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At the end of a long road, on a tropical island, sits a rich horde of Spanish treasure that has captivated many over the years and caused more than a few heads to be filled with illicit thoughts. But never in the long and storied history of Key West has there been a major heist of any kind. With its riches locked safely away, every year Key West throws the biggest, wildest street party south of New Orleans. Among the thousands of revelers at Fantasy Fest this year is a daring young man who plans to bring back a long forgotten pirate tradition: the tradition of stealing treasure from anyone who has it. Carefree boat bum Taco Bob and friends are soon caught up in the treasure fever sweeping through the island city. But big money draws bad people, and before long nearly everyone in Key West just wants to get Lucky.
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Today’s the Day

Judging by the way he staggered, the hunchback with the terribly deformed face was obviously drunk. He swayed under the streetlights and almost fell on the concrete steps, then steadied himself, looked slowly around the nearly deserted area, and took a good long hit from a bottle of rum.

On the next street over, Fantasy Fest, the wildest nighttime parade and street party in the least inhibited city in Florida was in full swing and blaring away. This year’s theme: Pirates of the Condominium.

After giving up on getting the top back on the rum bottle, the hunchback again attempted to navigate the steps to the Key West Treasure Museum.

“Hey! You can’t come up here!” A pudgy young security guard stepped into the light by the front entrance holding his hands out to ward off the drunk. Even a block away the music and noise from the ongoing parade was loud.

The hunchback looked sideways at the guard, cupped a hand to his ear and went up the remaining three steps. “What?”

The guard kept his hands out, now shaking his head as he came closer. “The museum is closed, don’t come up here!”

The hunchback stopped at the single strand of cable stretched across the top of the steps. A small sign on the cable – CLOSED.

“Ah, come on! It’s Fantasy Fest! Have a drink!”

The drunk held out the bottle and swayed. The guard stopped a safe ten feet away.

“Look, mister, no one is - ”

The hunchback almost fell, and then did, landing on his hands and knees with one arm awkwardly across the low cable. He still clutched the bottle and groaned loudly. The guard dropped his hands and stepped closer.

“Aw, shit. Come on mister, you can’t be up here.” He leaned down and grabbed the hunchback under one arm trying to get him to his feet. As he pulled up, the drunk pressed something to his neck and 50,000 volts put an end to his career in the security business.

The guard fell hard on the concrete and went into convulsions, then passed out, wetting his pants. The hunchback dragged the young man out of the lighted area by the main entrance. From pockets came spandex gloves, and plastic cable ties to secure the guard’s hands and feet. Then nylon line for a gag before rolling him into some dark bushes.

Above the crowd noise, a rousing sea shanty written especially for the Pirates of the Condominium edition of Fantasy Fest by Jethro Tull rumbled across the island. The singer’s hoarse boasts of swimming in a sea of rum, vast treasure hordes, and low homeowner association fees could be heard bouncing between the buildings of the historic section of town.

He didn’t expect to find the key to the front door, but checked the guard’s pockets anyway. No gun, no big wad of keys, just a worn Honda key with three other keys and the usual pocket clutter. He also found a cell phone, which the hunchback turned off and slipped into his own pocket. He adjusted his fright mask and forced himself to wait and watch. All clear. Time to stay focused, and stick with the plan.

Walk calmly around the corner and across the street to the tall shrubs away from the streetlight. Not the best vantage point for watching the museum for a few hours nearly every night for the last few weeks, but a very private spot with enough room for one person and a refrigerator hand truck.

Stay in the bushes, take a few deep breaths. Calm is good. Calm and focused is better.

Pull the backpack out and strap it to the hand truck. Ready. Now, the fun part.

Another cell phone, not the guard’s. Steady, make the hand stop shaking. Phone is on, punch in the number, and wait.

It was a minute – a long minute for the hunchback who held his breath without even realizing it. Then the lights went out. All the lights in Key West went out. The music from Duval Street stopped, but the crowd noise quickly rose to panic level.

One down. With his hands starting to shake again, the hunchback pressed the other number. Even above the yelling and car horns he should have heard that one. He pulled out the penlight Velcroed inside the sleeve of his costume and tried the number again. Nothing. Ten times fast. Nothing. Mash all the numbers hard. Nothing.

Steady.

A quick scan of the area, then walk carefully in the dark. Pull the hand truck up the handicap ramp to the side door of the museum and go to work. Didn’t need to worry about the alarm since the power was still off inside the museum. So far the emergency generator hadn’t come on. Too cheap to install an automatic system. The guard’s job is what he figured. That’s what the keys were for.

Standing at the door to the museum sales showroom, his hands started shaking again. Not a particularly good thing when you’re handling explosives.

“Be cool, you know the drill. Don’t even look around, just do it.”

But his hands still shook as he pressed the plastic explosive around the edge of the door. The detonator came out of the backpack next, just as gunshots from Duval Street echoed though the buildings, then screams and more shots.

“A diversion? Can I be so lucky?”

Arm the device for thirty seconds, set it in place, and step well to the side. Don’t forget the hand truck.

The explosion blew the door and shattered most of the windows along that side of the museum. Now time mattered. Inside, still no lights, but the big flashlight from the backpack found the safe through the smoke right where it was supposed to be, twenty feet from the side door.

Hand truck stays outside, backpack by the safe, check the door from the showroom to the museum. Explosion didn’t touch it. Pull the .45 automatic out and four quick shots touches it just fine, but way too much noise.

Through the door, left, then a right into the room with the Plexiglas display cases. The one thing he hoped for was missing from its case, but a few more strategic shots with the .45 and he had several pretties tucked away safely in his oversized pockets and two gold bars under his arms.

Back at the safe his hands were shaking again. So close now. Sweating like crazy but somehow got the rest of the explosive on the door of the safe and set the detonator. Run outside with the backpack and jump in the bushes. The plan called for taking off his jacket and getting rid of the hump at this point, but he was too pumped. There was someone out there in the dark, some fat guy with a bicycle across the street, looking his way. A couple shots with the .45 at the back tire and the guy dropped the bike and ran. Then the safe blew.

That took out all the windows and shattered the empty glass display cases. The big flashlight showed the inside of the sales area full of smoke and the floor covered with glass and twisted metal. The blast knocked the safe on its side, but the door was open.

Time for the black canvas bags from the backpack. Almost there now. Fill the bags with coins, bars, jewelry, and there it was in a clear plastic case – the Emerald Cross. A flash of what it must have been like years ago when one of the treasure divers saw it for the first time after three hundred years of lying on the ocean floor.

Hurry. More coins, a necklace? More bars. Sirens now. Get the bags on the hand truck and crunch out the door, down the handicap ramp.

Sirens are louder. Two people walking fast in the dark, didn’t look his way. Follow the plan, keep moving. Running footsteps somewhere behind him. Around the corner then peek back holding the .45. There’s the fat guy pointing with a cop beside him. Pointing at the museum’s side door, not at him. Cross the dark street and slip into the safe place in the tall bushes.

Five minutes later a pirate with a big hat and a loaded hand truck stepped calmly out of the shrubs and into history.
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The Next Day

“They didn’t get the guy?”

“Cops say there might have been two of ‘em. You asked me, I’d say there’s at least three done it. Hard for me to believe just one or two people could pull that off.”

Slip Hanson, local kayak fishing guide and diehard bachelor, set a copy of the Key West Citizen on the flybridge table for Taco Bob. The captain and proud owner of the old houseboat gave the paper with the screaming headlines a cursory glance.

“Looks like I missed a big night. Mind if I hold onto this? I’ll read it later.” And with that resumed his contented smile while looking across the marina at a sport fisherman motoring out the channel. Slip gave his friend a look out of the corner of his eye.

“Taco, you going to sit there on this clear, bright morning in paradise and tell me you missed Fantasy Fest? I know you’re probably tired from your honeymoon and all, but you been back for a couple of days. You aren’t getting old on me, are you?”

Taco Bob kept the smile and far off look. “I stopped by Trish’s restaurant for a while, then took in the sights a bit along Duval on my way back here. I turned in early.” He finished off the last bit of coffee in his cup. “And it wasn’t a honeymoon, just two friends enjoying nature in a natural way.”

Slip went to his best suspicious squint. “One little week with one woman out on the Wilbur and you’re still turning in early two days after you’re back? You are getting old.”

Taco Bob gave an indifferent shrug. “If you say so.”

Slip didn’t like this one bit. He’d seen this happen to men before, even strong men like Taco Bob. That eerie, far-away look in his friend’s eyes was often a sign of a life-altering ailment involving the L word. He shuddered slightly and made a mental note to closely monitor this situation.

“So you didn’t hear the explosions or all the shooting?”

“Nope, sound asleep by nine.” Taco Bob leaned back in the port chair and stretched luxuriously. “I reckon all that fresh air, sunshine, snorkeling, fish-catching, healthy eating, and chasing around with a lively young woman has about ruined me. I see it as a good problem to have.”

Slip perked up. “What kind of fish?”

“Grunts and snapper mostly. Though Trish pulled in a nice snook once over by McGee Key. I’d show you the picture, but she’s a little weird about me showing around pictures of her with no clothes on.”

Slip was about to mention that any woman with bright blue hair and a little doll in her hand doing the talking was more than a little weird. But before he could get it out a mop of white-blonde hair appeared at the top of the ladder. Both men looked – they hadn’t heard anyone come aboard.

One step at a time, the rest of the very attractive and nimble female form in t-shirt and shorts bounced up before them. Slip was pissed.

“How long you been down there, Consuelo?”

Consuelo smiled coyly leaning all toned and tanned against the rail facing the two men. She killed the can of beer in her hand, pointed with one finger, and then belched an answer. “Long enough.” She flashed up a hand towards Slip to cut him off and focused her full attention on Taco Bob for a couple of beats, then looked down and picked at some imaginary lint on her t-shirt.

“Not that anyone would care, but I took care of this old houseboat for a week.”

The trio had done some serious fishing and adventuring together in the past. A bond had formed. Taco Bob’s smile wavered, but only slightly.

“Your unselfish act of kindness and sacrifice is much appreciated, miss, and I shall do my best to fully repay the favor in the very near future.” Taco Bob bowed his head slightly. “However, I’m not going to fall for your guilt bait. I’m in too good of a mood.”

Consuelo frowned. “You’re not going to go all dreamy and philosophical on us again, are you?” The petite blonde made a face.

Taco Bob flashed a momentary annoyed look before clearing his throat. “As a matter of fact, I was thinking earlier about my former life possum ranching back in Texas. How I’d always rise to the occasion when there came the need to put in a full day of hard work. And there’d been many such occasions over the years before I found myself sucked along the rip current of life through some lean times and eventually deposited here on the warm soft sands of paradise.” He gave his words some thought and an approving nod, then pulled a notepad out of his pocket and started writing.

Consuelo rolled her eyes and gave Slip a tired look. “And to think, not that long ago he wasn’t even a writer. They grow up so fast these days.”

Slip grunted an agreement. In the time he’d been in Key West, Taco Bob had started and then abandoned several novels. Neither Slip nor Consuelo held up much hope for their friend as a novelist, but they tried to be supportive since the man tended to go after his work with the determination of a grizzly in a Koi pond.

Slip looked away from his host’s frantic scribbling and locked on Consuelo. “What you got on the excitement last night? I was down at the other end of Duval and missed all the fun. By the time I got there the cops had the whole area taped off.”

“I had the shift at the hotel, but Lydia and Josephine were at the parade. You know the President’s media spokesman, the one nobody is supposed to know has a house here?”

“Of course, everyone knows about that.”

“Well, he was in the crowd on Duval when the lights went out. Secret Service and a few thousand other people freaked. Lyd said things got out of hand when the Secret Service started shoving people to get their boy out of there. Some big, black, ex-marine dressed like Marilyn Monroe caught a bullet in the leg and one of the feds got his jaw broken.”

“Damn, would’ve liked to have seen that. Bet that’s what the helicopter with the spotlight was about.” Slip glanced over at Taco Bob who was still involved in his notes, then back at Consuelo. “I seen Fish Daddy this morning.”

“And?”

“He knows a guy works for the electric company. Said there was a blown transformer at a power station up the road. Said judging by the number of FBI that showed up, the transformer must have had some help blowing up.”

They both gave this some thought. Slip started nodding.

“Well, whoever did the museum had it down. I heard they ran off with ten thousand pounds just in silver.”

“I heard two tons of gold bars and that big safe.”

“Well, I talked to a fella in Sloppy Joe’s this morning. He said the state of Florida was probably behind it since the state’s still pissed about losing that Supreme Court case a few years ago when they tried to lay claim to the treasure. He thinks Tallahassee hired some retired Navy SEALs who made off with two full semi trucks of treasure.”

Consuelo let out a low whistle of awe. Taco Bob put away his notes.

“I hate to rain on y’all’s parade, but I find most of that highly unlikely. But it does say here in the paper the gang might have made off with the Emerald Cross.” He held up the newspaper with the picture. “I’d imagine that one piece alone must be worth millions.”

Slip hacked and spit over the side into the water. “This is making me mighty thirsty. Captain, you got a couple of cold ones we could borrow?”

Taco Bob made a motion with his hand without looking up from the paper and Slip was down the ladder headed for the beer locker in the galley of the old houseboat. Consuelo took his seat. “Did the oven on the Wilbur give you any problems?”

“No, we used the stove a few times for blackened fish, but never even tried the oven.”

“Well, it’s temperamental sometimes.”

“Yes, it is, and that’s why no one except you is cleared to bake cookies in it, especially while trolling offshore.”

“I just thought maybe she tried…”

“No, she didn’t. In fact, other than the float switch on one of the bilge pumps, everything worked just fine all week.”

Consuelo stood up.

“I don’t have to be back to the hotel until this afternoon. We could take a look at that float switch if you want to.”

Taco Bob shook his head slowly.

“Not necessary, I got it under control.”

She sat back down. “Oh. How about - ”

“Consuelo, I value your friendship greatly, but Trish and I are - ”

“Don’t even start with that plutonic crap again.” Consuelo’s eyes burned. “And anyway, I didn’t say anything about us.”

“Con, maybe you should find yourself a guy. I mean, it’s not like there aren’t plenty of fellas following you around looking like lost puppy dogs. Maybe somebody closer to your own age.”

Consuelo slapped the table hard and was on her feet and down the ladder. A few seconds later Slip came back up with three beers.

“I ain’t even going to ask what that was about.” Slip had seen it before.

“I screwed up. I shouldn’t have said anything about the difference in our ages.”

“Yeah, that was a bad move. She about stomped right over me leaving.” Slip handed Taco Bob one of the beers. “That’s not only a sturdy young lady, but a mite scary one when she’s truly mad.”

Taco Bob wanted to change the subject.

“How’d you know I’d want a beer? I usually don’t drink this early.” Slip popped a can.

“Yeah, I know. Which, by the way, is another reason I think you’re getting old.” The fishing guide took a long pull. “But it wasn’t for you, it was for Blondie. The other one is for our guest. I figured it only polite.”

“Guest?”

“Scroungy fella down at the dock. Says he knows you from Texas. Not too tall, skinny, wild eyes, and bad breath.” Slip took another pull on his beer. “Says I should ask you if it’s all right for him to come aboard.”

Taco Bob opened his beer. “This fella got a name?”

“Yep, easy to remember name, too – Skunk Johnson.”

3

Just Another Day at the Office

Luckily the bartender didn’t show up the next morning. Not all that surprising for someone to miss work the day after Fantasy Fest, but a good thing in this case, since Ron would have easily picked up on how wired and nervous he was.

And he was definitely nervous. Pulling the biggest heist in the history of Key West less than twelve hours earlier was one reason. The town crawling with cops was another.

“Where’s Ron?” The local with a bad haircut leaned against the bar.

“Didn’t come in yet. Can I get you something?”

“Gimme a Bloody Nail.” The man slipped onto a barstool with practiced ease before looking around. “I seen you before. You’re the barback, right? Only been working here a few weeks.”

“Yes, sir. Here’s your drink.”

The man peeled a bill off a small roll and dropped it on the bar. He took a sip.

“Good Nail. Keep the change, kid.”

The man walked back to a table by the window and sat with another man with a bad haircut. The second man turned and looked towards the bar for a few seconds, then went back to whispered conversation with the man sipping the fresh drink.

Nerves were bad enough, didn’t need that shit.

Luckily, there was plenty to do behind the bar to keep his mind at least somewhat occupied. Definitely needed something to ease the incredible amount of nervous energy he had to deal with. A few hours sleep wouldn’t be a bad idea either. He might have gotten an hour or two of sleep, he wasn’t sure. Mostly he just lay there in bed running the heist over and over in his head. Once he got up and pulled the haul out from under the bed, just to make sure he’d actually done it after nearly five long years of planning.

Most of that time in prison.

“Miller bottle and a ‘Rita.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Stragglers coming in now. Hungover tourists. If Ron didn’t show it was going to be a long day.

“And put some booze in it.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Make that bitchy, hungover tourists.

“Here you go, ma’am.” Suspicious looks from the woman as he counted out the change. Did that guy at the table look at him again just now?

Need to get a grip. Everything went right last night, no reason for anyone to suspect him of anything. Just a not-too-smart guy who moved to Key West following a dream and ended up working long hours in a bar to pay the rent on a moldy trailer in paradise.

There was one thing though, and the thought made him almost drop a glass. The diversion.

The device at the power sub-station worked, why didn’t the one at the bank go off? He’d ridden his bike by there on the way to work and didn’t see anything, not from across the street, at least. As much as he desperately wanted to, he wasn’t about to look down in the bushes by the low window in the back of the bank building. If the cops had found an unexploded device they might be watching the area. Not worth the risk.

“Meyers and Coke, no ice, and a Rolling Rock.”

“Yes, sir.”

Two fat guys dropped their keys and smokes on the bar, settling in for a productive morning. Talking about the same thing as everyone else – the night the lights went out at Fantasy Fest.

“You got the paper?”

“Yes, sir. Right here.”

Have to be sure to get a copy for himself. If he survived this, it might be something nice for his grandkids someday.

“Sorry I’m late.”

Ron. Thank god.

“No problem.”

Ron looked like shit, maybe too much of a hangover to notice how nervous his barback was. Probably just being over cautious. Shit, Ron didn’t even notice when he slipped in his act. Act sure worked though. Pretend to be a little slow, and always polite, and people figure you’re harmless, leave you alone. Comes in real handy when someone asks a question you don’t particularly want to answer.

“Hey, watch the bar for me for a few more minutes, okay? I gotta go to the can.”

“Sure, Ron.”

As soon as Ron left, here comes a small herd of unsure cruise shippers milling around just inside the front door trying to decide if Schooners is up to their standards for funky waterfront bar.

“Hey, turn on the TV!”

Fat guy with the Meyers and Coke pointing at the television over the bar. Punch the remote. Looks like Animal Planet, some show with big cats. Lions and tigers. Expected the guy to want another channel, but he gave the thumbs up and sipped at his drink. Some kind of tiger stalking unsuspecting prey.

The group of middle-aged cruise ship gawkers was still talking it over by the front door when a young woman with white-blonde hair in a pixie cut slipped through them.

She stood perfectly still and scanned the bar, then slowly walked his way, never taking her eyes off him. He was pretty sure he’d seen her in the bar once before, showing some sailors the proper way to shotgun a can of beer.

“Bud, bottle.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Damnedest blue eyes he’d ever seen. He glanced at the television as he got the beer. Lioness on now, closing in on something that looked like a small antelope.

“My name’s Consuelo, but you can call me Con.”

“My name’s Kahn, too. My last name, that is.”

That got a raised eyebrow.

“Cool. What’s your first name?”

“Lucky.”

4

Skunk

“Taco, I’m really getting worried about you. One little drink of beer and you about choke to death. Maybe you should join one of those health clubs, or something.”

