It wasn’t a very big island and it was mostly made of rock, so he got it cheap. He even built a lighthouse on it, if you can imagine.”
“Wait a minute,” Sean stopped him. “You mean, he had actually had the nerve to draw more attention to the island by putting a lighthouse on it?”
Dowlings became very serious as he spoke. “Have you ever heard of hiding something in plain sight?” he asked.
Sean nodded. He remembered his favorite author, Edgar Allan Poe, had written an entire short story on the subject.
“Then you understand. It would be the last place anyone would think to look. It would have fooled you, wouldn’t it?”
“Yeah,” he agreed. “But couldn’t someone wander into the cave on a jet ski or something?”
Dowlings shook his head. “My great grandfather took dynamite out there and blew up part of the entrance. Only a small part of it remains. The entire thing has been closed up for hundreds of years.”
It was a lot for Sean to process. He’d come to Savannah expecting to hear a few tall tales and then head back to Atlanta with nothing. Now the trip had taken a huge turn.
“Have you ever seen the ship?” he asked after a few moments of reflection.
A grin creased across the older man’s face. “Son, I own the island.”
* * *
Sean stepped out of the room with a piece of paper on which was written the address for a boat rental place. It also contained the exact location of the island that Dowlings had described. He stuffed the paper into the button down pocket on his shirt and walked towards the exit.
On his way past the nurse’s desk, the head nurse made a snide comment. “The old man been telling treasure stories again?” The remark caused Sean to stop and give the portly, white woman an inquisitive look.
“I’m sorry. What do you mean?”
She raised both eyebrows. “Lots of people come in here to see Mr. Dowlings. They always leave here thinking he just gave up the goods from some old treasure or something. But they always come back empty handed. He’s just a crazy, old coot.”
Sean raised his chin and nodded slowly. “Thanks for the heads up,” he said as he left the building.
A few minutes later, he was in his car and on the phone with Tommy. “I’ve got an interesting lead down here,” he said. “Found a few guys who seem to know an awful lot about the boat.”
“Ship,” Tommy corrected.
“What?”
“It’s a ship. Not a boat. A boat is something you take fishing on a lake,” Tommy continued.
Sean rolled his eyes. “I know the difference,” he said, slightly annoyed. “Anyway, I’m heading down to the pier to rent a boat. There’s an island a few miles outside the harbor that I’m going to check out. I’ll let you know if I find anything.”
“Sounds good. Be careful out there,” Tommy warned. “Storms can pop up fast around that area this time of year.”
“Will do, buddy. I’ll check back later.” He started to hang up then said, “Tommy. Find out anything you can about a blonde Dutch woman with an affinity for antiques. I had a run in with her and some of her men.”
“Problems?”
“Nothing I couldn’t handle. They were amateurs. And I got the feeling they weren’t going to kill me. Still, I want to know who I’m dealing with. I may end up seeing them again.”
“Sure thing. I’ll see what I can find out.”
Sean ended the call and parked his car as close as possible to the marina. It seemed like there were hundreds of boats tied up to the web of piers and slips. He found his way to the boat rental office and went through the process of getting a small center-console boat. Sean was a little surprised at how easily one could rent a boat without having to prove the competency to drive it. Fortunately, the process didn’t take long and he was quickly directed to his boat.
The afternoon sun baked the wooden planks of the slips. Sean was glad to have shorts and sandals on. As he reached his boat, he realized someone else was nearby. He turned around quickly but his movement was too slow. The blonde woman and her two guards already had guns drawn and aimed right at Sean’s chest.
“It would be unwise for you to try anything, Mr. Wyatt,” she said through pouty lips. “Now get in the boat, slowly.”
“And if I say no?” he asked.
“I will shoot you in the knee and have them dump you in the boat. At some point, you will die a very painful death. Or, you can live and take us to the island.”
“You know about the island?” he asked, curious.
“Yes, Mr. Wyatt. But we don’t know where it is. All signs of the cave where the boat is hidden have been destroyed. It could be any of the hundreds of islands off the coast.”
Sean laughed to himself and shook his head. “The gold is gone. What are you going to do with an empty ship? Sell it for scrap?”
She raised an eyebrow. “Is that what you were told? That the ship is empty?” It was her turn to shake her head. “I believe you have been misinformed.”
“How do you know?” Sean’s voice was irritated.