Taco Bob had a hand on his chest, trying to get his breath back. Slip shook his head.

“You going to be all right?”

“It wasn’t the beer, it was that name.”

“Skunk Johnson? So I guess you do know him. Want me to tell him to come aboard?”

Taco Bob help up a finger. “Just give me another minute. Maybe being able to breathe will help me recover from the shock.”

“I don’t have a charter today, but I do want to take the yak out later, check out a couple of new spots.” Slip looked at his watch. “But I still got a few minutes to catch the tide. Who is this guy? He one of the ones who worked for you out in Texas?”

Taco Bob still had a hand flat on his chest, but was breathing more normally. “No, he’s an ant farmer.”

“Ant farmer? What the hell is that?”

“Go get the scoundrel and he can tell you himself.”

A few minutes later Slip was back with a grinning Skunk Johnson.

“Damn, Taco! Nice boat!” The wiry little man looked like a skinny pirate, a pirate who’d been dragged through a few gutters. He shook his old friend’s hand like he was trying to get water out of a stubborn well pump. Taco Bob managed to get his hand back.

“Hello, Skunk.”

“Man, Taco! This is great! You can see all around from up here! Hop back in Possum Row said you had a nice place, but damn if this don’t beat all!”

Slip had taken his seat and was closely watching Skunk jumping around, pointing, and gesturing as he talked.

“I’m happy as a pig in slop to see you, Taco. I’d say you’re looking good except you look like shit.”

“I just choked on some beer.”

“You must be getting old.” Skunk winked at Slip, then pointed to the unopened beer on the table. “This for me?” And before anyone could say anything, Skunk popped the beer and drank the whole thing. “Damn! Just what I needed!”

Taco Bob gave Slip a tired look, then focused on their guest. “I know I’m going to regret asking this, but what brings you to our island paradise?”

Skunk belched, then lit up an extra big smile. “Why, I wanted to get me some pirate treasure, so I got this cool pirate costume and broke into the treasure museum last night!”

Taco Bob looked over at a jaw-dropped Slip. “Don’t believe a word he says. Man’s always been full of shit as a Christmas goose.” Taco gave Skunk a hard look. “And don’t be saying stuff like that. This whole town is liable to be going nuts until they catch those guys.” He pointed to the newspaper lying on the table.

“Well, maybe I didn’t steal no treasure, but I sure had me a fine time last night! Speaking of which, who was that fine, and I do mean FINE looking young lady came out of here all crying?”

“She was crying?”

“Well, lemme think. Big frown, eyes all puffy and red with tears coming down her face. Yeah, I’d say crying. You going to drink that?”

Skunk grabbed the nearly full beer sitting on the small table while Taco Bob worked over the news.

“I sure hope she doesn’t do anything rash.”

Skunk killed the beer and looked over at Slip, who still hadn’t said a word. “I reckon he’s gone all contemplative on us now. Do you know who that blonde gal is?”

“That’s Consuelo. She runs a hotel in town with her sisters. The three of us do some fishing together.”

“Purty gal like that is into fishing? Damn, but I like Key West!”

Skunk smiled big, Taco Bob continued to mull, and Slip continued to stare at Skunk like he was an alien life form.

“You know, Slip, me and Taco done some fishing together in Texas a few times. Even fished a tournament once. I got third place.”

Taco Bob came back from his thoughts for just a minute. “Fifth place, and he traded his prize for moonshine.”

Slip was impressed. “That so? I’m a fishing guide, myself. Kayaks mostly. I’m heading out in a little while to check on some spots if you want to come along. While we’re fishing maybe you can tell me what Taco here was like before he started getting old.”

Taco Bob had looked like he was going to interrupt until Slip got to that last part.

“Yeah, maybe you two ought to go do some fishing. First though, Skunk never did tell me why he’s in Key West.”

“Well, you remember Mumbles, the cantankerous little shit who worked for you on the possum ranch.”

“Your cousin.”

“Unfortunately.”

“The one you got in a fistfight with whenever you came out to the ranch.”

“Yep, that one. Anyway, he’s got a brother also named Mumbles.”

“I think I remember something about that. They were in a band together at one time?”

“Exactly. Those two got to fighting so bad they had to break up the band. That’s when Mumbles got into possum ranching and his brother went to Key West.” Skunk absently scratched his bony ass and belched.

“Anyway, after he quit possum ranching Mum started up a new band playing the same old shit they’d been playing before, except now it was in fashion and some record company signed ‘em up and gave ‘em a big pile of money.

“First tour for their new record Mum got his ass arrested for some kinda silly misunderstanding about the hotel they were staying at burning to the ground not long after several witnesses saw him chasing the hotel manager with a blow torch.

“Mumbles ended up with one of those hard-ass Texas judges who gave him six months probation, thirty days community service, and mandatory psychological counseling.

“Knowing the man as good as you do, you might think professional counseling would do him some good, well, it didn’t. But he did remember a lot of cool stuff under hypnosis. Like the time when he was a kid and sick with the fever for three days and his brother took advantage of his weakened condition and kicked his ass good every one of those three days.

“So, since he’s on probation and can’t leave the state, Mumbles hired me to go to Key West to find his brother and hand deliver a good ass-kicking.”

Taco Bob rolled his eyes. “I figured it was something like that.”

“Besides the monetary incentives, I’m thinking it might be interesting to tie into it with someone who grew up fighting with my cousin. I might pick up a few moves I could use when I go back to Texas.”

Slip was shaking his head now. “If both Mumbles are brothers, aren’t they both your cousins?”

Skunk’s brow furrowed up. “Might be, I never thought about it.”

Taco Bob stretched back in his seat. “You boys going to catch that tide you might want to get a move on.”

Slip jumped up and Skunk followed him down the ladder. Taco Bob watched them go and tried to get his mind back to the pleasant place it had been lingering earlier. It wasn’t happening though, so he went looking for a fishing pole with the daring plan of an afternoon of relaxing and meditative grunt fishing.

5

Fame

Lucky sure felt different at work the next day. His night with the incredible blonde had left him sore and slightly dazed, but smiling. He’d never known anything like it.

Not that he didn’t have plenty of experience. He was a decent-looking guy who kept himself in shape and had seen a fair share of girlfriends in his twenty-eight years. At least before he got busted. He still had nightmares about some prison stuff involving sex that time had a ways to go to ease.

“Lucky, I’m going to need another case of Bud bottles, better make it two.”

“Sure, Ron.”

There was still an undercurrent of anxiety, but manageable now. Riding his bike from the trailer park on Stock Island he felt the first wave of a new confidence.

Having the best sex afterglow of his life, coupled with a few hours of sound sleep, not to mention he was the owner by possession of some of the top, if not the top, souvenirs, possible, ever, from Key West, didn’t hurt his confidence a bit.

“Lucky, I said two cases. What’s up with you man?”

Oh, shit.

“Nothing, Ron. I’ll get another case.”

“You okay? You’ve been acting a little weird the last couple of days.” Ron lowered his voice. “You didn’t bang that little blonde, did you? The one you were talking to yesterday? I bet she would be fun in the sack.”

Oh, if you only knew.

“She’s nice. I think she likes me.” Lucky smiled shyly and blushed a little.

“Hey.” Ron slapped him on the back. “You get the chance, take my advice and get some of that. Might be just what you need. You been kind of jumpy lately.”

Lucky grinned and blushed, heading for the stockroom. When he came back Ron was in a deep discussion with two of the local barflies.

“I still can’t believe two or three guys could just waltz off with a few mil worth of treasure like that.”

“The paper said the feds are following all leads, and there’s a big reward. I bet they bust these guys quick.”

“Well, I’d still like to know what was going on with the helicopter that showed up so soon after the lights went out. My sister said it was shining a big spotlight right around where that guy got shot. Better gimme another beer, Ron.”

“Coming up. Guy in here yesterday said it was terrorists did it.”

“I heard it was a mob thing. Something to do with the Secret Service and the JFK hit.”

“Arnie, you are so full of shit. That doesn’t even make any sense. Ron, I think you better cut him off.”

Taking the trash cans outside to the dumpster, Lucky looked over the array of boats at the dock, then allowed himself a minute to daydream.

He really had done it. All those years in the pen researching and planning, memorizing and rehearsing. After he got out he’d spent six months in Jersey on probation working for minimum wage at a recycling plant owned by his probation officer’s brother-in-law. But every evening, more research, planning, and rehearsals.

Two days after his probation ended he dug up the money from the bank robbery six years earlier and headed to Tampa for supplies. Then Key West for more research, more planning, and more rehearsals. But he did it. God damn it, he really did pull it off!

Back inside, the discussion continued.

“Well, whoever done it, they’re probably gone by now. I bet they’re sitting on one of those topless beaches down-island where there’s naked boobs just bouncing around everywhere you look.”

“Arnie, in the twenty years I’ve known you, I don’t think you’ve ever gone more than ten minutes without mentioning titties.”

“What’s wrong with that? You going to tell me you don’t like titties now? Ron, gimme another beer, will ya?”

“Sure, Arnie. You asked me, though, I’d say there’s a good chance the guys and the treasure are still right here in Key West. You know the cops are watching the airport, and I heard they been pulling suspicious cars over along US1 leaving Key West. And from right here we all seen the Coasties and water cops running around stopping boats.”

Which is exactly why Lucky was still washing glasses, rolling kegs, and wiping tables. All of his planning had centered around pulling off the heist and what he’d do for the next few days afterwards. Getting away hadn’t been given much thought. He figured all along that would be a good problem to have, since it would mean he was not only sitting on an incredible collection of extremely valuable Spanish treasure, but famous. Caught or not, he was already famous.

But that was nothing. His night with the amazing blonde had also awakened a creative and playful aspect of his personality that he thought he’d lost years ago.

The museum heist might be getting some media attention now, but Lucky wasn’t through yet. There were things to do as soon as it got dark.
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Cemetery

“Taco, you up?”

“Yeah, come on in Slip. There’s coffee in the galley.”

“Don’t mind if I do.”

“What’s up?”

“Here’s the paper, check it out.”

But before Taco Bob could read more than a few lines, Slip filled him in. “They found some of the treasure last night. Somebody on one of those Haunted Key West tours found a couple of the coins by a fresh grave in the cemetery.”

“Says here folks from the museum are going to take a look at the coins today to make sure they came from the heist.”

“Cop spokesman on a Miami TV station this morning said for everyone to stay away from the cemetery.”

Taco Bob looked up from the newspaper at an eager Slip Hanson. “So I suppose you want to go take a look around the cemetery.”

“Me? Shoot no! Those places give me the creeps. Plus there’s about a million people already there, most of ‘em cops trying to seal off the area.”

“So, you been by there this morning.”

“It was kinda on my way.”

Taco Bob decided to let that one slide. “How’d your fishing trip with Skunk go?”

Slip rolled his eyes. “You should have warned me about your friend.”

“I think acquaintance might be a better word.”

“He had me stop and pick up a twelve pack on the way. By the time we got out in the yak he was throwing down beers and going on about digging up ants for a living. Before we even got to the spot he’d finished all the beer by himself. I told him to keep an eye open for bonefish tailing and he said he didn’t feel so good. Before I could get to a mangrove island he’d barfed all over my boat and passed out.”

“So, what you’re saying is, he yaked in your yak.”

“It ain’t funny, Taco.”

“I’m thinking I already know, but I’ll go ahead and ask what you did with Skunk.”

“I left him passed out on a mangrove island.”

“Did you take his pants?”

“His pants? What kind of sick question is that?”

“Seen him since?”

“Well, no. It was low water, so I figure either the incoming tide or fiddler crabs woke him up eventually.”

There were more important things on Taco Bob’s mind. “You seen Consuelo?”

“Uh, no.”

“If you know something, give it up.”

Slip looked pained. “I run into Fish Daddy on his way to Pirate Jim’s a little while ago. He’d had breakfast with Sara and she said Con was out all night and going on this morning about some guy.”

“That it?”

Slip thought hard. “Just Fish’s damn bird. Tried to bite me.”

“Those Eclectus parrots like most folks. Capt. Tom doesn’t seem to care for you much, though.”

“The feeling’s mutual. What’s Trish up to? I haven’t seen her since y’all got back from your nature cruise.”

It was Taco Bob’s turn to feel a little pained, but he tried not to let it show. “Oh, she’s busy with the restaurant. She’s a real hard working gal.”

“I thought that was why you took her off for a week, so she’d relax some.”

“Well, she did, mostly. She had the cell phone withdrawals real bad.”

“I heard that’s some bad shit.”

“It is.”

“She stay clean the whole week?”

Taco Bob sighed. “I heard her in the head one night talking to her cook. She must have smuggled one aboard somehow. I headed out towards the Marquesas in the morning so we’d be out of range.”

“That’s tough, partner.”

“Yeah, I don’t really want to talk about it.” The phone on the table picked that moment to ring. “That’s probably her now.”

“I need to use the facilities.”

A few minutes later Slip was back in the lounge. Taco Bob had topped off his coffee after the phone call.

“Anything interesting?”

“Fish Daddy looking for you. Said to tell you they just found more treasure coins over on Fleming where the electric company’s been digging up the sidewalk.”

“That so? I was thinking about stopping by the bookstore anyway. Care to tag along?”

“You go on. I got some work to do on the Wilbur. Damn float switch on the bilge pump is sticking.”
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Sisters

Hectic day at the bar, but Lucky didn’t mind, he felt better than he’d ever felt in his life. He was on top of the world.

After a busy late afternoon and evening putting coins in some interesting places, he’d gotten a solid eight hours sleep for the first time in weeks.

But not before he took everything out from under his bed again for a good, long look. The coins listed on the museum’s sales website started at over a thousand each. And he still had several hundred silver and gold coins. Not to mention the emeralds, gold bars, gold chains, and various other gold artifacts. And the Cross.

He even had a silver bar. Don’t know how that got in there. Oh well, these kinds of things can happen when you’re in a dark, smoky, blown-up room and get in too much of a hurry cleaning out a safe. Lucky smiled.

“Yo, Lucky! Bud’s dry.”

Ron’s day off, Joel pointing at the tap.

“Okay, Joel.”

Needed to tell Judy when she came in later to check the keg order. Only two kegs of Coors left. Maybe if he started acting more responsible he could get a raise. That made him smile too.

Check the Bud tap. Yep, good to go now. Place was really busy.

“Lucky, I’m really swamped here. Be a dear and take care of those two down at the end.”

A couple of the regulars.

“Can I get you gentlemen something?”

“Meyers and Coke, no ice, and a Rolling Rock.”

“Hold the Rock. Gimme a Michelob.”

“A Mic? You feeling okay, Arnie?”

“Hey, I’m feeling lucky. I’m thinking I might know where those guys hid that treasure.”

“You? Gimme a break.”

“Here’s your drinks, gentlemen.”

“Take it outta this.”

Lucky put the change on the bar in front of Arnie.

“Thanks, kid. Yeah, me. I got it all figured out.” Lucky stayed close, this ought to be good. “They said on the TV at lunch one of the guys had a handtruck, right?”

Lucky looked up. “A handtruck?”

“Yeah, kid. One of those things like you use to move major appliances and heavy stuff, you know, a hand truck.” Arnie took a long pull off his beer. “The cops got some witness saw a guy dressed like a pirate leaving the area with a handtruck loaded down with something.”

Lucky didn’t like this one bit.

“Lucky?” Joel pointing at another tap. Better check the cooler again while he’s at it.

Lucky headed for the back to get the keg and another case of Bud. He was almost through the doorway when he happened to look back and see a familiar blonde head bobbing through the crowd, heading for the bar. That brought a smile. He hadn’t seen her since their big night.

Lucky started to walk over to tell Consuelo he’d be right back when he noticed she wasn’t alone. There were two other women with her. He froze in place. Something about the way the three women moved together made him more than a little apprehensive. He was about to slip into the backroom when Consuelo spotted him.

“Lucky! Darling!”

She ran around the bar and threw herself in his arms and started kissing him and groping him like crazy. The sturdy young woman was giving him plenty of tongue and about to pull his clothes off. He’d forgotten how strong she was.

“Lucky, my love, how are you?” Consuelo looked back at the other women and almost seemed to be posing. She spoke loud enough for them to easily hear her over the bar noise. “These are two of my sisters I brought for you to meet. They’re just old spinsters who couldn’t get a man with a gun, but I love them all the same.”

He was already pretty sure from a distance, but after being almost literally dragged over in front of them there was no doubt they were two of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen.

“This is one of my older sisters, Lydia.” A little taller with brown hair and eyes, not quite as pretty as Consuelo, but almost. She looked smart, and slightly amused. Lydia smiled with one corner of her mouth like she was in on a joke she shared with him. Very nice.

“You must be Lucky, Consuelo has told us so much about you.”

“She has?”

A nudge in the ribs.

“And this is the baby of the family, Josephine.”

This one maybe twenty and built like a goddess wearing shorts and a bikini top. Lucky noticed several men in the bar staring at her. Arnie looked about to fall off his barstool. Her dark hair, pouting lips, and slightly olive skin made him think of a movie star – a young Rachel Welch, or maybe Elvira. Her eyes were big, dark, and very strange. They were like black pools of soft velvet that made him want to just…

“Hello? Anybody there?” Consuelo snapping fingers in front of his face. “Don’t look at her eyes too long, okay? Trust me on this.”

“Nice to meet you, ladies. You are all so beautiful.”

Josephine cocked her head and put an ear towards her outstanding chest. She seemed to listen for a couple of seconds, then put her hand to her mouth to cover a laugh. Consuelo leaned closer and dropped her voice.

“Josey has a little imaginary friend who she says rides around between her ‘pillows’ as she calls them.” Consuelo ran a finger in a circle slowly around her ear on the side away from her sister. “Just humor her, she’s harmless. Well, as long as you don’t look at her eyes too long.”

Josephine had obviously heard, and was giving Consuelo a look that made Lucky gasp and take a step back. Consuelo hooked an arm through his.

“Don’t worry, Sweetie! I won’t let the bad old witch get you.”

“Witch?”

“Uh, figure of speech?” She put both arms around him and squeezed so hard he could barely breathe. “Hey, why don’t you tell my sisters about the great time we had over at your place the other night?”

“Uh.”

“Lucky here is my kind of man and I’m his kind of woman, right, lover?”

He could hardly draw a breath. “Uh, yeah.”

“See?” She stuck her tongue out at her sisters, who gave her bored looks back. “Don’t pay any attention to them, dearest. They’re just jealous because they’re both so hideous they could never have a normal relationship with a real man.”

To prove her point, Consuelo started groping and kissing him passionately again. There was a distracting and probing hand down the back of his pants, but Lucky still managed to see the two sisters rolling their eyes.

Someone tapped him on the shoulder.

“Lucky, I hate to interrupt, but we’re out of Bud bottles, Busch, Miller, and Corona. And three of the taps are dry.”

Joel, thankfully. Consuelo turned him loose and after a couple of welcomed gulps of air he was able to stagger towards the storeroom, Consuelo calling to him and waving. “Till we meet again, my love!”

Lucky managed a weak wave at the grinning blonde before collapsing onto a stack of beer cases.

“What the hell was that all about?”

He’d thoroughly enjoyed his night with Consuelo. It had been a combination of many prison fantasies come true, but he’d had some misgivings afterwards. Her odd behavior in the bar just then added to the misgivings.

When he was able to stand again he peeked out and saw the sisters were gone. He reached behind a shelf and pulled out a dusty bottle of cheap brandy and had a good hit. He closed his eyes and shook his head to clear it. When he opened his eyes, Lydia was standing in front of him. He jumped back and bumped his head on the shelf.

“Jeez! You scared me!”

She was looking him over. “Consuelo said you were a little slow, but you’re not, are you?” She smiled at his confusion, then shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. A lot of people in Key West are running some kind of game.” She took a step back and glanced down at her hands. Her hands looked very delicate. Consuelo’s hands were calloused and scarred, the only part of her that wasn’t perfect. He’d meant to ask her about that.