“Because I have seen this?” she answered and flipped a gold coin to him.
He snatched it out of the air and examined the piece. It bore symbols of the Confederacy, and a picture of southern nation’s capital. He flipped it over twice just to be certain.
“Where did you get this?” he asked, holding the coin up.
“It turned up a few months ago at an auction house. I own the auction house. Getting the information about where it came from wasn’t a problem.”
Sean seemed dubious. “Yet you couldn’t find the island, huh.”
“Get in the boat, Mr. Wyatt. Don’t make me shoot you.” She ignored his statement and had one of her men aim at Sean’s knee.
“Okay,” he said. “We’ll do it your way. But I’m telling you, there’s no gold there.”
He stepped carefully into the boat, followed by the two men and the woman. One of the guards stood close to Sean while the other and his boss sat down at the front of the boat.
Sean started up the motor and steered the craft out into the choppy waters of the inlet. The crests of waves caused the twenty-foot boat to bounce dramatically. The man nearest Sean had to brace himself with one of the chrome rails, and once almost completely lost his balance.
The vessel made it’s way out beyond the sound and into the open waters of the Atlantic. Sean glanced down at the sheet of paper with the coordinates and then at the instrument panel. There were several islands in sight, just beyond the main coastline. None of them looked out of the ordinary, but he guided the boat in the prescribed direction, trusting the old man had given him the right location.
They’d been traveling for twenty minutes before Sean saw what he believed to be their destination up ahead. The Dutch woman noticed where he was going and yelled back at him over the wind. “Is that it?”
He shrugged. “I think so. Seems to match the description.”
Less than a mile away, a jagged, rocky island loomed. It couldn’t have been more than two square miles in size. At it’s highest point, a plain white lighthouse with black windows rose up from the rocks.
“They wouldn’t have hidden it at a lighthouse,” the woman argued. “That cannot be the place.”
“My source told me they built it long after the ship was hidden there,” his retort seemed to quiet her doubts for the moment. Though, she still seemed doubtful.
“I’m going to cruise around the perimeter,” Sean shouted at her. “See if we can see anything out of the ordinary.”
He steered the point of the island. His eyes scanned the surface of the rocks but couldn’t see anything that resembled what he was looking for. The face of the shore rose up like small cliffs, reaching sixty feet up to the base of the lighthouse.
“I don’t see anything,” Sean yelled after a fruitless few minutes of searching. “Going to pull up to the pier over there and go ashore. We’ll have to check it out from there.”
He turned the boat around and drove it to a small, rickety dock on the shore side of the island. There was an old, wooden staircase leading up from the water to the top of the island. When they arrived, one of the guards reached a rope out and hooked it to the pier. Sean did the same on the back.
The man nearest him kept the gun trained carefully, watching Sean’s every move. It was the skinny guy he’d humiliated the day before. Something told Sean that the man was still holding the grudge.
Sean led the group up the stairs and onto the wet, rocky earth. It appeared the lighthouse hadn’t been used in some time. There were signs of disrepair and unattended weathering on the paint, windows, and door.
“Would you like me to knock?” Sean asked sarcastically when they reached the entrance.
The blonde woman motioned to the larger guard who promptly kicked open the door. The doorframe splintered, giving way to the immense force of the man’s thick leg. Dust rolled through the empty room inside. To the left, stairs ascended up to the top of the building. Straight ahead, sunlight poured through a window onto old floors and a plain, wooden table. The man who had kicked the door in, stepped cautiously across the threshold, checking the corners with his weapon first.
The skinny guy poked Sean in the lower back with the barrel of his gun, prodding him forward. The group progressed slowly through the small space. They discovered a small kitchen with a gas stove, an empty white cabinet, and a bookshelf with a few random books occupying it. An old rocking chair sat, still, in the corner of the room next to a dingy burlap rug.
Sean walked over to the far window near the chair and looked out at the foamy sea. Behind him, he heard the hammer of a gun click.
“What is this? Are you trying to waste our time, Mr. Wyatt?” the Dutch woman asked. Sean turned around to see she had produced her own weapon and was pointing it threateningly in his direction. He didn’t flinch.
“Look, Lady. This is where I was told to go,” he said calmly.
“This can’t be it. There’s nothing here. Where is the ship? Where is the gold?” she demanded angrily. Her voice rose to the point of screaming.
He shrugged. “I have no idea. Maybe there wasn’t any gold to begin with. That’s kind of where I’m leaning at this point.”
She took a step towards him, holding the barrel at arm’s length. As she did, the floor clacked under her shoes. One step sounded different than the others.
“Stop!” he ordered her.
“What’s the matter, Mr. Wyatt? Afraid to die?” she asked, clearly not hearing what he’d heard.
“Trust me, Lady. That’s something that has never scared me,” his face was stoic. “But if you kill me, you might miss out on what you’re looking for.”
She shook her head once. “What are you talking about?”
He motioned towards the floor under her feet. “I think we may have just found what we were looking for. Would you mind lowering that gun for a second?” Sean held out a hand in a pleading gesture.
She seemed confused for a moment, the realized he was pointing at the floor. He got down on one knee and knocked on the wood in a few different places until he heard the hollow sound he’d heard before.
“See?” he asked. “There’s something different about the floor, right here.”
He looked around for a moment, scanning the floor for anything out of the ordinary. Then he had a thought. Sean reached down and pulled back the burlap rug. It was difficult to spot at first, but on closer examination, he found a seam that ran parallel to the wooden floor planks. He traced the seam all the way to the wall where he noticed a small notch in the floor. The little groove was just big enough to fit one finger.
The other three watched as he slid a finger into the notch and pulled back. The trap door came up more easily than he’d expected, revealing a wooden staircase, and flooding the area with a musty, salty smell. There must have been a switch connected to the trap door because old lights flickered on along the descending walkway.
“Looks like there might be something here after all,” Sean commented. The woman’s eyes were wide.
She wasted no time, “Move,” she ordered. He raised his hands slowly and obeyed.
The staircase creaked with every step. Sean wondered how old the thing was. From the looks of it, it had been there an awfully long time. The old light fixtures had been drilled into the stone with old wires running from one to the next as they wound their way down the stairs. As the group moved deeper into the island, the smell of ocean water became more pungent.
At the bottom of the stairs, they reached an archway carved from the stone. The portal opened into a vast chamber, at least seventy feet high. At different points in the ceiling, rays of sunlight pour through, illuminating the area in a pale, residual glow. In the center, a giant pool of still water spread across the span of the room. Sean and the others gazed, open-mouthed, at the object that rested in the middle of it.
A 19th century side-steamer, still intact, floated silently in the water. The masts and smokestacks lay on the deck. Sean noted a few of the cannons placed at certain points on the ship. He’d never actually seen a side-steamer before. It was a strange thing, the two monstrous paddle wheels on the side of a vessel. A few time worn ropes were tied to huge spikes along the shore of the cavern.
Sean’s eyes traced the outline of the ship until they stopped at the tip of the bow. Dark letters read CSS Oconee.
The blonde woman pushed her way past Sean, walking quickly towards the vessel. Her two guards urged him forward, poking him again with the gun barrel.
“I’d really appreciate it if you would stop doing that,” Sean said, irritated.
“What are you gonna’ do about it,” the skinny guy asked in his Jersey accent.
Sean didn’t answer. He just shook his head slowly and kept moving along the rocky shore towards the other side of the ship. The woman had already reached the ramp leading onto the ship and was testing out its stability, stepping carefully up and onto the ship. By the time Sean and his escorts arrived at the gangplank, she was on the deck, running her hand across the surface of one of the cannons.
“I can’t believe it,” she said as Sean made his way up the ramp. “It actually exists. And it’s so well preserved.” Her eyes were filled with wonder. The ship’s wooden deck was in remarkable shape, as if someone had been maintaining it through the last century. There were barely any signs of oxidation on the metal parts of the vessel, strange considering the location it had been in for all those years.
The woman turned to the stronger guard. “Stay here while we go below deck.” The man nodded while she turned and headed for a stairwell in the center of the ship. Sean and the skinny guard followed her to the opening and down into the belly of the ship. The little amount of sunlight that illuminated the cavern did nothing to light the interior of the boat. The blonde took a cell phone out of a pocket and held it out, casting a pale-white glow onto the interior of the ship. As she passed the device left and right, they were shown tables, chairs, candles, guns, cannonballs, shelves, and dozens of other items from the Civil War era.
Sean said nothing, admiring the history before him, but also trying to figure out how he was going to get out of there.