“Look, Lucky, or whoever you are.” He got a slow wink. “Don’t let yourself get hurt by my sister. I think she might be using you to get back at somebody else, this older guy she’s been after for a while. It’s someone we know and she probably wants it to get back to him through us.”

“Well, I thought it might be something like that. Thanks for telling me though.”

She touched his hand and looked into his eyes. Her hand was incredibly soft. “Good luck. Whatever you’re up to, I think you’re going to need it.”

She started for the doorway.

“Hey, how did you slip in here like that?”

That got him a coy smile.

“Oh, it’s just something I do.” Another wink. “I’m a magician.”

He watched her go, thinking, smiling, then took a slow sip of brandy.

“LUCKY!”

Oh, shit! Joel!

It took him most of the rest of the shift to get the bar stocked again. But he finally had some time to think about the visit from the three sisters.

What a bunch.

One, a sexual dynamo, one, stone crazy but incredibly hot, and one…Well, Lydia made him remember there were some really decent people out there. After too many years of running with his own sister’s husband and that band of white-trash lowlifes, and too many years in prison, he’d forgotten there were women like Lydia.

But now he’d done it, done what he planned so hard for so long. He was set for life financially. He could do what so many talked about but few ever did: he could make a new start and do anything he wanted to. And with a real woman – someone smart, witty, and with a good heart. Someone like, well, Lydia. Sure would like to pursue that pleasant thought.

“Lucky, could you take care of those two for me again? Thanks, babe.”

“Gentlemen?”

Both were glued to the television watching the news, but one finally waved a hand over their drinks.

“Another round.”

“Coming up.”

Lucky got the drinks and held the thought. Who knows, maybe even have kids someday. Kids. Wow. He wondered why he never really thought about that before.

“Here you go, gentlemen.”

“I got this one.”

There was a commercial just ending. New cars.

“Ain’t that some shit, Arnie?”

“Sure is. I bet that blows the case wide open. Okay, here it is again.”

Lucky set the change on the bar and looked up. There was a live shot of a black woman reporter in a blazer standing across the street from about a mile of yellow police tape wrapped around the back of the bank building.
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Research

“Taco, that you?”

Skunk wasn’t sure. There was a pair of feet sticking out of a hatch in the deck. He’d gone looking for the Wilbur when there wasn’t anyone at home on the old houseboat, The Sandy Bottomed Girl.

“Yeah, it’s me. Hold on a minute, Skunk.”

There was a thud and a muffled curse. Taco Bob wiggled out of the tight compartment in the boat deck and concentrated on holding the knuckles of his right hand.

“Wrench slip on you, Taco?”

That got him a hard look.

“Actually, I never thought I’d hear myself say this, but I’m glad to see you, Skunk.”

Skunk fired up a big smile. It wasn’t exactly something he heard a lot of from anyone. Taco glanced up, then stared right at him.

“Since you got more teeth than usual, and a lot of them are shining with a gleam not normally found in nature, I’d say you got some falsies.”

“Yep. Got a good deal on the internet. I had ‘em out for Fantasy Fest and all so I wouldn’t lose ‘em.”

“You got false teeth on the net? Do they fit?”

“They take a while to get broke in.”

“I’ll bet. But I am glad you’re here. This damn float switch on the bilge pump is way in the back and I can’t quite reach it. You’re smaller than me, you could probably get to it just fine.”

“Slip tried?”

“Nope. Too big and too broad in the shoulders from all that yak paddling. Plus, he tends to not get along well with mechanical things. That’s why he’s guiding in a kayak.”

“I’d be proud to lend a hand, but I don’t want to get dirty.”

Taco Bob looked him over. “You got new clothes too. There must be a good reason, which I’m sure I’m about to hear.”

“Hooked up with this big ol’ gal named Miss Agnes. As you know, I like big women.”

“I remember. I also remember once coming back from fishing you telling me why, in detail. I’d greatly appreciate it if you didn’t tell me again.”

“I met her at Fantasy Fest. She was wearing a muumuu, and I do like a big woman in a muumuu.” Skunk shared a bawdy wink. “Anywho, we hit it off an I been staying over at her place since. She used to work over at the county records place but just started at the library. Since I’m saving a fortune on motel rooms staying with her, I figure I can afford to hang around for a while, find some of that treasure before I go back to Texas.”

“I suppose you’ve got a plan.”

“Well, I’ve been doing some research at the library on this treasure stuff.”

“Research? I’d see you as one to be taking more direct action, like sneaking into the cemetery with a shovel.”

“Well, that is mighty tempting and it has come to mind a few times. In fact, one of the first things I found out is there’s rumors out-the-ass about that being a favorite place for the ol’ pirates and such to hide treasure.”

“Yeah, I heard something like that myself. I’m surprised you’re researching this, even more surprised you can read.”

“Didn’t say I could, but Miss Agnes sure can. We done put together a scientific study of the problem and come to some mighty fine conclusions.”

Skunk gave another proud showing of his latest internet purchase. Taco Bob picked up a rag and started wiping down his tools. “Let’s hear it.”

Skunk proceeded to wax eloquent to the best of his abilities on the actual origins of the treasure. He told his friend how it was essentially blood money – plunder from slavery. And how the Spanish forced the Incas to work the mines of South America and even set up foundries and minted coins, then took the precious metals and gems back to Spain in convoys of galleons.

“I know it’s hard to believe, but weather forecasting back in the 1600s was even worse than it is now. Them ol’ wooden boats loaded down with treasure would sometimes catch hell from hurricanes and end up as shipwrecks all along the Keys.”

Taco Bob looked impressed, or at least didn’t look like he was about to interrupt, so Skunk went for the big wrap-up.

“Although money in general can be some mighty fun shit, these particular riches ain’t brought nothing but misery.”

“So, you’re saying the treasure is cursed.”

“Well, if it ain’t it’s sure wasting a perfectly good opportunity.”

Taco Bob gave that an agreeing nod. “How’d you find me just now?”

“When I was off fishing with Slip he told me some about you having the houseboat, this here cabin cruiser, and a skiff. Sounds like you’re doing all right for yourself these days.”

“I been fortunate of late.”

“Hop said you had some insurance from the ranch, but it looks like you come into some other money as well.”

“My personal finances aren’t on the table for discussion at this time.”

Skunk was getting a warning look, but in keeping with his reckless manner, chose to ignore it. “Don’t have anything to do with treasure, does it?”

Taco Bob did the tiniest double take, but didn’t say anything.

“Lucky guess, I reckon.” Skunk did one quick wink. “Anyways, you want to hear the results of my scientific study and where I figure that stolen treasure is?” Skunk didn’t wait for an answer. “I figure those coins being found where they were ain’t no accident. They’re clues, you know?”

Skunk tended to use his hands when he talked, when he got excited they flew. They were in flight now.

“Okay, so like cemetery stars with a ‘C’, right? So everybody is running around digging up Key West looking for a few million in Spanish treasure, but it ain’t even on land! It’s in the sea! Get it? C? Sea?”

Taco Bob rolled his eyes and worked at getting some grease off his hands with the rag. He gave Skunk a sideways glance. “What about the two coins they found over where the utility company’s been digging?”

“Exactly! The electric company’s the ones done the digging, right? Electric starts with a ‘E’, right? What’s the second letter in sea? Huh? Huh?”

Taco Bob just shook his head. “Skunk, I hate to veer off course here during your important voyage of discovery, but how did you get back from that mangrove island?”

“Fella happened by in a little skiff and gave me a ride back. Wasn’t his skiff, he’d borrowed it to look for his boat. Said his boat tended to drift off if he didn’t tie it to something real good before he went drinking. Kept sniffing the air. Told me when the wind was right he could find it by smell if his dog was on board. Helluva nice fella, though, my kinda folk.”

“He tell you his name?”

“Said everyone called him Shark Hunter. Dropped me off at the marina and went back looking. Here’s Slip coming now.”

Taco Bob appeared to be about to say something but held. Slip jumped aboard all excited, then noticed Skunk.

“Crabs didn’t eat you?”

“Ate my eyes out but they growed back.” Skunk gave a big wink. “Sorry about erping a little in your canoe.”

“It’s a kayak and it wasn’t a little. But I seen worse. You ain’t sore about me leaving you?”

“Nah, happens all the time. Right TB?”

The captain of the Wilbur gave a nod. “It’s kind of a tradition back in Texas. You find any of that treasure yet?”

Slip looked around, then talked real quiet. “No, but I’m about to. That fella lives next-door to me, Big Mike? Well, he came over a little while ago about to bust he was so excited. He’d been out working on one of the commercial boats early this morning and one of the traps they pulled had a plastic bag with a silver coin in it.”

Skunk about jumped out of his skin. “No shit! It’s part of the treasure?”

“I imagine. He showed me the piece and it sure looked real to me.”

Skunk was about to explode. Slip ignored him and focused on Taco Bob. “I’m fixing to take the yak out and discreetly pull a few traps. I could use a hand, thought you might be interested.”

“I got to get this float switch fixed or I’m liable to have a sunk boat one of these days. I’d say there’s a chance Mr. Johnson here might be interested. Bet he’s got a theory you might like to hear, too.”

♦

Before he went back into the bilge for another try, Taco Bob watched the two grown men walk quickly down the dock, both talking at the same time and gesturing wildly with their hands.
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The Reverend

“This your correct address?”

“Yes, officer.”

The Hillsborough County Sheriff’s deputy looked at the driver’s license again, then at the sole occupant of the faded Buick sedan. White male, big, raw-boned type, all elbows and knees, but with shoulders on him. Sharp features, big angular nose, and wrap-arounds below a set of wild black eyebrows.

“Do you know why I stopped you?”

“No, officer.”

“I just need to check a couple of things. It won’t take long, just routine.”

The Reverend Earl W. Sharkey watched the cop walk around to the back of the Buick. Bullshit. They both knew why he’d been pulled over. There’d been trouble on this particular road coming out of Tampa.

The cop went to his cruiser and started talking on the radio. The Reverend touched the Glock under the seat with the fingertips of his right hand one more time before easing back in his seat to wait it out. His fingers tapping on the steering wheel to the music in his head.

Back when Earl Sharkey was in school in New Jersey all the kids called him Eel. Not Shark, but Eel. Like an eel, the skinny slithery thing. Like a stupid water snake. So he went through his formative years pissed off. At forty Earl was still pissed, about a lot of things. But he wasn’t stupid, nor was he particularly skinny. He had, however, become dangerously insane.

An incident at a Texas hotel had driven the man in the Buick to the brink of insanity. Since then he’d gradually gotten quite good at acting like a rational human being for short periods of time, especially if it involved making a lot of money quickly, or the police.

Another patrol car pulled in behind the first one. The reverend lifted his right leg just long enough for a reassuring touch of the .38 in the ankle holster.

Young Earl might have at least started out a little closer to normal if his father hadn’t been a card shark and hustler who taught him a few things the rare times he’d come home sober. Earl learned enough to pull off a few good scams, but not enough to know how to stay out of the penal system. Which is where he continued his lessons in life and picked up a couple of psychological conditions he didn’t already have, and at least one STD.

Here they come.

“Sir, would you mind taking off your sunglasses for me? Thanks. Could you look this way?”

Might as well get it over with.

The first officer stepped aside so they could both see the tattoo that came from his right eye to his ear. You couldn’t see it with the big sunglasses, but now the two sheriff’s deputies could plainly see the black shark that seemed to have his eye in its mouth. He squinted, which showed the jaws and teeth on his eyelid. When he blinked it looked like the shark was taking a bite.

“Jeez!” The second cop shaking his head in disbelief.

They went to the back of the car for another conference. The reverend sighed and relaxed as much as he could under the circumstances, which wasn’t a whole fucking lot.

The tattoo had seemed like a great idea at the time. He’d spent almost two years doing it himself in prison just to stay occupied so he wouldn’t get crazy and do something stupid. With a shark swimming across his face no one ever thought about calling him Eel these days.

The Reverend had been through a lot of shit in his life before ending up alongside the road, heavily armed, and waiting for some County Mounties to make up their minds. He figured that unless there was a solid witness, they didn’t have squat on him.

Not to mention there really wasn’t a law against what he did. It also wasn’t easy to do. Took some serious planning to make it work properly.

But with the right weather, at just the right time of the day, he’d have a few minutes to drive into the late afternoon sun on a busy two-lane highway. The lane coming the other way clogged with rush hour traffic – weary commuters with the bright Florida sun at their backs. He’d think about the rival cult in Texas, the one that kidnapped and tortured him. That always put him in the right state of mind: total fucking madness. Then when he slipped the oversized sunglasses up on his forehead just above those bushy black eyebrows, the people coming the other way couldn’t help but see the sun lighting up his big, insane eyes.

Saw a lot of swerving cars in his mirrors, and a few wrecks.

Here comes the first cop again. Second one hanging back watching, but not with a hand on his gun.

The Reverend checked again to make sure the bottle of eye-whiting drops he’d bought on the internet was hidden. He had his shades back on and gave the cop a smile full of big teeth.

“Everything all right, officer?”

“Your license tag is dirty, you might want to clean it the first chance you get.” The young cop reluctantly handed back the driver’s license and registration.

“Yes, sir. I’ll get right on it.”

The cop just looked at him. The Reverend smiled big again, but there was a slight twitch in his right hand. The music in his head got louder. The twitch turned into a tremble as the hand slowly moved towards the Glock.

The cop’s radio squawked, he looked back at the other officer and got a nod.

“Have a good day, sir. Drive carefully.”

“You too, officer.”

Twenty minutes and a couple of phone calls later, the Reverend was headed to South Tampa to pack. He’d been thinking about cutting town anyway, and since his favorite stretch of road was pretty well fucked for a while, he decided to go for it.

He’d been keeping up with the story in Key West about the big treasure heist. Cops had some leads, but they didn’t have what he had. He had the name of one of the guys who’d pulled it off.

10

Then the Music Started

The first thing Earl Sharkey did back when he got out of prison was fuck up and get sent right back to prison. Three years later when he got out again he was a lot more careful.

Back-to-back jolts in prison had left Earl with a strong desire to better himself and enjoy the finer things in life. Before going to prison his life could be summed up as small-time scams, twenty-dollar whores, and cheap whiskey. Once again out in the world, Earl set his sights towards new, somewhat more legal, endeavors – the fruits of which would include hundred-dollar whores and single-malt whiskey.

Fifty-seven dollars and a postage stamp made him a reverend. On the application for Doctor of Divinity from the Haiti School of Law and Auto Repair he wrote the name of his new house of worship – The Church of the Cute and Cuddly Canines.

The Church turned out to be the best scam Earl Sharkey had ever come up with. Better than insurance fraud accidents at grocery stores, even better than selling extended warranties on electronics to confused housewives.

Reverend Sharkey sighed at the pleasant memories while driving down US1 through the Keys on a picture-perfect day. He wondered why he hadn’t been down here before. Sure was pretty – a lot nicer than Tampa, and a damn sight lot nicer than Texas.

Texas did have a few things going for it though, like plenty of gullible people. He’d tapped into the vast reservoir of the easily led though newspaper ads at first. Amazing how many people would pay for spiritual healing sessions for their pets. Before long he specialized exclusively in fleecing old ladies with barfing lap dogs using the time-tested techniques of deceit, coercion, and intimidation.

Business was so good that before long he even had the beginnings of his own cult. He started training a few of the more active old girls to go out and spread the word of pet worship and bring in the love offerings.

His church became so profitable he decided to attend a few cult conventions. That’s where he first saw Angela. He immediately made a few discrete inquiries with his fellow cultists. She was rich, cultured, built like a brick shithouse, could drive a stick, and dumb as a rock. She was everything he’d ever dreamed of in a woman. And he’d done a lot of dreaming about women in prison. Angela was perfect.

Except, she was married.

Married to a sadistic little bulldog of a man who ran the Church of the Puppy Angels – a rival cult that had coincidentally been cutting into his fledging internet scams.

The Reverend waited for his opportunity. How to wait was one of the first things anyone doing time in prison learned. Finally, at a trade show in Houston he got his chance. While the bulldog was busy signing up some fresh meat at the Puppy Angel booth, Angela excused herself from her husband and the pack of old ladies clutching snarling, yapping little dust mops, and headed for the can. He caught up with her behind some potted palms.

“Lovely dress on a lovely lady on this lovely evening.”

“Why, thank you. Do I know you?”

“The Reverend Sharkey at your service, my lady. I understand you drive a stick.”

Big blue eyes gave him a quick appraisal, then glanced back in the direction of the bulldog. With one finger she pushed him into one of the palms while her other hand rubbed his crotch.

“Yes, as I matter of fact, I just got my license.” She pushed a hotel key into his hand. “Stop by my room later and we’ll go for a ride.”

It was the best ride of Reverend Earl W. Sharkey’s life, and almost his last. He made the mistake of falling asleep in her bed.

He woke screaming from a searing pain between his legs. The bulldog was over him with a broomstick that had an electric lamp cord taped to it. The business end was bare wires and the bulldog never seemed to tire of using it on him. The ropes cut his wrists and ankles and he screamed through the gag for hours.

The horrible electric shocks finally stopped, but not before his mind had gone somewhere else to escape the pain and humiliation. Then the music started.

Alone in the dark room, blindfolded, tied to a soiled mattress and unable to move, with headphones duct-taped over his ears, he heard one song played over and over and over. The drums and bass guitar of Fleetwood Mac’s strange song Tusk surged through his body, mind and soul until it was his universe, his essence, the only thing he knew.

When a hotel maid found him two days later he was nearly dead from dehydration. While in the hospital he learned the hotel room where he’d been found was actually booked under his own name. He told the police he didn’t know who’d left him for dead, tied to the bed. After a couple more tries the police gave up on the questioning and he went home. The up-scale house he’d purchased just months earlier hadn’t changed, but he had.

His addictive personality latched onto The Song like a gorilla. At first he listened to it constantly – totally addicted, euphoric, energized, and often violently unpredictable. But eventually he learned to wean himself of the need to hear The Song enough to function in society, but he still had to avoid any kind of public place playing a Fleetwood Mac song. Usually he could just slip out of the room if a Mac came on, but his madness instantly came to full bloom anytime he heard Tusk.

But he was always at least a little mad, since he always had The Song playing over and over in his head. He even dreamed it at night.

♦

Revenge had never been a big thing for the Reverend like it was for some people. A jar of gas, a rag, and a kitchen match in the middle of the night did the job and kept it simple. He didn’t even wait around for the fire trucks after he heard the screams.

But he did have to leave town and let things settle for a while afterwards. He ended up in Tampa where one of his flock, a Cuban woman named Maria, had some relatives. The father supplemented his social security by moving a few explosives he got from a son in the military. The other son did fake IDs, and the whole family was into low profiles and high stakes poker. Reverend Sharkey fit right in.

They were drinking rum and playing poker one night, talking about the museum heist in Key West that was all over the news. Maria’s brother Santiago sucked at poker, and just about everything else, but he was a computer geek and master of forged identification.

“Hey, Papa, remember that guy we did some business with a few weeks ago?”

“The one who looked like a ex-con? What about him?”

“That job in Key West? When they blew that safe, I bet they used plastic. Maybe some of yours?”

♦

The Reverend took his time driving down through the Keys – didn’t need any grief from the local cops. He noticed two patrol cars parked-to-talk by a gas station, then a couple of miles later several more working a traffic light and giving cars leaving the Keys some hard looks.

Sure could use a drink. Get a room in Key West, then hit a few bars. Ask around, see if anyone knows a Lucas Kahn. Santiago, bless his sneaky little soul, had even saved a copy of the picture he took for the ID.
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Lucky

Finally, a day off. Two in fact, since Lucky had traded days with another barback. The only thing better than a day off in paradise was two.