The woman grabbed a candelabra from a wooden table and handed it to the guard. He removed a lighter from his pocket, lit the three candles, and handed it back to her. The warm light from the candles radiated across the room as the group moved through the quarters.
They reached end of the ship and entered the captain’s chambers through open doors. Within, a desk and chair sat in the center, facing the doorway. Various papers, maps, and tools of the trade lay around on top of the surface of the old workstation. A simple cot sat in the corner, the musty linens still folded and untouched.
The blonde stepped over to the desk and shuffled through the papers. “Where is the gold?” she asked, urgently. “None of these things says anything about the gold.”
“These shallow draft ships didn’t have a lot of floors like some of the other vessels,” Sean said. “They had enough room for one main floor and then a place for storage below. Maybe it’s down there.” Part of him hoped he was right.
Her eyes narrowed but she nodded and the three left the captain’s chambers and headed to a narrow stairway beneath the one they’d just descended. When they reached the bottom of the steps, the group was met with a vast room that stretched from one end of the ship to the other. The more overwhelming sight was that the entire place was empty.
The blonde walked quickly from one end of the boat to the other, flashing the candlelight in every corner. Sean could tell she was furious from the pace of her footsteps.
“Where is it?” she screamed. “Where is the gold?”
Sean smiled to himself and shrugged. “I guess the captain and his men made off with it after all,” he answered.
She smacked him across the face, sending a sting through his cheek.
His head barely moved. “What do you want me to tell you, Lady? It’s gone. Okay? Game over. There is no gold!” his voice climbed as he tried to emphasize the point.
She smiled, a slight twitch in one of her eyes. Sean had seen that look before. It was a mix between insanity and utter frustration. He figured she’d been heading towards that point. The look on her face confirmed she’d arrived.
“Very well, Mr. Wyatt,” she said, then turned to her guard. “Kill him. Kill him now, please.” She turned towards one of the walls, still not believing the ship was empty. The loud pop of a gun reverberated through the room, followed shortly by the sound of a body hitting the wooden floor.
She turned around and terror washed over her face. Instead of Sean Wyatt’s body, her guard lay on the floor in a crumpled mass, a wound in the center of his back oozed with blood. Halfway down the staircase, a black man in a navy blue polo and jeans held a gun aimed right at her head.
“Drop the weapon, Lady,” the man ordered. “Drop it or I will drop you like I did your friend here.”
Sean turned to see the barkeeper standing on the steps. A smile crept across his face. “Earl?” Sean asked in disbelief. Earl returned the grin but never took his eyes off of the blonde woman. She slowly lowered the gun to the floor and put up both hands.
Sean reached over and picked up the weapon. “If you would be so kind, let’s get back upstairs,” he said cynically. She scowled angrily at him, but obeyed. Up on the main deck, they stopped. “Where’s the other guy?” Sean asked, looking around.
He kept the gun trained on the woman while Earl bound her hands behind her back with some rope he found nearby.
“He went for a swim,” Earl replied cryptically.
Sean looked out in the pool and saw the outline of a body floating face down. “There’s more to you than meets the eye.” Earl smiled with one side of his mouth as he finished his work on the ropes.
“I’ll tell you all about it after we dispose of her,” he said, jerking a thumb at the blonde.
“We’re not going to kill her?” Sean asked. “Are we?”
Earl shook his head slowly. “No, I have a better idea for this one.”
* * *
The waves crashed against the side of the black Sea Ray as Earl and Sean pulled away from the sandy beach. The sounds of the engine and wind drowned out the voice of the blonde woman standing on the shore.
They’d left the lighthouse and driven Earl’s boat twenty minutes until they reached a small speck of an island. There was nothing but sand, some brush, and two small palm trees. The woman had protested fiercely, but there was nothing she could do. They untied her and shoved off, leaving her to fend for herself.
“She’ll die out here, Earl,” Sean said as they were climbing back onto the boat. “I only kill people when it’s necessary. I don’t think this is right.”
The black man gave Sean a knowing grin. “You don’t have to worry about her. Someone will come to find her.”
Sean looked perplexed. “Why bring her out here then, if she’s just going to come back?”
“We only needed to slow her down a bit,” Earl answered.
“Slow her down?” Sean asked, still confused.
“Her name is Monique Van der Wahl. She’s a wealthy businesswoman from Holland. She travels around the world, trying to find artifacts.”
“If she is so rich, why was she so occupied with the gold of The Oconee?” Sean wondered. “That doesn’t add up.”
“Sometimes people are just greedy,” Earl said. “They can never get enough money. I’m sure she figured she could hock the gold on the black market, thus adding to her fortune. I doubt that’s the last time we see Ms. Van der Wahl.”
“What about the two goons?”
“Probably just mercenaries. I doubt they’re guys she’s known long. Plus, they weren’t very well trained.”
Earl’s last statement brought up a whole slew of more questions in Sean’s mind. But the mysterious barkeeper was starting up the engine of the boat and it would be too loud out on the water to continue the conversation.
* * *
The two men sat facing each other at a little table in the lighthouse. “So,” Sean said, “what’s the whole story? How were you able to take out those guards? And how did you come across The Oconee?”
Earl laughed. “Don’t forget the biggest question of all. The ship’s cargo? What happened to its cargo?”
Sean smiled sheepishly. “I wasn’t going to mention that. Honestly, our thing at IAA isn’t buried treasure. The treasure for us is uncovering history.”
Earl nodded. “I like that,” he said. “Well, I’ll tell you about all of it.
“As I’m sure you already know, Captain Tattnall hid the ship here on this island instead of sailing to England. I’m also sure that you’re aware the ship wasn’t carrying cotton.”
“I am,” Sean said, grinning.
“Tattnall divided the gold among his men. As captain, he was risking much more than the men of his ship. The men of The Oconee loved their captain, and didn’t think it right that they get an equal share, considering the risk he was taking for all of them. So, they voted, and decided that each man would pay him an additional 15 % of their share of the gold.”
“They must have really respected him,” Sean realized.
“They did. Over the years, that fortune supported his family all the way down to our friend Alfred. He is a direct ancestor, though he changed his last name a long time ago to throw treasure hunters off track. He figured less people would come asking about the ship if he didn’t have the same last name as the captain.”
“Makes sense,” Sean said. “But how do you figure into all this?”
Earl raised a finger. “Great question. My mother worked for Alfred in his home. She took care of him from the time he was very little. His wife died before they had any children. When my mother passed away, he took me under his wing and taught me everything about his family’s history. Mr. Dowlings loved my mother, and he treated me like I was his own child.”
“So,” Sean realized, “that’s how you know so much about ships. What about taking out the guys with guns? He train you how to do all that?”
Earl laughed. “No. I just picked up a few things along the way. We always used to go shooting on Alfred’s property, so I can handle myself with a gun. I took out the other guy with a knife. I’ve always been able to be sneaky.”
“So, all the gold is gone. Are you going to just keep the ship hidden forever?”
“Except for a few coins we kept for historical value,” Earl said. “Captain Tattnall’s share would have been equal to around $200 million dollars today. That money has taken care of Alfred his whole life. He has endowed it to me, which is how I bought my bar,” he smiled proudly at the last statement.
“Alfred called me after you visited the nursing home,” Earl continued. “He told me he’d given you the location and to make sure you found everything okay. When I got to the island, I found you were in a bit of trouble. But Alfred’s intention is that the IAA unveils The Oconee to the world. She will make a fine exhibit and has been hidden long enough.”
Sean was a little shocked. “You’re just going to give it to us?” he asked.
“Yep,” Earl nodded. “Like I said, we’re good with our money situation. But the ship needs to see the world again.”
* * *
“Are you serious?” Tommy asked. His voice blasted through the earpiece of Sean’s smart phone.
“Yeah,” Sean laughed into the device. “You’ll need to start getting all the permits in order for the excavation, but it shouldn’t be difficult since it is a privately owned piece of land.”
“That’s awesome,” his friend said. “Great work, Sean.”
“No problem. Glad we found something. I figured it was just another ghost story.”
“Sometimes we turn up something big. Makes it all worth it,” Tommy changed the subject. “When are you coming back to Atlanta?”
“I’m packing up and leaving in the next twenty minutes. I’ve arranged for us to meet with Earl next week to go over the process of getting the ship out of the island.”
“Sounds good,” Tommy replied. “I’m on my way to a town just south of Chattanooga. There’s an old building I want to check out there. Might be a Native American artifact to check out. I’ll see you back in Atlanta tonight.”
“Cool. Something major?” Sean asked.
“We’ll see.”
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