Lucky slept late, then set out on his bike for a leisurely ride around the island. There’d been a rainsquall during the night and a fresh breeze brought the smell of the ocean. Blue skies and just a few popcorn clouds made it perfect day-off weather.

Pedaling down Roosevelt Boulevard past Smathers Beach he saw several men with metal detectors and shovels. He stopped his bike for a few minutes to watch a heated skirmish between two groups over what turned out to be a beer can. Two beefy men had gained digging rights to the area with the beer can by intimidating their older treasure competitors with strong language and a showing of the handguns under their shirts. Lucky figured cops looking on their own time.

While the two cops dug up the immediate area, the group of retirees grumbled off with their metal detector and resumed searching along the edge of the water. Before leaving the beach, Lucky went further along and discreetly buried a silver coin. A Spanish eight reales coin – a genuine piece of eight. He was tempted to wait around to see their reaction when the old men found a coin the size of a half dollar.

But he rode on. Seagulls shrieked overhead and kids ran yelling happily along the beach. He caught a whiff of hamburgers cooking on a charcoal grill.

As he got closer to Old Town and Duval Street, the smells tended to include truck exhaust, hot pavement, and the occasional tang of garbage.

Lucky was trying hard to enjoy it all, trying to convince himself he owned this town now. But he’d been up late watching the news. The unexploded bomb at the bank made the national news on TV. That and the handtruck thing had him thinking a lot about cutting town. A lot. Only he hadn’t exactly figured out how just yet. So he rode his bike on another beautiful day in paradise. He went by two Cuban women talking in front of one of the tiny houses built for cigar makers a hundred years ago. That reminded him of Tampa.

Among the things he’d learned in prison was the name of a Cuban man who could supply him with some of the more hard to find items on his materials list.

That took several days of negotiating price and some anxious moments. But he finally got what he needed from the crazy Cubans in Tampa and headed straight for Key West. A few more days to find a job and a place to stay, then it was time to start the final phase of the planning.

His first choice for a time to do the heist was at night during one of the frequent thunderstorms. Plenty of loud booms to help cover the explosives, not to mention the few times Key West lost power it was usually during a storm. But then he started thinking about Fantasy Fest. During his initial research he’d read about it, but didn’t realize just how big a deal it’d become in the last few years. It was huge – the biggest party in a town noted the world over for partying.

Fantasy Fest rivaled Mardi Gras in overall debauchery, but had way more nudity. Women wearing little else but cleverly applied body paint was quite common. Lucky decided he could wait a few extra weeks for Fantasy Fest. Planning had become almost an obsession, and he certainly had plenty of planning and rehearsing to do.

“Excuse me!” A short, round tourist lady with a confused look and sunburned knees held up a hand to stop him. “You look like you live around here. Can you tell me where the place is that sells the treasure?”

“If you mean the treasure museum, it’s down that way, close to Mallory Square. But it’s closed, they had some trouble a few days ago.”

“Trouble? No shit!” Lucky noticed the front of her t-shirt had a drawing of a pirate pushing a handtruck. “I know the museum’s closed, I’m talking about the little shop that’s supposed to be around here somewhere.”

“Oh, sorry. Yeah, there’s a little shop on Duval about half way down. Just turn here and it’s six or seven blocks on the right.”

“Thanks, sweetie.”

Lucky had forgotten about the museum’s little satellite shop. He turned down a side street and maneuvered his bike along the broken sidewalks while avoiding low-hanging tree limbs, parked cars, and feral chickens until he came up behind the shop. Judging by the crowd around front it looked like the place was indeed open and doing a brisk business. Lucky pedaled by and saw excited tourists coming out of the store flushed from battle clutching small shopping bags. He had to smile.

“Maybe it’s true what they say about there’s no such thing as bad publicity.”

Lucky’s haul was indeed incredible, but it was only a fraction of the treasure found in the waters off Key West over the years. Those old wooden galleons had been carrying literally tons of riches from the Americas back to Spain. He’d read once that there was so much in the area of one of the main piles that the treasure hunters didn’t want to bring it all up too quickly. They were afraid of devaluing their find.

So even though Lucky had a good sampling and a few of the choicest pieces, he’d only scratched the surface of the total treasure reserve. There was still more than enough to sell to the tourists.

He rode along crowded Duval Street, taking in the sights. A hardware store with a sign in the window – No Shovels. Flower smells, maybe jasmine or an orchid tree. People digging in the yard of a two hundred year-old house with a small crowd watching intensely. The town had definitely gone treasure crazy. He let his bike take him towards Mallory.

“I wonder what’s going on at the museum.”

One of the first things he’d done when he got to Key West was go to the famous treasure museum and pay the ten dollars admission. After years of pictures in books and on the net, the time had come to see the real thing.

He tried to keep his excitement in check as he toured the sturdy old building. Room after room of incredible treasure in plastic cases. He loved it all, especially the salesroom. Really handy when they let you take pictures of a job – wished banks were that way. Might have noticed that back office at the bank in Ohio. Could have made a big difference in the way he’d spent the last few years of his life.

But without those years in prison he never would have had the opportunity to do the kind of research and planning it took to pull something like this off. Not to mention prison is the perfect environment to train for personal betterment through cunning and deviousness. And there’s never a shortage of experienced crooks with time on their hands to learn from.

It had all started with a shipwreck story in one of the well-worn old books in the prison library. Soon he was reading everything he could get his hands on about treasure, if for no other reason than to stay sane and help him survive the horrors of prison. It didn’t take much reading about treasure hunting in the ocean for Lucky to decide it made a lot more sense to just go to Florida, find treasure someone else had already brought up, and steal that.

♦

The museum was still closed. He stopped his bike across the street for a look. The windows were boarded up and the salesroom had a new, heavy door. The whole side of the building was fenced off with chain link and watched closely by a serious-looking armed guard. Keep moving.

“Hey, you look like you might know.” Another tourist. Big bald guy with a tropical shirt, a non-tropical wife, and a frown. “Who you gotta fuck to get a hotel room in this town? Every place we checked so far is full of parrotheads or something.”

“Did you try that big motel by the bridge when you first come into Key West?”

The wife jumped on it. “I told you we shoulda checked there! You never listen to me!” She turned her anger on the man with the bike. “What’s the name of that motel?”

“I’m not sure. I think it’s the Lucky Motel. Something like that.”

The woman gave him a parting scowl for not knowing the full and proper name. Lucky wondered why visitors to the island always expected the locals to have extensive knowledge of all the hotels when that’s usually one of the last things anyone living in Key West would care about.

But one hotel did come to mind. While the police were occupied with keeping the treasure fever under control, the time was right for him to cut town. He definitely needed to work on that. But first, while he was in the area, maybe stop by the hotel Consuelo and her sisters owned. Just for a minute.

Maybe Lydia would be there.
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Mind Reading

“Who’s that?”

“Some guy looking for Lydia. She’s around back dipping leaves out of the pool, so I told him he could cut through the kitchen.” The most average, most non-descript young woman Taco Bob had ever known gave him a shy smile from behind the hotel’s front desk. “How are you doing? I haven’t seen you for a while.”

“I’m right as rain, Sara. I got three boats, a good start on the ideal tropical lifestyle, a healthy appetite, a lady friend who owns a restaurant, and my circle of friends includes four very charming and beautiful sisters. If I was doing any better I just couldn’t stand it.” He gave her a good wink. “You’re looking good. You still seeing Fish Daddy?”

“Yeah, among others.” He got the wink back. “So, you and Trish are good to go?”

“We’re doing okay. She’s pretty busy with the restaurant right now.” The look of concern from Sara was a little unnerving; she must have heard that he and Trish weren’t really getting along so well lately. Taco Bob couldn’t believe how quickly things got around when you lived on an island. Time to change the subject.

“Consuelo around?”

“She’s off on one of her runs and Josephine is in her lab. She’s still working on a cure for the common hangover. Is there something I can do for you, big fella?”

Again with the wink, but a slow, lewd wink this time.

“Well, I could use a hand with a project on the Wilbur, something mechanical and dirty.”

Sara seemed to be giving it some thought.

“Consuelo, she really likes you, you know.”

“Yeah, I know. And I’ve been kind of a jerk lately. I was hoping the opportunity to crawl down inside the bilge of a boat to fix a float switch I can’t reach might make her happy.”

“You always did know how to show a girl a good time.”

“It’s a gift.” Taco Bob pointed to the gold coin pendant Sara wore around her neck. A Key West dog tag. “I hope you’re careful with that thing, especially now.”

“If anyone asks, I always tell them it’s a replica.”

The two friends exchanged knowing looks. They’d both come into small amounts of Spanish treasure from the same source not that long ago. They’d settled on inheritance as their story should anyone inquire as to their financial situation. In a way, it was the truth.

“Well, it’s not a replica, I can tell.”

Sara held the coin away from her chest for a look.

“That’s funny, you’re the second person to tell me that today.”

“Oh? Who’s the other person?”

Sara hopped up on the stool behind the desk and motioned behind her with a thumb.

“That guy you saw when you came in, the one looking for Lydia.”

“Talking about me?” Lydia breezed into the lobby from the kitchen. “And with a handsome man, no less.” She floated up to the front desk beside her sister and held up a hand for silence. “You should know that not only am I a magician of considerable talent, but lately I seem to be developing the power to read minds as well.” She reached over the desk and put her fingertips on their guest’s forehead. “As an example of my new ability I will read the mind of this total stranger who I have never seen before.”

Taco Bob saw the slightest wink before Lydia closed her eyes. Sara was rolling hers.

“I feel that this stranger is seeking something. I see it now – he is seeking a young woman. A particular young woman, one who didn’t clean up the kitchen like she said she would before she went for a run.”

Taco Bob couldn’t help but smile, or notice Lydia was in an exceptionally bubbly mood.

“Beautiful, talented, and now with psychic abilities. You certainly are in a good mood, Lydia. I swear you’re almost glowing.”

“Yeah, sister mine. What’s up? Did you attain satori while netting leaves out of the pool?”

“Almost as good. That good-looking guy you sent back to the pool? Before he left he asked me to dinner tonight at La Te Da.”
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Trapped

“This one is number thirteen, and I’m feeling lucky!”

“Skunk, you been saying that for every damn trap so far. And I think we’ve pulled a lot more than twelve. Sure feels like it at least.” Slip used a short fish gaf to grab the next orange and red float. “As much as I like kayaks for fishing the backwaters, I gotta admit they ain’t the best for pulling lobster traps.”

The two men strained and cussed pulling on the slippery line. As soon as the waterlogged wooden trap came to the surface Slip scanned the horizon for boats.

“I sure don’t want to get caught doing this. Them lobstermen have been known to take a shot at anyone they see around their traps.”

“Yeah, Slip, and you done said that at every trap. Let’s get this heavy bitch in the boat.”

The two men dragged the crate-like trap up onto the kayak. Skunk had to sit backwards in the front of the slender craft so he could get a good grip. He tried to look inside while Slip unhooked the trap’s door.

“This one feels heavier. Must be full of either lobsters or treasure.”

Slip got the latch undone and both men tried to stick their hands inside. Skunk gave up first.

“Damn, nothing but big ol’ lobster. You said the coin your neighbor found was in a plastic bag?” Slip gave up, closed the trap door and pushed the trap back in the water.

“Yep, like I told you several times already, one of those gallon-sized ziplocks. Said it was right in there with the lobsters.”

Both men looked up. A boat coming.

“Slip, is that a lobster boat?”

“Nope, but he’s headed this way.”

The two treasure hunters watched as the boat came closer, then slowed, then stopped a hundred yards away. Slip was not happy.

“Flats boat. They’re pulling a trap and don’t seem to care we can see ‘em. I bet that damn Mike’s been shooting off his mouth about finding that coin. A boat like that with three guys can get to most of the traps in this area before we do.”

“Well, shit. Let’s check a couple more, long as we’re out here an all.”

The men resumed paddling. They were getting tired.

“Slip, did I tell you I heard something about they’re offering a reward now for any of the treasure coins.”

“Yep, you said a thousand each, which makes sense. Cops won’t know where the coins are being found if everybody stays quiet and holds onto ‘em. Sort out the fakes that way too.”

“Fakes?” Skunk stopped paddling. “What fakes?”

“Keep paddling, there’s a float coming up on the port side.” The yak captain pointed. “The fakes made out of pewter they sell for a dollar or two to the tourists. They even use some of the silver from all those silver bars to make replicas. Big business in those.” Slip looked over at the flats boat dropping the trap back in the water. Slip would bet money it went back minus any lobsters. “There’s so many people coming down here now just to look for treasure, I heard they been looking all along the Keys lately. Rumor has it some of the hardware stores have been seeding the beaches with fake coins.”

Skunk just shook his head at this, then almost fell out of the small boat reaching for the next float. “I got ‘er! I’m feeling mighty lucky this time!”

Again they hauled on the line and pulled the heavy, barnacle-covered trap on board. By this time the men were both dirty with sea slime and smelled like old lobster bait.

“Hot damn!” Skunk grabbed a piece of clear plastic sticking through the slats of the trap and pulled. “HOT DAMN!”

“Settle down Skunk! You want that flats boat to hear you? Gimme that.”

The Texas ant farmer clammed up and handed over the bag while taking a sudden interest in the other boat.

Slip held the bag down in his lap. “Looks damn sure real to me.” He took a quick look inside the trap to make sure that was all before pushing it back in the water.

“Skunk, let’s be real careful, so as not to arouse any suspicion, and slowly paddle on back towards shore.”
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Last Resort

These days the Reverend liked to think about killing someone while he cleaned his guns, which is what he was doing on the bed of a tiny motel room in Key West. For a few million in treasure he could definitely kill someone. His current financial situation helped make this an easy decision.

Before the suspicious house fire – which the Reverend truly hoped had proved to be an agonizingly painful as well as terminal experience for the head of the Puppy Angels – the insanely jealous bulldog had used information obtained through torture to clean out the bank accounts of the Church of the Cute and Cuddly Canines. This left the Reverend broke, as well as mentally unhinged from the days of torture and Tusk throbbing over and over constantly in his brain.

The day before, after eight long hours of driving, he’d stopped at the first motel he saw in Key West. The poof at the office made it sound like he was lucky to even get a room since there was some kind of parrot convention or something in town.

Some room. Smelled funny and the bathroom was so small you had to step over the toilet to get to the shower. He thought about how much money he’d paid for the crummy room while sighting down the barrel of the Glock at the television. Had to turn that off earlier. Some cooking show had come on with little Jap fuckers cooking eels, of all things.

But, yeah, he could blow someone away for a few million. Especially someone like that pansy in the office. Snotty fucker did act a little squirrelly when he saw the photograph. Maybe he just needed a good old-fashioned pistol-whipping to help him think. Maybe later.

By the time he’d gotten the room and cleaned up a little it was late, so the Reverend had only shown the picture in a couple of bars before calling it a night. But he was rested now and ready.

One big score like this and he’d never again have to deal with spoiled, half-crazy little yapping dogs and their equally spoiled, crazy, and yapping owners. Costa Rica might be nice.

♦

“Agent Smith, FBI. I’m looking for Mr. Kahn. He around?”

The security guard at the condominium gatehouse looked at the badge the big man with the western-cut suit, black cowboy hat, and wraparound sunglasses held up. He smiled.

“Not lately. Died a couple of years ago. Stepped on a sting ray and had a heart attack.”

The Reverend checked his notebook. “I’ve got an L Kahn at this address, unit 42.”

“That would be Lucy, his widow.”

So much for Santiago’s research on the net. At least the ID seemed to work all right. Might as well try the picture. “Ever see this guy? He may have shaved the beard. Lucas Kahn.”

“Nope, sorry.”

Which is what he got from the next dozen places along the main tourist street he tried. Town sure had a lot of bars. And hotels. And oddballs. Saw some big greasy biker chugging slowly around town on a big hawg – on top of his head a little yellow parrot holding on for dear life. Some crazy old coat-puller pointing towards the water yelling about a boat on the reef and telling the tourists he’s a madman – like there was any doubt. Booth on the main tourist street where people paid to have their picture taken with a giant lizard draped across their shoulders. No wonder they called this place Key Weird.

One of the hotels had a hot young thing at the front desk who sort of reminded him of Angela, at least from the neck down. Brought out the picture and she looked at it a long time, then locked eyes with him. There was something very wrong about this young woman’s eyes. He’d learned in prison the hard way that when the little voice in his head said to run, to damn sure run. The voice had since been replaced with The Song, and when The Song started screaming, he grabbed the photo and ran. Sure were some strange fucking people in this town.

Checked the post office. Usually avoided places that had any kind of federal employees, but since he was one of them now, may as well try.

“Agent Smith, FBI. Looking for a Lucas Kahn.” Good-looking woman in a postal uniform taking a little too long with the ID, so he shoved the picture in her face. Carmen on the nametag. “He may have shaved the beard.”

“Maybe seen him in here.” Broad sure is looking at him hard. “He in trouble?”

“Lady, I’m not with Publishers Clearing House, I’m with the FBI. I think it’s safe to assume there’s trouble involved.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“We just need to ask him some questions. Is there someone else here? A supervisor?”

“Hey, you don’t have to get your panties in a bunch.” Snatched the picture out of his hands for another look. Hot Latin blood in this one. No ring, wonder if she’s ever been to Costa Rica.

“Maybe I seen him picking up packages in here before. I think he has a box. What’s the name again?”

A half hour later he’s pulling into the Last Resort Trailer Park on the next island up the Keys. Shell drive down through a collection of funky mobile homes and old travel trailers whose traveling days are long over. All the trailers parked too close together and baking in the afternoon sun.

The faded Buick fit right in with the scattering of decrepit cars and trucks. Maybe too well. Here’s some old bat standing outside the first trailer with her hair in curlers, wearing a big, floppy bathrobe, and giving him the eye. There’s a sign – Office. Roll down the window and show the badge.

“FBI looking for a Lucas Kahn, lot 12.” She glances at the badge, then starts looking at the car again. “I’m Agent Smith. Here’s a picture of the man I’m looking for.” That gets her to straighten back up and stop looking inside the car at least.

“Name’s Lucky, and he ain’t here.” The picture comes back. “You a bill collector, or what?”

“FBI, special undercover division.” Lame, but she seems to buy it. “I’m sure you have a key. I’d like to borrow it, just take a quick look inside, make sure he’s not there.”

“He’s not. Don’t you need a warrant or something?”

“Ma’am, this is an international homicide investigation. If you knew anything at all about the law you’d realize I don’t need a warrant in this instance.” Damn, that sounded good. Hope she bought it. Yep, hand down inside the pocket, here comes the keys.

It took him a few minutes to get rid of the woman so he could get a look inside the tiny trailer. Turns out the old gal had a dog in the other pocket. Looked like one of those annoying miniature Chihuahua/Poodle/Dachshund mixed breeds. Asked her if the little bundle of nerves ever had any urinary problems. And of course it did, a common problem for that breed, which is why he asked. Told her about the OTC pills you could get at any drugstore and she couldn’t leave fast enough to get some for precious little Mister Snuffles.

Looked like only one person living in the trailer. Check the kitchen first. Normal shit in the fridge. No treasure in the freezer.

Careful not to disturb anything. Place is kept neat, like someone used to living in small places.

Laptop, printer, and digital camera under the couch. Get back to that.

Bedroom has a double bed. Under the bed a wood box, pull it out. Now we’re getting somewhere. Box is full of dirty clothes. Can sometimes learn a lot about a person by their dirty clothes. Several Schooners t-shirts. Must be where he hangs out, maybe even works there. If this guy is part of the gang who hit the museum he’s got a decent cover.

Only takes a few minutes to check the rest of the bedroom. No loose panels or hidey holes inside the closet. Nothing much in the dresser drawers, but here’s something taped underneath. Pictures from the computer printer. Several shots of a naked young woman. Looks like she’s asleep, and wearing the Emerald Cross, the one he saw a picture of in the Tampa newspaper the day after the heist.

“Agent Smith? Are you in there?”

Shit, she’s back. That was quick. Take one of the pictures and re-tape the rest back under the drawer.

“Agent Smith? Oh, there you are. Here, could you hold Mister Snuffles and take a look? I think that medicine is giving him diarrhea. Oops, sorry about your shirt. Let me see if I can find a tissue.”
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Riddles

Taco Bob looked up from his newspaper when he heard them coming down the dock. Slip and Skunk both talking and gesturing just as wildly as when he’d last seen them the day before. When the two men got to the old houseboat they spotted him sitting under the canvas top of the upper deck. Slip waved as he stepped aboard. “Morning, Captain!”

Taco Bob checked his watch and mumbled something about just barely. As they climbed up the ladder both of his guests were smiling ear to ear.

“Judging by y’all’s upbeat demeanor I’d hazard to guess you’re here to share some glad tidings.”

Slip slipped into the other chair and Skunk leaned against the rail. Both were so excited they could hardly hold still. “We’re just flat full of news, and it’s damn sure all good!”

“You’ll excuse my wariness, Skunk, but in the past similar statements from you are usually followed closely by requests for bail money, visits by the sheriff, or both.” He gave the still grinning duo a closer look. “I don’t see any obvious signs of gunshot wounds so I’m assuming you two had a stroke of common sense and decided to leave the lobster traps alone.”

“Nope! Show him, Slip.”

Both men got quiet and cagey as Slip pulled something out of his pocket. After a slow and careful check of the surrounding boats in the marina, a silver coin the size of a half dollar appeared on the chart table. Taco Bob picked it up for a look.

“Nice. I’d say number two grade at least, maybe number one.” The two fledging treasure hunters looked like kids on Christmas morning. “You get this from a trap?”

Slip took another quick check all around, even up, like maybe there was a listening device attached to a seagull flying overhead.

“Same general area Big Mike said he found his. Luckily it’s not too far from shore so we could get there in the yak. We would have shown you last night except Skunk convinced me we should have a celebratory drink or twelve.”

“I wasn’t around last night anyway. Me and Trish stepped out for a bite to eat.”

Skunk popped Slip on the shoulder. “I told you I thought I saw him last night!”

“The lady and I had dinner at Louie’s.” Taco Bob wasn’t about to mention it to these two, but lately going out to eat with Trish always turned into more of an in-depth critical analysis of the restaurant rather than a relaxing meal and casual conversation with a friend. Besides working, it seemed like going to check on the competition was the only thing she ever wanted to do. The only thing.

“I seen in the paper there’s a thousand dollar reward now for any piece of the stolen loot that gets turned in. You boys going to give that to the cops?”

Furtive glances flashed between the two treasure hunters. Slip shrugged.

“We haven’t exactly decided just yet.”

“Well, don’t wait too long to decide. They catch the gang who done the deed that reward offer might not be around.”

Both were shrugging now. Skunk took off his old straw hat and scratched his head. “We ain’t worried. Miss Agnes looked it up on the net this morning. It’s worth at least that.”

“You still staying with her? She ain’t kicked you out yet?”

“Nope. In fact, she heard some mighty interesting news earlier this morning from a friend, which is the other reason we come to grace you with our presence this here fine day.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“You see in today’s paper where the newspaper itself got a coin in the mail?”

“As a matter of fact, I was just reading about it when you two showed up.”

“Well, Miss Agnes got a friend works at the paper.” Skunk took a turn looking all around. He dropped his voice and leaned in closer, pointing at the newspaper. “There ain’t no mention of it in there, but a note came with that coin the paper got.” Skunk glanced at his partner who gave him a go-ahead nod. “The note said, ‘five wheres makes a who’. I told you those coins were part of a riddle!”

Taco Bob hadn’t seen Skunk so proud since the one and only time he’d passed a roadside sobriety test years earlier.

“We figured you being good at crossword puzzles and such, we’d get you to help us solve the riddle so we could get rich an all.”

Taco Bob didn’t particularly need to get too involved in anything to do with cops and treasure since the details of his own financial circumstances might not be looked upon in too favorable a light by certain government agencies. But he did love word games.

“I hope I’m not going to regret this some day, but let’s see what you got.”

The next hour consisted of intensive note taking, calculations, speculations, and arguing. Then Slip had an idea they all could agree on.

“How about we break for lunch?”

♦

They set up shop in a booth at the back of Governor’s, a popular local restaurant that came from the humblest of beginnings – a roadside burrito stand run by an eccentric old man claiming to be a former governor. Rumors of the ingredients of those burritos centered on the lack of roadkill seen along that particular stretch of highway.

The waitress took their orders and the cogitating and arguing resumed.

Eventually there was nothing but empty plates on the table and a handful of letters on the top page of a writing tablet. Taco Bob looked over the results of their deliberations.

“Okay, we got five places there’s been coins reported: The cemetery, the lobster traps, the hole where the electric company was digging, the newspaper, and that big yacht over on the other side of the marina.” Weary nods from his tablemates. “So, we’ve decided on C, L, H, N, and Y. Which by my reckoning – and this includes drawing upon my years of experience at word puzzles – don’t spell anything. At least the food was good.”

This turned out to be the only thing they could agree on while once again studying the writing tablet.

“You guys eat everything in the place or did you leave me something?”

Heads popped up to see Consuelo standing there with her arms folded across her chest and an uncertain smile on her pretty face. She slid in the booth next to Taco Bob and stared at the scruffy ant farmer sitting across from her.

“Who, or should I say what, is this?” She scooted a little closer to Taco Bob when Skunk lit up a big smile. Taco Bob made the intros.

“Consuelo, this is Skunk Johnson, an acquaintance of mine from Texas. He’s here looking for his cousin’s brother and, like most people in Key West lately, looking for Spanish treasure. I’d say not to worry because he don’t bite, but unfortunately he does on occasion. Skunk, this is the multi-talented lady we told you about who likes to go fishing.” Consuelo continued to watch warily as Skunk continued to show off his new teeth.

“Nice to meet you, miss.”

“Charmed, I’m sure.” She gave the little man a warning squint before turning her attention to Taco Bob. “Sara said you’d been by yesterday. You weren’t at the Sandy so I came here.”

Slip leaned forward to whisper. “Blondie, you any good at word puzzles? We’re close to finding a fortune in Spanish treasure, except we don’t quite know where it’s at, or who has it.”

Consuelo rolled her eyes and started to say something when Slip put his fist across the table and motioned for her to open her hand. He dropped the silver coin in her hand and held a finger to his lips for quiet. Consuelo’s eyes got big but she didn’t say anything. She kept the coin low and gave it a close inspection while the men held a quick vote. They decided since they were stumped it was time to take on another partner. The hotel proprietress was filled in and soon put her full attention on the list of clues and letters.

“Well, if this is the way the riddle works, then you need a vowel to make a name. So at least one of these is wrong.” She studied the clues again. “It’s got to be a ‘where?’ Hmmm. Cemetery looks good, Lobster’s good, hole maybe. Newspaper I don’t like, but Yacht looks like a lock.” She chewed on the pencil. So we’ve got C, L, and Y for sure, right?” A trio of uncertain shrugs sprung up around the table. “But we still need a vowel to make a name. The coin was found in a hole? The coin was underground?”

That got some smiles as she wrote it down. “So C, L, Y, and U? We’ve got Lucy, that’s a who, but the N doesn’t work. The newspaper is screwing us here, Unless it’s Lucy N?”

Taco Bob took a turn. “You use the full name of the paper and you get Key West Citizen. Lucy K, or better yet, Lucky. Slip, didn’t you tell me something once about a shrimper named Lucky?”

“Yeah, he got stung by a scorpion fish stuck in the nets. He wasn’t so lucky though, died before they got to shore.”

“That’s right, I remember now. Maybe we could make some discreet inquiries around town, see if anyone knows a Lucky.”

Consuelo had stopped chewing on the pencil.

“Well, I do.”
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The Picture

“So you know this guy from the bar? How do you know where he lives?” Taco Bob sat in front next to Consuelo while she piloted the hotel’s old Keys Cruiser convertible through the streets of Key West. Slip and Skunk sat in back, hunched forward to listen in.

“I gave him a ride home once, okay?”

Taco Bob decided to let it go. He remembered being told by one of Consuelo’s sisters that the car had been down for several weeks recently waiting for a part from Detroit. It was a perfect day to ride through paradise with the top down, and Taco Bob was trying hard not to piss Consuelo off. There were certainly worst things to do than ride around Key West in a convertible with your friends.

They’d already been by Schooners. The bartender told them Lucky had the day off. The bar was busy and Ron didn’t seem too happy with the barback who was filling in.

“You see Lucky, tell him he better have his ass in here tomorrow morning.”

As they passed over the bridge to Stock Island, Skunk chanced a question. “This fella, Lucky, he ever say anything about, oh, I don’t know, Spanish treasure ships, gold, sliver, emeralds, stuff like that?”

“No. I told you already this is a long shot, a way long shot. In fact, it’s probably a stupid idea.”

Which seemed to be all Consuelo had to say. She did not look happy.

Just as they pulled into the trailer park something small and furry ran directly in front of the old convertible. Consuelo slammed on the brakes and the car slid several feet on the shell drive before coming to a complete stop.

“What the hell was that? Did I hit it?”

Taco Bob saw something run from under the car and go under a hibiscus planted in front of one of the trailers.

“You missed it, just barely.”

Slip saw it too. “I think it was a gerbil, or maybe a hamster.”

A woman came out of the office trailer in full shriek. “Oh, my God! You ran over Mister Snuffles!”

Skunk stood up in the backseat, pointing. “Nope, we missed him, ma’am. He ran under that bush over there.”

Everyone got out and joined the search. A couple of minutes later the woman and dog were reunited. She clutched the tiny dog to her ample chest. Both were trembling.

“Poor Mister Snuffles! He’s been just a mess since a big crazy man tried to drop kick him a little while ago!”

Skunk made some little cooing sounds and tried to pet the tiny dog. This caused the dog to start barking furiously, which alerted some of the other resident dogs, who joined in barking at Skunk.

Consuelo parked the car while Skunk ran down the shell drive with several dogs in hot pursuit. Mister Snuffles squirted free and joined the chase with his owner screaming and running after him.

Consuelo looked around before knocking. “His car is gone.”

While Taco Bob wondered how she knew what kind of car he had, Consuelo carefully reached under the trailer and came up with a key and a look for Taco Bob that said for him not to bother asking. She stepped inside and motioned for her companions to follow. “Okay, like I said, this is a stupid idea. There’s no way this guy is involved in anything like the museum heist, but knowing you two,” she set her gaze on Slip, “you’ll never let it rest unless we take a look. So let’s make it quick.”

Slip went to the kitchen and started opening cabinet doors. Consuelo started in the living room. She saw Slip with a bag of peanuts.

“Slip, be sure to put everything back exactly the way you found it. And for shit’s sake, try not to eat anything!”

Slip waited until she turned around before sticking his tongue out at Consuelo and dropping a handful of peanuts in his pocket.

Taco Bob started with the bathroom. By the time he got to the bedroom Consuelo had a laptop on the couch and was powering it up.

Slip came into the bedroom and checked the bed while Taco Bob went through the dresser. As he pulled open the bottom drawer he heard something catch and tear. Sitting on the floor, he pushed the drawer back in a little and carefully stuck his hand inside. There were papers taped underneath.

“Slip, I think I’ve got something.”

That brought Consuelo too. Taco Bob slowly pulled the tape off and pulled out the papers. He couldn’t believe what he saw.

♦

They kept the one picture with a torn corner and finished putting everything in the trailer back like it was as soon as the initial shock wore off. The stunned trio piled into the car and pulled up next to a dumpster down the street where Skunk had taken refuge from the dogs. He jumped into the backseat and they sped off.

“Ya’ll find anything interesting?”

Taco Bob was driving. He’d never seen Consuelo at a loss for words before, but she hadn’t said one since seeing the picture. She seemed to be in shock and just sat up front staring straight ahead. Before answering his question, Slip tapped Skunk on the shoulder and shook his head to let him know to take it easy.

“You might say things have taken a turn. We’re going to head back over to Taco Bob’s and see if we can figure out what’s going on.”

As usual Skunk was oblivious to any kind of warning, even when it involved his personal well-being. He craned his neck to look over the seat to see the picture Consuelo was holding.

“Hot damn! Nice boobies! Where – ”

Consuelo exploded out of the front seat as Skunk pulled his neck back like a turtle. Taco Bob hit the brakes and managed to grab the picture as Consuelo went fists first into the back seat. He pulled over and helped Slip pull the speed-punching young woman off of Skunk.

“Damn it, Consuelo!”

She stopped and looked at Taco Bob, then crawled back into the front seat. Slip was pissed. “Shit, Consuelo, I think you killed him.”

She hung her head. “No, probably just got so scared he passed out. I didn’t hit him hard. I’m sorry.” She picked the picture up off the floor and went back to staring at it. “I just can’t believe it.”

Taco Bob determined that Skunk was indeed still alive before he got back in the car and pulled onto the road. He knew Consuelo was in incredible shape from all the exercising she did, and Slip had alluded to her knowing martial arts of some kind, but he’d never seen anyone move that fast before, especially that ferociously. What he’d just seen scared the hell out of him, but also excited him in some primeval way as well.

“Slip, I’ll stop at the store up here and let you run in real quick. I think we could all use a beer or two while we sort this out.”

♦

Consuelo drank two of the beers before they got to the houseboat. Then two more before everyone got settled inside. Skunk had come around in the backseat when he heard the first can of beer open.

The picture sat on the coffee table. Skunk had an icepack on his swollen forehead and antiseptic on his dog bit ankle. Everyone sipped their beers and looked at the picture, then at Consuelo.

“Okay, so I spent the night with the guy, once, at the trailer. I’d never even talked to him before that.” She glanced at Taco Bob out of the corner of her eye. He was pretty sure he knew, but asked anyway.

“Was it the day we had that argument?”

Taco Bob saw the hurt in her eyes before Consuelo looked down at the floor. He could barely hear her.

“Yeah. I guess he put the cross on me and took those pictures while I was asleep.”

Everyone had pretty much figured all this out, but gave it some additional contemplation anyway, everyone except Skunk.

“So you didn’t know he had that Emerald Cross from the museum?”

The flush of anger that crossed Consuelo’s face caused Skunk to fall out of his chair.

“Uh, sorry. Stupid question. Anyone need a beer?” Skunk scurried off to the beer locker.

Consuelo sat shaking her head. “I never would have guessed in a million years that Lucky could have been involved with something like that. I feel like such an idiot.”

Slip gave her a light pat on the back.

“Buck up, Con. You didn’t have any way of knowing about that. But I’d say that picture damn sure is the capper. I wonder where our man Lucky is right now?”
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Mallory Square

Lucky flipped his cellphone closed and brought his bike to a scratchy stop on the sandy pavement just off Duval Street. It’d been a busy but productive day with just enough time left to go by his place for a really quick shower and to change clothes. Now it was time to relax and enjoy himself – he was really looking forward to this. He chained his bike to a lamppost outside the hotel and went inside.

“Hello, Josephine.” He got a tilted head and a raised eyebrow, then a full smile. “Is Lydia around?”

Josephine lifted a hand and snapped her fingers once loudly. Lydia glided into the room from the kitchen. She was decked out in full Key West formal fashion – pleated shorts, flowery short-sleeve top, and sandals. She looked great.

“Hey, Lucky. Ready to go?”

“Well, it’s still early, I thought maybe we could walk Mallory Square, see the sights. I usually don’t get off work early enough to watch the sunset over the heads of a few hundred tourists.” That got a smile. “Anyway, if that sounds good I’ve got a taxi coming, should be here any minute.”

“That sounds fine. Like to have a seat while we wait?” Lydia eased onto one of the couches in the lobby not far from the front desk. Lucky had a seat across from her. He noticed Josephine once again seemed to be having a whispered conversation with her outstanding chest. He kept his voice down.

“Your sister doesn’t say much, does she?”

Lydia had the calmest eyes. From what he’d seen of her sisters, he guessed she probably needed a lot of patience.

“No, Josey stutters, so she doesn’t talk a lot. Which I guess I should be thankful for, considering how easily she gets excited.”

They glanced over and saw Josephine typing furiously on a laptop with one hand while casually giving them the finger with her other hand.

“She can hear just fine though, and is a real motor mouth on internet discussion forums.” Now both hands were a blur as Josephine typed happily away.

“Lucky, Josephine told me a man - ”

A loud horn out front had them both on their feet.

“Our carriage awaits, My Lady.”

♦

The cast is ever changing, but for those looking for a tropical carnival atmosphere, Mallory Square rarely disappoints. Everyday, an hour before sunset, musicians and actors, artists and performers, as well as vendors and hawkers push, pull, and drag their wares and props to the open square. It’s Showtime in the evening air with often-breathtaking sunsets across the open water the main attraction.

A beautiful wooden sailboat that looked like a postcard glided by not more than a hundred feet from where Lydia and Lucky stood on the edge of the old Mallory wharf. They looked away from the man juggling cats and watched the sleek ship silently pass.

“Have you ever been on a sailboat?”

“No, I’ve been out in skiffs a few times with my sisters, but never on a sailboat. I think I’d like to, though. How about you?”

Lucky smiled and shook his head, still watching the stately old boat. “Me neither. But it’s on the list.”

“Sailboats are such a corny romantic concept, but I’d still like to go sailing someday.”

The juggler finished up his act to a hearty round of applause and a fair sprinkling of tourists dollars found their way into his plastic pail. Lucky dropped a few coins in as well before joining Lydia to watch an acrobat and the sunset. A tall, rail-thin man with haunted eyes wandered through the crowd mumbling things that didn’t make any sense.

“It’s quite peculiar inna funny sort of way, they think it’s very funny everything I say!”

“Get a load of him, he’s so insane.” A lady wearing a Pirate Jim’s t-shirt pointed at the man with the graying, scraggly beard.

“My sister Josephine told me they call that man The Seer. She says he comes from the times of the wreckers, when salvaging wrecked ships made Key West one of the richest cities in the country.” Lucky gave her a puzzled look. “Yeah, that was like a hundred and fifty years ago. Keep in mind the poor dear also says there’s a little space alien named Ben between her boobs.” This further confirmed Lucky’s earlier assessment of Josephine’s mental state. It also made him wonder how much that sort of thing ran in the family.

The acrobat and sunset had both just given grand performances to a rousing ovation when the sailboat came back.

“Here’s your romantic sailboat again.”

This time three well-fed men in t-shirts and shorts were standing in a row on the bow. Just as Lydia looked, the three men turned in unison and dropped their pants for a triple moon of the crowd. Lucky thought Lydia might hurt herself she laughed so hard.

She finally caught her breath. “That was too funny! So much for romantic concepts.”

As they were leaving, Lucky noticed the cat juggler standing close to a streetlight looking intently at something from his pail.

♦

It was a pleasant evening for a walk. They strolled the brick streets of the oldest part of Key West making their way to the popular restaurant on Duval. There were discreet questions and honest answers from both. In a few leisurely blocks they’d covered years of personal history. Lydia offered her intense yet somewhat sheltered upbringing, and Lucky countered with his years in prison after a more-or-less normal youth.

By the time they got to the restaurant they were talking like old friends and ready to eat. A tall man leaving with a blue-haired woman on his arm quietly greeted Lydia.

“Taco Bob! This is Lucky. Lucky, this is a great friend of ours and his charming friend, Trish.” Lucky didn’t get it at first, but then realized this was the woman he’d heard about who spoke through a tiny doll she carried in her hand. Pleasantries were exchanged, then as they were leaving, Trish was saying something about silverware to the tall man and used her other hand to lift the doll’s dress. The doll didn’t have underwear. That left Lucky wondering, but not for long – he’d been working in a Key West bar for a while now, so he’d seen weird before.

They decided on the open-air patio and were collected by an effusive waiter who deposited them at a table with a bit of privacy, yet a clear view of the ever-flowing river of life that was Duval Street. The waiter bombarded them with the daily specials before taking their drink orders and floating off. Menus were carefully studied in silence.

Lucky closed his menu just as the waiter rematerialized at their table looking in Lydia’s direction for her order.

“We’ll both have the snapper.”

“Two snappers. Appetizer?”

Lydia gave him a questioning look across the table.

“Calamari?”

“Excellent, sir. I’ll be right back.”

Lydia’s smile was mischievous.

“Okay, Lydia, how did you know I’d decided on the snapper?”

“You read with your finger. The snapper was the last thing you looked at before closing the menu.”

Before Lucky could say anything, a tiny song, ‘Sara’ by Fleetwood Mac came from Lydia’s shorts. She took a glance at her cell before putting it back in her pocket.

“Just one of my sisters. Sara, actually. I’ll call her back later.”

The waiter breezed by, dropping off their calamari. The fastest service Lucky had ever seen in a restaurant. He was about to say so when Lydia’s phone went off again, sounded like the theme to the Addams Family this time.

“That would be Josephine. I swear, I don’t know what those girls would do without me. I’m sure whatever it is, it can wait.”

They both helped themselves to the plate of appetizers.

“Lucky, that reminds me. Josephine told me a man came to the hotel with – ”

The phone again, the theme to Rocky.

Lucky smiled. “I would guess Consuelo.”

This time Lydia turned the phone off before putting it away.

“Lucky, this guy, he had a picture that Josephine said looked like you, except with a beard. The guy said he was FBI.”

“Oh? What did he look like?”

Lucky nibbled on fried squid while he heard an amazingly accurate description of the man he’d seen earlier at Mallory. He hadn’t given the man much thought until the same guy walked by on the sidewalk just a few minutes ago. You don’t see that many big guys wearing sunglasses and a suit in Key West after dark.
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Caution

Lucky walked with Lydia back to the hotel after dinner. The food was great but the man in the suit had him unnerved. He told her the truth – he had no idea who the man was. Lydia seemed to understand and didn’t press him on it. In spite of his distracted demeanor, Lydia remained vibrant yet reserved, she didn’t try to show off with any magic tricks, but she did have amazing hands, which often fluttered when she got excited.

“Do you want to come in?”

“No, I better be going. I’ve got work in the morning.”

A nice hug, promises to do it again soon, and he was gone. A lot to think about while he rode his bike home.

Not just the big guy in the suit, but the way the man Taco Bob looked at him when he heard his name. And as long as he was wading in a sea of paranoia, might as well splash around in the way his trailer looked. He’d been in a big hurry when he showered and changed clothes earlier. But the more he thought about it, the more convinced he became that someone had been there. Too many things were not quite right.

He seriously doubted the guy was FBI. If the cops suspected him they’d just grab him, not have one man who stuck out like that following him. Lucky didn’t like to think about this guy going through his trailer. As soon as he got there he’d check the laptop and the pictures under the dresser drawer.

But first he needed to make sure he wasn’t being followed.
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Trouble

From the look on his face when she mentioned the big, weird FBI guy, Lydia knew Lucky was in trouble. Which wasn’t really any kind of big surprise, since she had a pretty solid record of dating the wrong guys.

But this one was different – definitely a nice guy. But also definitely in some kind of trouble.

Still, it was a very enjoyable evening. She’d been out a few times with the guy who lived across the street. Also a very nice guy, but unfortunately, also very gay. It did creep her out a little that Lucky had spent a night with her sister, but at least she felt quite certain any man who’d been with Consuelo qualified as straight.

She watched Lucky ride his bike down the street before going inside. When she opened the door, all three of her sisters were there waiting for her.
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Dinner

Taco Bob about shit when Lydia introduced her friend at the restaurant. This was the guy they were looking for. And it wasn’t just them looking for Lucky, since every cop in Key West wanted to break the case. And lately there were a lot of cops in Key West. A lot.

Trish got upset when he told her he needed to go.

“The Wilbur, it still has that problem with the float switch.”

“I thought you were going to fix that bloody thing?”

He just shrugged.

“Well, don’t forget I have those people from the magazine coming by next week and I need a man by my side.”

Taco Bob had too much on his mind at the moment to delve too far into the implications of that statement. Is that what he had become to her?

As soon as he left Trish’s restaurant, he called Consuelo. “It’s me. I found Lucky. He’s with your sister.”

“I just heard about it from Josephine. She said a guy came by the hotel with an FBI ID and a picture of Lucky with a beard.”

“We need to bail on this, turn what we have over to the cops.”

“And tell them what? We went into his trailer and found a picture of me wearing the Cross?”

“Good point.”

“Anyway, Josey says she doesn’t think the guy’s an FBI agent. Said she thinks he had some kind of tattoo behind his sunglasses.”

“I’m headed back to the Sandy now. I’ll try to find Slip on the way.”

“I’ll be there in ten.”
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Best Laid Plans

All he had to do now was follow Lucky from the hotel back to his trailer, wait until he went to sleep, then break in and torture the fucker to find out where the treasure was hidden. A simple plan. The Reverend had never fully appreciated the beauty and power of simplicity until soon after The Song started.

The trailer park thing earlier had been simple and worked great until the stupid cow of a manager handed him that dog. Damn but he hated the smell of dog shit. Had to go to the motel and change shirts.

When he came back to stake out the trailer park he passed by a convertible with two guys trying to stop some little blonde honey from beating the shit out of another guy. Never a dull minute in this town.

Found a good place to park where he could keep an eye on the Last Resort. Radio in the car didn’t work, didn’t need it, already had one in his head. Only played one song though.

No sense in trying to read, The Song made it too hard to concentrate. So he just listened to The Song over and over. Once he’d sat down with a calculator and worked it out. He figured he was coming up on twenty thousand times he’d heard The Song in his head.

While waiting for Lucky to show he decided the blonde had looked a little like the one in the picture. None of the guys looked like Lucky though.

That he would have noticed.

Lucky showed about an hour later. But before the Reverend could decide on whether or not to wait until dark, here comes Lucky again, leaving on his bike. Maybe he’d lead him to the rest of the gang who’d hit the museum? Might come in handy if there was a problem later during the interrogation. A problem like the guy had a bad heart and was allergic to torture.

But our boy went to this old hotel and came out with some hot broad. The Reverend was pretty sure it was the same hotel he’d seen the babe with the screwy eyes. Not good.

Followed them around town, then back to the hotel. He was pretty sure he hadn’t been spotted so far. Just take it easy and see if Lucky goes back home like a good little worker ant.

It’s not hard to follow a bicycle down one of the main streets during the day, but the side streets at night are a different matter. It sucks. The Reverend didn’t want to get too close and scare the guy, have him spook and go to ground. Keep it simple, stay back a few blocks. Weren’t bicycles supposed to have lights at night? That would sure help.

Did he turn here or the next block? The Reverend had his sunglasses off now so he could see. Try down this narrow street. Down here? What’s that? Shit, a big cemetery and a cop car. Slow and easy, wave to the nice policeman. That’s it. Now where did he go? Stop and look slowly around.

“Looking for me?”

Jesus H Fucking Christ! The guy’s standing there on his bike not six feet away. Okay, let’s keep this simple. Pull the Glock and…SHIT! Fucker’s got a gun! Hit the gas!

The Reverend floored it and the Buick’s tires squealed. He heard three shots, at least one of which he felt hit the car. The fucker was shooting at him!

Shit! Here comes the cop from the cemetery!

There was no way in hell to outrun the cops in Key West. It’s an island with one road leading out and he’d already seen the cops watching the road when he’d first come into Key West.

The Reverend hit the gas, took a quick right, then a left. He tossed the guns into some shrubs along the road, then turned left again before pulling over. While waiting for the cops, he burned the fake ID and the picture of the naked girl with the cross.

He wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw someone on a bicycle wave at him from the next block as the cops came up with lights flashing and guns drawn.
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Law

Okay, that was fun, in a scared shitless kinda way. It was one of the times Lucky wished he hadn’t thrown the .45 he’d used at the museum off the White Street Pier. He had though, so instead he’d had to pull the mini-Glock out of the waistband holster and put a few rounds in the side of the Buick.

The adrenaline was still pumping as he pedaled away from the cemetery to Smathers Beach so he could sit and watch the water. And think.

The big, scary freak with the tattoo around his eye definitely had a gun. So unless he really is some kind of cop, he’ll be busy with the police for a while. Maybe all night.

Lucky gave some serious thought to loading his car with Spanish treasure and taking a chance on the police checkpoint on US1. Or leave most of it and just try to get out of town. But he didn’t like either of those ideas. He was working on a couple of things that might work if he could hang around another day or two.

So he stopped by the store on his way back to the Last Resort Trailer Park.

“Mrs. Murphy? I didn’t wake you did I?”

“Oh, I was just resting my eyes in front of the TV. I had another of those days where it seems like everything that could go wrong, did. Poor Mister Snuffles got sick, then a man tried to kick him, then he almost got run over, then – ”

“Mrs. Murphy, remember I told you about the roaches in my trailer? I just bombed it with eight cans and I was wondering if I could stay in the place next door since it’s vacant right now.”

“Well, that unit really hasn’t been cleaned up yet, and the air conditioner is on its last legs.”

“I’m sure it’ll be all right. I just don’t want to get sick from that bug spray. Just for tonight? I’ve got everything I need in my backpack.”

“Well, I guess so since you’re such a responsible young man. You still working at Schooners?”

“Yes, ma’am. I have some coupons for a free drink, but they’re in my trailer. I can – ”

“That’s sweet of you, but no thanks. My ex boyfriend – the two-timing worm – I heard he hangs out there.” A hand went down into her housecoat pocket. “Let me see if I have the key. Oh, I almost forgot. A guy came by here earlier, said he was with the FBI. A big man, and kind of scary looking. Looked more like a bill collector or bounty hunter if you asked me, and hey, after running this place for ten years, I should know. Anyway, he looked for you in your trailer and tried to kick Mister Snuffles when the poor dear had a little accident.”

“Tall man with sunglasses wearing a dark, western-style suit? Yeah, some practical joker from the bar must have called the museum robbery tip line and given the cops that guy’s name. I guess the cops gave him a pretty hard time after they picked him up, and then wouldn’t tell him who called. So he’s been bothering everyone who works there trying to find out.”

“Is that so?”

One of the things Lucky learned inside was how to lie on his feet. Seemed like it was getting easier to come up with some real whoppers. His landlady had drifted off, lost in thought.

“Mrs. Murphy? The key? Thanks, I’ll drop it in the slot by your door when I go to work in the morning.”
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Common Sense

Sometimes Taco Bob thought better when he paced, so he was pacing in the lounge of the Sandy Bottomed Girl.

“Okay, so we know he’s still in Key West.”

“And dating my sister.” Consuelo managed a big frown, which didn’t fool anyone.

Skunk looked for just a second like he might say something, but for once didn’t. He rubbed his sore forehead instead and turned the silver coin over and over in his hand. He and Slip were taking turns holding their coin.

Slip cleared his throat and looked around to make sure he had everyone’s attention.

“Okay, we all agree it’d be none too smart to go to the cops. They get their hands on one of those pictures of Con and the Cross, well, the young lady here would have a lot of explaining to do, which I doubt the police would believe a word of.” He held up a hand to cut off Consuelo’s objections, but there weren’t any, she just nodded in agreement. Slip continued. “We don’t want to underestimate this guy. Anybody with that kind of clever cover, running with people with enough smarts and resources to pull off something like the museum heist, is a man to be reckoned with.” Nods all around. “And speaking of his partners. I doubt he’s the brains of the operation, probably just a player.”

Taco Bob stopped pacing. “I’m not so sure. He’s doing something right to be in possession of the most valuable piece in the haul. I did some checking on the net, and I think it could be safely said that piece is one of the most valuable in the world. I looked at the picture from Lucky’s trailer with a magnifying glass, and it damn sure looks like the Emerald Cross.” Everyone gave that some thought. “You know, there is the possibility there aren’t any partners, and even if there are, they may already be gone, with the treasure.”

“Or, like you say, that one fella might be it, and he could just be waiting for the right time to slip outta town.” No one had an argument with Skunk’s rare outburst of coherency. Consuelo stood up.

“It’s me in that picture and it’s my problem. I’m going over there and get the rest of those damn pictures. And that computer and camera. Like now.”

Taco Bob gently put his hand on her arm. “Hold on. He could be there.”

“I’m not afraid of Lucky. If he’s there he’ll let me in, even at this hour.”

“What if he’s not alone?”

Consuelo looked at Slip. Her face was flushed. “I’m not afraid of any bimbos either.”

“I meant, what if someone else from the gang is there? Those guys are most likely going to be armed. Heavily armed.”

Consuelo sat back down. Taco Bob had started pacing again, but stopped.

“Let’s try the common sense route. We all get some sleep, then go back to the trailer park together in the morning.” He looked at the others. “Agreed? Consuelo?”

Everyone came up with a shrug or a nod. A time was set to meet in the morning. Slip and Skunk slipped into the night and Taco Bob made Consuelo look him in the eye and promise him she wouldn’t do anything stupid like go there alone. She agreed, but he still didn’t trust her.

24

Drive

When Consuelo got back to the hotel Sara and Josephine had already gone to bed, but not Lydia.

“You’re still up, Lydia? Care to take a drive?”

“Sure. Got the car keys right here.”

“You know, there might be trouble if we go over there.”

“I’ve already got my Louisville Slugger in the backseat.”

“I think you really are becoming clairvoyant.”

“Not really. Though, I was going to suggest we take a drive. But to have a woman-to-woman talk about Lucky. The ball bat was in case you pissed me off.”

Consuelo rolled her eyes. “Let’s ride.”
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Bad Ideas

Slip Hanson earned his reputation as a first-rate backcountry fishing guide through hard work, as well as by being responsible, dependable, in tune with his surroundings, and level-headed.

However, all this went straight out the window as soon as treasure was involved. Especially when someone like Skunk was around, constantly sharing his seemingly inexhaustible supply of bad ideas.

“Slip, we need to stay on this, strike while the iron’s hot, take the bull by the horn’s, throw grease on the fire, Skin the polecat with – ”

“Okay, okay, I get it. Be quiet a minute, I’m thinking.” From the marina they’d gone straight to the front porch of the tiny house where Slip stayed. Skunk looked at his watch and realized his turn was almost up, so he worked the coin around in his hands faster while his partner lined out the plan. “Okay, how’s this? We get a cab, go over to the trailer park, break into the trailer, and tell the guy, Lucky, we’re going to turn his ass over to the cops if he doesn’t give us the rest of those pictures of Blondie and a share of the treasure.”

Without a word Skunk jumped to his feet and pulled out his cellphone. He had the cab company number already in the phone. A minute later it was done. But Slip wasn’t.

“I can’t wait to tell Taco Bob how we took the initiative here. That common sense route sounds good and all, but hey, we’re talking about some serious treasure here, not to mention a foolproof plan.”
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Stakeout

Lydia parked behind a small stand of Australian pines across the street from the trailer park. She could see the entrance to the park from the lone streetlight by the office. She thought about putting the top up on the car, but decided to leave it down in case Consuelo needed to get in really quickly. She got the bat out of the backseat and settled in to wait.

They’d had their chat, and as she suspected, Consuelo didn’t really care if Lydia went out with Lucky. She even started to offer some sexual details of her night with Lucky. Lydia said she’d rather find out those kinds of things on her own.

So now she had those thoughts to keep her company while her sister snuck over to Lucky’s trailer.
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Quiet of the Night

Consuelo moved slowly, stopping every few steps to listen. She couldn’t move as quietly as Sara, but almost. The years of martial arts instruction she’d gone though while growing up in California included some time in the wilderness learning stealth and survival.

The only sound was the breeze in a few palms and the whirling, roaring, and rattling air conditioners in each trailer. The back window in a far unit showed the unmistakable faint blue glow of insomnia television. Lucky’s trailer sat peacefully in the middle of the second row. The air conditioner was off.

After waiting a few minutes to see if it came back on, the figure in black shined a tiny red light under the trailer to check for booby-traps. She cautiously pulled the key out of its hiding place and slowly, carefully, opened the door.
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Cab

As much as they wanted to, the cops finally decided they couldn’t hold the Reverend for someone shooting his car, having a record, or for the overwhelming smell of burning plastic and paper in his car. So after an hour of questioning at the scene, and another hour of the same at the police station on the next island, they reluctantly kicked him loose.

Without his car. Bastards. Typical cop bullshit about evidence. That and one of the bullets hit something, and the Buick was dripping gas. Big production there. Just before they took him over to the police station he saw a shiny new HazMat truck pull up and here comes three guys in white plastic suits looking anxious and eager. Their enthusiasm dropped considerably when they discovered it was only a gas can in the trunk with a bullet hole. So he used the pay phone outside the police station and called a cab.

By the time the cab showed he knew where he wanted to go. Figured since he was already on Stock Island, might as well stop by.

“Last Resort Trailer Park.”

“Popular place tonight, I just dropped a fare off over there.”

“Actually, I need to get something first. Take me to my motel, the one just over the bridge.”

“The one with the long name? I think it’s the Big Pelican Nice Lucky Motel.”

“Yeah, something like that.”

The cops obviously hadn’t found either of the guns he’d tossed in the bushes earlier. Get the spare from his room, then go see how nice Lucky thought it was to see him at two am.
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Thoughts

Lydia didn’t like to think about the amount of time since she’d been with a man, which was months. She did like thinking about Lucky though. An interesting guy. Sharp in an understated, quiet way. Not too hard on the eyes either: nice smile, overall good-looking guy with big, strong hands. When Lydia realized she was stroking the ball bat it went in the backseat.

Too bad he might be in a little trouble. Okay, who was she kidding? If they caught Lucky he’d be going away to camp for a long, long time. And that picture of Consuelo is going to be a problem as well. If he isn’t there, little sister definitely needs to at least get those other pictures. Sure wish she’d show up, the mosquitoes are getting bad.

Good, sounds like her coming now.
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Company

Consuelo about gagged on the roach spray fumes when she opened the door.

Step back outside and take a good breath before going back in. Don’t need to worry about anyone being inside. No one alive, at least.

Use the small tactical flashlight and go straight to the bedroom and pull out the drawer. Reach for the pictures.

Gone.

Back outside to breathe. Everything still, just the air conditioners running. Inside again and feel under the couch for the laptop and camera.

Nothing.

Back outside to think. As long as she’s here, might as well check the whole trailer. Maybe he just moved things around. Go inside and slowly open a couple of windows and leave the door cracked – air the place out.

Wait outside, stay alert. Check the watch, see how we’re doing on time. Here’s something now – someone coming.

Consuelo crouched down between two trashcans and tried to see into the dark. Someone sneaking around the back of the trailers, the same way she’d come. Ready. Try to see who it is so she doesn’t clobber Lydia or something.

Coming right for Lucky’s trailer. One man. Too small to be Lucky. Make it one fluid movement and nail him good – directly in center mass.

“Oof!”

Felt like the solar plexus – bull’s-eye! Her instructor would be proud.

Shit! There’s two of them!

“Consuelo?”

“Slip?”

They both went low and whispered.

“Damn, you really are going to kill ol’ Skunk if you keep hitting him like that.”

“Sorry. Let’s get him behind the trailer so I can make sure he’s all right.”

Since a direct hit right below the ribcage in the solar plexus can completely knock the breath out of a person, Skunk was still holding his chest and gasping for air as they dragged him behind the trailer next door. He was wheezing as Consuelo used her flashlight to check him over. She leaned close to Slip, but still had to talk louder than she wanted so Slip could hear over the noisy air-conditioning unit overhead.

“He’s okay, maybe a cracked rib or two.” Skunk seemed to be getting some air finally.

Slip was shaking his head. “Damn, Con, you scared the hell out of me!”

“Serves you right! What are you doing here?”

“Same as you, I suspect. You been inside?”

“Yeah, nobody there except a few dead roaches. The pictures and laptop are gone. I was letting the roach spray fumes out so I could give it a better look when you and Skunk happened along. Uh, he smells bad.”

“Skunk? You didn’t shame yourself, did you?”

There were some gasping noises from the dark figure on the ground that sounded like, “only a little.”

“Slip, let’s leave him here as lookout and do a thorough check.”

“I’m right behind you.”

Twenty minutes later they were back outside.

“Well, that sucked. Consuelo, he may have cut town. He could be hundreds of miles away by now.”

“Most of his stuff is still inside and there’s food in the fridge. If he’s gone, he’s traveling light.”

“Let’s wake Skunk up and get out of here.”

“Lydia’s got the car across the street. We can give you a lift. Next thing is checking the bar in the morning. If he isn’t around maybe someone there knows where he is.”

“Agreed.”

After they got Skunk to his feet, Slip the eagle-eyed fishing guide took point with Consuelo working drag, making sure nothing behind them even moved. The three quietly made their way back single-file through the slumbering trailer park and across the street. Consuelo took the lead as they came around the Australian pines.

“Oh, shit.”
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Looking for Lucky

“Don’t stop right at the entrance to the park, go down a little further and I’ll get out there.” The Reverend saw the cabby glance in the rear-view mirror. “It’s an ex-wife thing, you don’t want to know.”

The cabby grunted an agreement and started to slow when the Reverend noticed a car parked in the same place where he’d done his surveillance before.

“Keep going. I’ll get out around the corner.”

After the cab left he stayed low to the trees and got close enough to see the car. Convertible with one person. Sleeping? No, just put something in the back seat. Couldn’t get too close, but damned if it didn’t look like the woman Lucky was with from that hotel. Girlfriend checking on him? Could probably grab her, get Lucky to come to him. Then again, if she’s watching his place, maybe he’s there.

As shitty a night as the Reverend was having, he sure could go for something to relieve his frustration. Torturing Lucky would do nicely. Relieve some stress and find out where the treasure is. A plan brilliant in its simplicity.

Christ but it’s dark. Only one light for the whole park and that doesn’t do him any good sneaking along behind the trailers. So dark he’s not even sure which is the right trailer. This one? The only one that doesn’t have a noisy air-conditioner running.

Voices! Freeze. And again, coming from the next trailer, someone outside. Real careful now, pull the gun and get a little closer. Two shadows down low under the noisiest air-conditioner of the lot. Loud enough he can barely hear a voice say no one’s there, and they’re going back inside. Shit, here they come! Crouch down against the fence. They’re going in Lucky’s trailer all right. One looks like a woman and the other definitely not Lucky – too big in the shoulders. No sense in sticking around if the bastard isn’t even here. Looks like Plan B.

Back out to the street, then across. Come up behind the car.

“All right, young lady, don’t move a muscle or I’ll - ”

Jesus Fuck! Bitch is up on the seat with a ball bat swinging! Ouch! Fuck! Grab the bat and punch her a good one in the side of the face. Down like a sack of potatoes.
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Frustration

“It’s got to be Lucky. He’s got my sister.”

“Or one of his gang has got her.”

Taco Bob wanted to say something to Consuelo about her not listening to him, but decided the timing was not quite right for an ‘I told you so’ lecture. Plus she looked so angry she might just kick his ass on the spot.

This time Taco Bob was sitting down and Consuelo was the one pacing the lounge of the old houseboat.

After the shock of finding nothing but hard ground and sandspurs in the spot where she’d left her sister, Consuelo had checked the area with her flashlight. A couple of footprint partials too big to be hers and the car’s tire tracks going onto the road in the direction of Key West were the only clues to Lydia’s disappearance. They tried her cell and got no answer, so Consuelo left a message.

They called a cab and did some looking for a convertible with a sunrise painted on the hood and a sunset on the trunk. Nothing. So they called Taco Bob and headed for the marina.

They’d briefed him on the evening’s events, now it was time for a plan.

“Whoever has my sister is in deep shit.” No arguments from anyone on this. Consuelo had spent some time on the phone trying to keep Sara and Josephine calmed down. Skunk was asleep and snoring in a chair, and Slip looked to be next.

Taco Bob hated to sound like the voice of reason, but someone had to do it. “Let’s get a little sleep here and use my truck when it gets light, maybe we’ll spot the car. If not, we’ll look for Lucky at the bar.”

“I told my sisters if we haven’t found her by noon we’re going to the police.”

This got some upturned heads, even Skunk opened an eye. But no one said anything. They knew she was right.
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Motel

The Reverend looked at the woman on the bed. She was still mostly out of it; maybe hit her a little hard. Serves her right, he had a lump the size of a chicken egg on his forehead from that damn bat. Good thing he’s a big tough bastard with a hard head. One of the things you learn in prison is how to take a punch. He’d damned sure learned how to throw one as well.

Didn’t worry about anyone seeing him taking her up to the room. Not that unusual to see someone carry a woman into a motel room after the bars close.

Got her tied up so there wouldn’t be any surprises, then took care of the car. He’d read something in the paper that morning about Higgs Beach being a favorite place for the homeless. Drove there and parked behind a dumpster where the cops couldn’t easily see the car and the bums couldn’t possibly miss it. A convertible with the top down and the keys in the ignition ought to be temptation enough for one of the winos. With the woman and car taken care of he needed only one more thing.

“Let’s see what you’ve got in your purse, sweetheart.”

Billfold with some cash he could use. Name and address on the driver’s license. Cell phone is what he was looking for. He hated cell phones.

Took a few minutes of pushing buttons, but he finally found it – a list of phone numbers, including the one he was looking for.
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FBI

Lucky got to work early the next morning so he’d have a few minutes to check the newspaper in the back room. Thanks to a news-hungry media following every move of the cops, he got some answers.

“Reverend Earl Sharkey of Houston, Texas, reported…” Seems like he remembered hearing about a con named Sharkey. Didn’t remember the reverend thing, but not surprising since a lot of guys got religion inside. The Sharkey he’d heard about supposedly had a weird shark tattoo on his face. Couldn’t really tell last night, too dark.

“…unknown assailant on bicycle…” So either Sharkey didn’t know who he’d been following, or more likely didn’t want to give the name up to the cops.

He checked his trailer before leaving the park and there were a couple of things that didn’t look right in there again. Reverend Sharkey? He hadn’t been followed riding his bicycle to work, always a good thing. Maybe Sharkey got an invitation to spend some time with the police.

If so, who’d been in his trailer? He did wake up once during the night and thought for a second he heard voices, but the air conditioner made so many different noises it could have just been that. Anyway, he fell back to sleep and once again slept the contented sleep of the newly rich.

He’d felt all along he would know when to go, that there would be a sign of some sort. With this freak Sharkey following him it was definitely time to go, though he still wasn’t sure just how. He probably should have already cut town, but he’d wanted to see Lydia. Now he wanted to see her again, at least once.

“Lucky? You back there? How about some ice in these bins? We got people coming in here already.”

An early cruise ship had disgorged itself of its cargo and the place was packed in no time. Ron had Lucky taking care of a few of the regulars.

He’d just put another round in front of a couple of locals discussing the cops’ new multi-agency Treasure Task Force when he noticed two grim men in new tropical shirts and long pants walking towards the bar and another two dressed the same way holding back a few steps.

Lucky slowly eased towards the backroom, ready to bolt. The two men came up behind one of the locals sitting at the bar.

“Arnie? Arnie Roach? FBI.” One held up a shield while the other took a look at a picture in his hand, then at Arnie. He nodded to his partner. “We need to ask you a few questions.”

“Hey, there’s some mistake here. My name is Arnie Smith.” Arnie was shaking and sweating. The other agent took a look at the 5X7 photo and nodded at the match. “Hey! You got the wrong guy! I ain’t had nothing to do with that treasure heist!”

“Yes, we know. The tip we received was wrong. But you’ve got warrants – there’s no statute of limitations for international child support, Mr. Roach. If you could just stand over here for me real quick.”

“You’ll never take me alive!”

Arnie drunkenly launched himself off the barstool and tripped over his own feet. His trajectory couldn’t have been any straighter to the floor. He landed on his belly with the sound of a wet slap.

After a second of stunned surprise, all four agents jumped on the squirming man. It didn’t take long, and soon a cuffed Arnie was led out of the bar puking and crying.

Lucky got the mop, and while cleaning up Arnie’s first three Michelobs of the day, found the 5X7 under an overturned chair. It was Arnie all right.

“I’ll take that.” An agent coming back in obviously looking for the picture. Lucky handed it over. The agent gave him a pointed look as he left with the photo.

The combination of the FBI takedown and Arnie’s projectile vomiting had significantly reduced the number of thirsty clientele. Arnie’s usual drinking buddy also slipped out the door at the first opportunity.

“Ron, I need to make a quick call to a friend. Five minutes?”

“Yeah, sure. But don’t screw around, word gets around about that bust and the place will be packed again.”

“Be right back.”

A few minutes later Lucky was wiping down the bar. He held up Arnie’s keys from behind some glasses.

“Ron?”

“Must be Arnie’s. Probably got knocked down there. Put them next to the register.”

Ron was right. It wasn’t long before the curious and thirsty filled the bar and they were busy again.

“Lucky!”

Consuelo coming up to the bar. Good, he needed to have a talk with her about Lydia. He didn’t want Consuelo to be jealous or upset.
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Upset

All bubbly and smiling, Consuelo moved quickly behind the bar and gave Ron a wink as she gently pushed Lucky into the storeroom and shut the door. As soon as the door closed the smile vanished. She slammed his back against the wall and held him there with a foot in the center of his chest. Her scarred fists were clenched and came apart slowly like someone pulling back on a bowstring. Her eyes were on fire, her words ice.

“Tell me where my sister is or your next words are your last.”

Lucky had no reason to believe he wasn’t about to die. Since he had no idea where any of her sisters might be, he elected to say nothing.

“Consuelo!” A tough-looking local coming through the door. He could see another man, a taller man, behind the bar talking to Ron. The first man closed the door and came over cautiously.

“Blondie, don’t kill him, okay?”

Consuelo never took her eyes off Lucky. He hadn’t felt such a deep, primal fear since prison, maybe ever. He wasn’t sure if he could talk even if he wanted to.

“Con, can I have a word with him?” She gave a nod without taking her eyes off Lucky. “Okay. Lydia is missing, and - ”

“Missing?”

“Yes.” The man talking slowly and decisively. “We need to know where she is. As you can see, Consuelo here is very upset. She’s had a long night without much sleep and we just came from searching the entire island. We haven’t found Lydia or the hotel’s car and Consuelo is about to snap. You don’t want to be around when that happens, especially in your current circumstances. I strongly suggest you tell us everything you know, right now.”

“I had dinner with her last night. I walked her to the hotel a little after nine.”

“We know this. Were did you go after you left her at the hotel?”

“Home. I went to the trailer park where I live.”

Anger flashed across Consuelo face. She held her lethal posture and tightened her muscles until she trembled.

The man continued, calmly. “Talk fast Lucky, you don’t have much time. You weren’t in your trailer last night.”

But Lucky now knew who had been in there.

“I bug-bombed the trailer and stayed in the one next door.”

Consuelo blinked slowly, then looked at the man who nodded. She took her foot from Lucky’s chest and stepped back. Her fists stayed ready though, and she went back to staring into his eyes while she spoke.

“Slip and I looked in your trailer last night. Lydia waited in the car across the street. When we came back she was gone, so was the car.”

“The phone. I saw on my cell she called during the night, but didn’t leave a message. I didn’t see it until this morning. I was going to call on my break later.”

Consuelo held out her hand. “Phone.”

Lucky went over to his backpack and got his cellphone. While Consuelo went through his phone, Slip did the same with the backpack. Lucky started to protest, but held when he got a couple of dark looks.

Consuelo held up the phone. “Okay, the call from Lydia, or at least from her cell, was just after three this morning. That’s about an hour after we realized the car and Lydia were gone. Something happened to her, I know it. She’s the responsible one, she wouldn’t do this as a prank.”

Consuelo gave Lucky his cellphone. “Make the call.”

“I think I may know what happened. There was a man following me, a Reverend Sharkey.”

Consuelo looked at Slip, then back at Lucky. “In the paper this morning? The guy with the shooting?”

“Yeah, he was following us last night, Lydia and I. After I dropped her off he started following me again so I took a few shots at his car hoping he’d take the hint. He might have come looking for me later, and found Lydia.”

The door opened and the tall man came in. Lucky remembered now it was the man he’d seen at the restaurant with the blue-haired woman.

“The bartender out here is getting antsy. You got anything?”

Consuelo pointed to the phone in Lucky’s hand. “He says he hasn’t seen her since the hotel, but she called his cell during the night and didn’t leave a message. Lucky says someone was following them, thinks maybe that’s who grabbed her.”

“Who?”

Lucky took a step towards the man. He remembered the name: Taco Bob.

“Reverend Sharkey.”

“The one in the paper?”

“Yeah.”

Taco Bob looked at the others, then at Lucky. “You want to help us find Lydia?”

“I’ll do whatever I can.”

Consuelo grabbed him by the arm. “Come on, Lover Boy. We’ve got a lot to talk over.”

The door opened again. Ron.

“I hate to bust up your little party back here, but I got a bar to run. Lucky, I need two cases of - ”

Slip stepped up to Ron. “Sorry partner, your boy has got himself in some trouble.”

“Oh? What kind of trouble?”

Slip pointed to Consuelo. “Boy got my niece here in a family way.” Consuelo gently patted her flat stomach. “We’re just about to head out to find a place to get these two hitched. He’s going to need the day off, I’m afraid.”

“She’s pregnant? That was quick!” He looked at Lucky, then the others, all deadpan serious. “Hey, I can’t run this place by myself!”

“I think you’ll find the answer to your problems is standing right behind you.” Ron turned around to see a small, wiry man drinking directly from one of the taps. “His name’s Skunk and he has plenty of experience in bars. Isn’t that right Skunk?”

The scruffy little man belched and nodded at Ron. “Damn right! You might say I been in training my whole life for an opportunity like this!”
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Working Together

Lucky hadn’t planned on taking the gun but Taco Bob insisted.

“I’m pretty sure you’re who we think you are, so you’ve probably got a gun somewhere in this storeroom since Slip didn’t find one in the backpack. You might want to go ahead and collect it up it since you’re likely to need it before this is over. And since you may not be coming back here.”

So he reached behind the ice machine and pulled out the mini-Glock. Taco Bob had a hand out. “Better let me hold that for now.”

It was crowded in the old pickup truck. Taco Bob drove with Slip at shotgun, and Lucky in the middle with Consuelo sitting on his lap. He wouldn’t be making any sudden departures.

They headed straight for the marina. Lucky didn’t like the way Consuelo kept looking at him. He couldn’t figure the connection between the three, but judging by the way they moved together onto an old houseboat he decided they were some kind of a team.

“Have a seat here, Lucky. Now you can call my sister.”

Lucky punched in the number. Consuelo sat with him shoulder-to-shoulder and turned the cell phone so they could both hear. Slip handed her a note pad and pencil.

“Hello?”

“Let me speak to Lydia.”

“She’s kinda tied up at the moment. Who should I say is calling?”

“This is Lucky. Is this Sharkey?”

“Please, dear boy, careful with the names. Are you alone?”

Lucky glanced at the three sets of eyes staring at him.

“Yes.”

“Good. Listen carefully. I want what you have, and you want what I have. We make a simple trade and everyone is happy.”

“I don’t have it all. My partners took some of it already and left town.”

“You have the cross though? I have a picture of it. A recent picture.”

Oh, shit. Consuelo is giving him dagger eyes. This is not good.

“The boss took it. I have bars and coins. All of them, over a hundred pounds. Just tell me where and they’re yours.”

“Exactly. Bring it all in a nice strong box. Perhaps a chest?”

“I have just the thing.”

“Fine. At five this afternoon I’ll come by boat to the north end of the Mallory dock. Just have it all in one container ready to go or I’ll take your little treasure here to the place where they found the mother lode, and toss her overboard with an anchor tied around her neck.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll have it there at five. Now let me speak to Lydia.” Lucky let the phone come down. “The bastard hung up.”
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Boat

“That went well!”

The Reverend was quite pleased with the way things were going. Mallory wouldn’t be crowded at that hour, but still a public enough place Lucky wouldn’t be trying anything cute. Forgot to mention he’d dime him to the police for the reward if he didn’t come across with the treasure, but maybe thinking about his girlfriend going swimming with a boat anchor around her neck was incentive enough. Speaking of incentive, time to clean the gun again. Maybe take a little walk later, see if he could find the guns he’d tossed. His asshole father used to say you can never have too many scams or too many guns. Bet the old buzzard would shit if he saw the numbers he’d come up with for what a hundred pounds of gold was worth. Not to mention the coins. But first things first.

“Darling, you got to pee?”

Still pretty groggy from that punch. Let her go in the bathroom once a couple of hours ago. Not taking any chances though. Only untied her wrists for a few minutes and kept the bathroom door open so he could watch. Kinda liked that, might be something to pursue once he got settled in Costa Rica. Bet there’s plenty of girls who’d do anything he asked for a few American dollars.

But things were definitely going well – everything set for the exchange in a few hours. All he needed now was a boat.

38

Plans

The Sandy Bottomed Girl, Taco Bob’s restored bachelors pad houseboat, bustled with activity almost immediately after the phone call. Soon the smells of coffee brewing and soup simmering filled the comfortable old boat while a muted Weather Channel played on the television and plans were made and options discussed. Taco Bob had the notepad and the floor.

“First priority is the exchange. Lucky, you definitely have what this Reverend fella wants then?”

“Yes. It’s in a safe place, guaranteed safe.”

“We don’t want to get fancy here. You just give him what you’ve got and he gives us Lydia. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

Taco Bob had a chart of the area around the Mallory docks on the table in front of them. “Here’s the place the Reverend says he wants to do the deal. Unless he’s coming in something the size of an aircraft carrier, he should be able to get right up to the edge of the square and out without any problems.”

Everyone studied the chart.

Except Lucky, who looked instead at the two somewhat weathered, middle-aged men and the athletic young woman – all of whom were totally focused on the chart and discussing scenarios involving channels and approaches. Consuelo looked up.

“What’s the matter?”

“How did you know?”

“The treasure?” Consuelo glanced at the two men. “We solved the puzzle.” She took the notepad, turned a few pages, and showed him their calculations and LUCKY written on top and circled.

“I’ll be damned. I didn’t expect anyone to solve it until maybe months from now, if ever. I didn’t think it was that clear.”

“It wasn’t.” Consuelo looked smug. “Taco here is a word whiz, and the three of us make a pretty good team.”

“Yeah, I noticed. So, you went in my trailer looking for the treasure?”

Consuelo looked at her partners again before answering. “The first time. The second time we were looking for the rest of the pictures you took of me with the cross. Which by the way I still want, like real soon.” He could see the fury starting in her eyes again.

“I have them. Sorry about taking them without you knowing. I wanted something, I don’t know, something I could look back on years from now, and, well, savor.” Consuelo eased up, but only a little. “I realize now it was a stupid thing to do. Especially since it sounds like our Reverend Sharkey has seen them.”

Taco Bob looked annoyed. “Yeah, those pictures put an innocent person in jeopardy. Of course she’s not so innocent now. None of us are since we’re pretty much aiding and abetting here. Plus, from what you’ve told us about the Reverend, Lydia’s likely in serious trouble.”

Lucky felt like shit. He’d never planned on getting anyone else involved.

Consuelo’s phone rang and she went into the galley to stir the soup and calm her sisters.

Taco Bob went back to the chart. “Slip, you good for going with Lucky here? Okay, then you two get the treasure and take it to Mallory. Maybe hang close enough to keep an eye on the swap when it goes down.”

Nods from Lucky and Slip. Taco Bob pointed to the marina on the chart.

“Skunk, Con, and I will take the Wilbur. We can stay off Mallory a few hundred yards and watch for a signal if there’s trouble. Lucky, write your cell number on the notepad below mine and Consuelo’s. Let’s make sure we all have phone numbers and check our watches while we’re at it.”

Consuelo announced coffee and soup were ready in the galley, then stood in front of Taco Bob. “Sara and Josey are in.”

“There’s enough people involved already, Consuelo. No sense in – ”

“They’re already involved, I told them everything. You realize those two are borderline nuts already, and with Lydia kidnapped they’re both ready to start tearing off some heads.” She turned towards Lucky. “Starting with you.”

“Look, Consuelo, I never meant for - ”

“None of us want to know any more about what you’ve done, how you did it, or who you’re with. We just want to get Lydia back from this Reverend clown, and I want to know right now where those other pictures of me are.”

“They’re with my laptop and camera, at the same place as the treasure. When we go to get the treasure I’ll give them to Slip and he can burn them.”

“And the camera? Is there anything on it or your computer?”

“No, I deleted the pictures as soon as I printed them. I keep the camera and laptop clean. You’re going to have to trust me on this, Consuelo.”

She didn’t seem to be in a hurry to trust him, much less forgive him. In fact, she didn’t say anything else, just went into the galley and banged around some pots and pans.

Slip had gone over to the television for a closer look at the weather. Taco Bob went into the galley for a few minutes and things quieted down in there. When he came out he had a question. “Who is this Reverend?”

“Other than what was in the newspaper, all I know is he followed Lydia and I the night we saw you. When I confronted him on the street he had a gun. He definitely had a gun. That’s when I shot his car. He’s a big guy too, and if he’s the Sharkey I heard about in prison, then he’s got a tattoo of a shark on his face. The times I saw him he either had on big sunglasses or it was too dark to tell. As far as the reverend thing, I have no idea. Lydia told me he’d come by their hotel with a picture of me with a beard. The only time I had a beard was when the picture was taken in Tampa for my new ID.”

“So, he probably got the picture from whoever made the ID?”

“He must have come here looking for me thinking I was involved in the heist.”

“Well, you got to give him that. Sounds like he’s also been in your trailer. Anything else besides those pictures of Consuelo we should know about? Anything he can use against you, or her?”

Lucky had to give that some thought.

“No. The only things in the trailer that could tie me to anything were the pictures, and those will be gone soon. I don’t like to think about him having one though.”

“It’s not a pleasant thought for any of us, especially…” Taco Bob gestured with his thumb towards the galley. Consuelo came though the door and shot a dirty look Lucky’s way. She walked over to Slip glued to the television.

“What’s the haps?”

“Thunderstorms, Blondie. Cranking up in Florida Bay and coming this way. Might be a bit of a bumpy, wet evening.”

They felt the houseboat move ever so slightly a few seconds before Skunk burst through the door.

“Well, I got fired!”

Skunk stood there grinning while Taco Bob rolled his eyes. “Why does this news flash not surprise me?”

“That damn bartender Ron about worked me to death, then accused me of stealing liquor and fired me without even paying me!”

Taco Bob looked at his watch. “What’s the rest of it?”

Skunk set a paper bag of bottles on the table and started pulling more bottles out of his clothes. “Luckily I seen it coming and set a few things out by the back door just in case.”

“Slip, let’s help him put this liquor in the galley so we can fill him in real quick and hit the bricks.”

They stashed the liquor horde, then everyone gathered in the lounge with Taco Bob pacing once again.

“Okay, Slip and Lucky are going to take my truck and get the treasure. They’re going to park close to Mallory and stay with the truck. Just before five Lucky will take the treasure to the north end of the docks and wait for the Reverend to show, supposedly by boat. Slip will be in the area during the exchange. Lydia comes on the dock, and the treasure goes on the boat.”

Taco Bob nodded towards Consuelo.

“Con is going to brief her sisters, and Josephine and Sara will be hanging close by at Mallory to take care of Lydia as soon as she’s ashore. The Reverend has seen at least Josephine, so I’m sure they can come up with suitable disguises.” Consuelo nodded in agreement. Lucky had something to say.

“You need to make sure your sisters aren’t telling anyone else about this. I know you aren’t very happy with me at the moment, but after we get Lydia back I still need to get myself out of Key West.”

“You don’t need to worry about my sisters, nothing will go beyond them.” It was as much the look in Consuelo’s eyes as her words. Lucky knew he didn’t have to worry about the sisters.

Skunk looked nervous. “Well, what are you and I going to do, Taco?”

“You and I need to get the Wilbur ready. Since none of us trust this Reverend character, we’re going to be on the water within sight of the Mallory docks until we know Lydia is safe. As soon as Consuelo gets her sisters squared away at the hotel she’ll hook up with us here at the marina and we’ll take the Wilbur out.”

Taco Bob looked at the roomful of serious faces, then gave Lucky his gun back.

“Everyone keep in touch by phone. Let’s do it.”
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The Treasure

“I drove this old truck all the way from Texas without a scratch, so I’d appreciate it if I could get it back in one piece.”

Slip couldn’t believe the forlorn look on Taco Bob’s face standing there patting the old truck on the fender as he and Lucky were about to leave. All that worrying can make a man old.

“Quit worrying about us, Taco. We’ll grab the goodies and get parked close to Mallory in plenty of time. We have any problems Lucky here will give you a call.”

They headed for Stock Island with Slip driving in a sudden rainsquall.

“Looks like we’re in for a crappy afternoon. Hope this blows on through soon.”

Other than the weather, Slip was pleased with the way things were going so far. Though he’d like to be out on the Wilbur with Taco Bob, at least he was about to actually see and touch what nearly everyone else in Key West was dying to get a glimpse of.

Slip had to hit the brakes at one intersection to miss a tourist trolley full of rain-swept vacationers as it beat full speed into the storm. The driver taking a shortcut to the safety of their home base.

“Lucky, I can’t say I necessarily agree with what you and your partners did, but I gotta hand it to you, it took some serious balls to pull that off.” Lucky just sat there looking straight ahead, deep in thought. “You’re doing the right thing though, using your share of the treasure to get Lydia back. She’s a real fine person.” That got Lucky to at least glance over and nod before going back to his thoughts. “Uh, again I ain’t necessarily condoning illegal acts here, but I hope you’re saving at least a little for yourself. I mean, there hasn’t been anything in the media about just exactly what all is missing, so this Reverend fella isn’t going to know if you save out a handful of coins for yourself.” Still didn’t say anything, but a little bit of a smile made a brief showing. They saw a man in a raincoat in the parking lot of a big hotel. The man held a metal detector in one hand and a shovel in the other while arguing with someone in front of a recently dug-up landscape island. “I don’t know if anyone told you or not, but me and Skunk found a silver coin in a lobster trap.”

That got Lucky’s attention. “Is that so?”

“Yep, I’d show it to you but it’s Skunk’s turn to hold it, so he’s got it now.”

Until then Slip had been so excited about the prospect of seeing the treasure with Lucky he hadn’t given much consideration to Skunk and their coin, in a boat, out on the water. He sure thought about it now.

Lucky assured him the treasure was close to the trailer park. They were almost there when he had Slip pull into a self-storage complex.

“Gotta hand it to you, Lucky, this is a mighty convenient place to store Spanish treasure.”

With Lucky directing, Slip backed to the right door without hitting anything. Inside the small room a bicycle with a flat tire leaned against a beer keg. The only other thing in the tiny room was a plastic toolbox. Slip took a look.

“The beer keg?”

“Got it at work. Took it to a machine shop in Marathon.” Lucky found a small screwdriver in the toolbox and pried the top off. Slip looked inside, then at Lucky.

“Damn, but that’s a pretty sight!”
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Sisters

When Consuelo left the Sandy she wasn’t exactly looking forward to dealing with her sisters. Even though Sara was the oldest by several years, Lydia had always been the most mature. She took care of the business end of the hotel while keeping her sisters in line and out of trouble. Often no small feat in itself, as Consuelo was recently discovering. From the phone conversations it sounded like the two sisters waiting at the hotel had been working themselves into a state all day.

Consuelo almost made it to the hotel without getting wet. Almost. She knew the route well and made record time the last few blocks, but by the time she’d parked her bike in the garage and gotten through the front door she was thoroughly soaked. Sara and Josephine were waiting by the front desk. As soon as they saw their sister, both dropped what they were doing and ran across the lobby and hugged her for all they were worth.

“You two need to get a grip, I’m going to get you both wet! Look, we have some important things to go over.” Consuelo made her sniffling siblings park themselves on one of the couches in the lobby. Sara had some news.

“The police called. They found the car.”

“Oh?” Consuelo found a towel and started drying her hair.

“Two homeless guys parked it on the sidewalk in front of Sloppy Joes. The morons were so drunk they were still sitting in the car arguing about driving it the rest of the way into the bar when a patrolman happened by.”

“No one hurt? The car is okay?”

“No. Yes. The police said the two found it parked behind a dumpster with the keys in the ignition. It’s at the police vehicle compound and we can pick it up anytime. Have you heard anything else? About Lydia?”

The mention of their kidnapped sister’s name had Josephine on the verge of tears again.

“No, but we should be getting her back at five, like I told you.” Consuelo looked into the anxious eyes of her sisters. She knew what would get their minds off of Lydia’s predicament, at least for a while. “If you two are going to Mallory with Slip, keep in mind this Reverend asshole has seen at least Josephine when he came by here, maybe you too Sara. We don’t want to do anything to scare him off, so, hey, it might be a good idea if you both wore disguises.”

Sara and Josephine looked at one another. Josephine, who rarely talked without a stutter, tilted her head and smiled just a tiny bit.

“Oh, really?”
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Rain

“You gonna share that?”

Skunk thought about it a second before handing the bottle over to Taco Bob, who tossed the full pint bottle of rum overboard. Skunk’s face was one big frown.

“I was afraid of you doing that.”

“Sorry, I need you sober. I’m going to ease up here to the gas dock. While you tie off the boat, I’ll see about getting this ol’ girl fueled up.”

Taco Bob slapped Skunk on the shoulder as he stepped off the boat. “We get this young lady back, you might be able to talk me into buying you a beer.”

Twenty minutes later the Wilbur’s tanks for the inboard engine were topped off. As soon as Skunk cast off the lines, Taco Bob motored the old cabin cruiser back towards her slip across the marina. Skunk’s frown hadn’t eased much and the weather wasn’t the kind to make anyone smile.

“Well, Taco, looks like Slip hit the nail on the head about those storms. Rougher’n a cob out there now.”

“Yeah, I’m glad we’re not going far in this stuff. We’re good on time so we might as well take a shot at that float switch while we wait on Consuelo.”

The rain came again so both men wore foul-weather gear while they tied off the boat lines. Taco Bob went in the forward cabin and checked in with Lucky and Consuelo on his cell phone. By the time he came back out the rain had slacked off some, but not the wind.

“Everybody’s on schedule. Consuelo’s on her way to pick up their car now. Let’s get this switch replaced. Be one less thing to worry about while we’re out there. Pop that hatch cover and crawl on in. I’ll hand you what you need.”

Skunk wiggled down inside. “I see what you mean, there’s some water down in here already.”

It took some straining and a lot of cussing, but Skunk finally got the old parts out. Then he dropped the flashlight in the bilge water and that was that.

“Might as well come out of there for a minute while I walk down to the Sandy and get my big marine flashlight.”
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Boats

The rain drumming on the roof of the car went nicely with the drums of The Song in the Reverend’s head. At least he finally had the car back. Had to sign a bunch of papers and shell-out nearly five hundred dollars – most of that for the silly HAZMAT nonsense. This had not at all improved either his financial situation or his opinion of law enforcement. Or his mood.

He’d cruised the marina slowly and carefully looking for a boat before parking where he could keep an eye on a likely candidate. The rain had run off the last few captains on Charter Boat Row, but one of the private boats further down had activity.

The boat was a sleek sport fisherman with three big outboards that the Reverend liked the look of. A yuppie couple had been fussing around earlier up in the bow, but when the rain got serious they’d retreated into the small cabin. Damn nice boat, though, maybe thirty foot.

The Reverend checked his watch, still plenty of time. He was in no hurry to get wet, so he decided to give it a few more minutes to see if the rain slacked up some before breaking the news to the lucky couple that they’d been selected to give him their boat.

The big man settled into the car seat and went back into the merging of the rain drumming on the car roof and the drums in his head while thinking about Stevie Nicks’ underwear. The Reverend hadn’t attempted to have sex since the head of Puppy Angels had done some serious damage to his equipment, but he still enjoyed thinking about it occasionally.

Lost in thoughts of black lace on taunt, plump ass cheeks, and with a soothing, rhythmic drumming in the background, the Reverend didn’t notice the windows starting to fog up in the Buick. Nor did he notice the old cabin cruiser come across the marina and tie up just down from the sport fisherman. He did notice, however, when a man wearing a raincoat and hat came off the boat, walked along the dock not fifty feet in front of him, and disappeared into the rain. Leaving one small man alone on the boat.
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Raincoat

The man still on the boat was wearing a raincoat several sizes too big for him. He’d watched from the boat’s stern as the Reverend backed the car up within a few feet of the cabin cruiser. The raincoat gave the Reverend an idea as he got out of the car and stepped across the dock.

“Hey buddy! I’ll give you fifty dollars for that raincoat!”

“Sorry, mister, it ain’t mine to sell.”

“A hundred? I’ve got the money right here.” That got the little man to come out of the shelter of the cabin doorway and step closer. “I really need a raincoat. Will two fifties do it?” Walk right up to the back of the boat where the little fucker is standing now, grab the front of the coat and shove the gun hard into his ribs.

“Don’t get stupid on me now. You can keep the raincoat on until you get something out of the trunk for me. A couple of bullet holes won’t be nearly the problem for the raincoat as they will be for you.”

The Reverend led the now shaking man over to the car and popped the trunk. Even though the woman was neatly wrapped in a motel bedspread, it was still all the little guy could manage on his own in the rain.

After the Reverend had them both in the boat’s cozy cabin, he pulled the bedspread off to make sure his hostage hadn’t smothered. She hadn’t, judging by the fire in her eyes. The woman looked like she’d try to rip his throat out if she wasn’t bound and gagged.

“Mister, what in blazes is going on here?”

The Reverend used the gun to swat the smaller man to the floor.

“Time to give me the raincoat. You’re taking us for a little boat ride and how cooperative you are is going to figure in greatly in how far we are from land when I throw you overboard.”

“I can’t hardly swim, mister!”

The Reverend put on the raincoat, then started barking orders. “Let’s get this tub going. Untie those ropes and get the engine started!” When the scared little man hesitated, out came another gun.

“You look like you might be hard to kill, so keep in mind I got another gun here if I need it after I empty the first one in you.”

In spite of his claims of nautical ineptitude, after seeing the two loaded guns pointed at him, the man called Skunk had the old cruiser heading out of the marina and into the rain and wind in no time.

With Skunk at the wheel and the woman on the floor of the forward berth, the Reverend let himself go back into the dual drummings and savored once again the feeling of control.

Something had changed, though. Above the rumbling of the boat engine and the crashing of wind and waves, The Song was louder and stronger than ever. The combined effect was so powerful he had to hold onto the windowsill with both hands as he stared into the surging seas.
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Shock

Taco Bob stopped walking and just stood there on the dock in disbelief watching his boat disappearing into the driving rain. As he was known to do when suddenly faced with unbelievable situations, he counted the fingers on his left hand to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. He wasn’t.

So he went over his options. With his flats boat currently in the shop he didn’t really have much in the way of options, so he just spit into the water.

“What in the world is Skunk doing?”

That’s when he noticed the car. There hadn’t been a car backed up to the dock when he left. Since his immediate plans remained uncertain, Taco Bob took a minute to walk over for a look. He noticed a couple of bullet holes in the right rear quarter panel. After another glance in the direction the Wilbur had gone, he jogged back to the houseboat.

“Lucky, it’s me again. That car our friend was driving the night you two had the little problem over by the cemetery? Yeah, that one. There’s a high-mile Buick with a couple of bullet holes in one side parked where my boat and Skunk are supposed to be. Yes, it does indeed suck. I guess the good news is at least we know what kind of boat the Reverend is going to have at Mallory.”
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Options

While Taco Bob stood on the back of his houseboat again looking in the direction his Wilbur had gone, the rain slacked up enough for the couple from the sport fisherman a few slips down to make a dash for their SUV. By the time he realized the weather had already run off everyone else in the area, they were gone as well.

Taco Bob racked his brain, but could come up with only one person with a boat big enough, and who was crazy enough to go out in squally weather.

So he stood there on the deck of the Sandy and thought about it some more. The person he had in mind tended to be eccentric at times, but was also a tough old bastard, not to mention more than a little dangerous. Taco Bob had only been out on the man’s old converted shrimp boat once, but they’d come back a man light that day. Which forever proved in his mind that this was one Key West boat captain you did not want to piss off.

He stepped back inside when his cell started ringing. Looked like Lucky calling back.

“What’s up?”

“Just got a call, said he wants to move the meet up an hour. I couldn’t stall him, Taco. He threatened to hurt Lydia. I won’t bother you with the details, but this guy really is seriously warped, and mean.”

“I’ve got one idea for a boat. It’s not a good idea, but it’s all I can come up with. We’ve still got almost an hour. If you don’t hear from me just do whatever you have to do to get Lydia back.”

“We really need a boat for backup. I don’t trust this guy.”

“I’ll do what I can.”

Taco Bob punched off then hit the speed dial. “Consuelo, where are you?”

“About to pull into the marina.”

“Things are rapidly going to hell here. Pull up next to the Sandy and I’ll jump in. We’re going to have to find Shark Hunter.”
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Teachers

“Sorry about the top, it’s stuck again.”

Taco Bob slid in on the wet car seat and slammed the door.

“Let’s see if we can catch Shark Hunter at his boat.”

A soaked Consuelo hit the gas and the big car roared across the nearly empty parking lot.

“The old abandoned marina on Stock Island?”

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure he’s still holed up there.”

Through the strings of wet bangs, Taco Bob could see Consuelo’s eyes were all business. The determined young hotel proprietress guided the rusty but strong old car out of the marina and onto the rain-slick streets with deft precision. Taco Bob related what he knew about the Reverend taking off with his boat and Skunk, then moving the meet time up an hour. Consuelo didn’t say anything, just concentrated on getting them to the old marina as quickly as safely possible. So next he brought her up to speed on Lucky and Slip.

“They should be on their way to Mallory. Lucky said he’d be in place at least ten minutes early. Are your sisters ready?”

“Sara and Josephine are at Mallory now, watching for Slip. They’re just going to blend in with the tourists so they can stay close to the action.”

Taco Bob and Consuelo were both so wired and into the moment they had everything covered quickly, so they were quiet while she calmly and aggressively piloted the big car across town and over the bridge to Stock Island. Taco Bob still had his yellow raincoat and hat on, but Consuelo just wore her typical shorts and t-shirt. The rain slacked but Consuelo was already soaked to the skin. As usual she wasn’t wearing a bra, and at the moment could easily pass for a finalist in a wet t-shirt contest. Taco Bob was trying not to stare, but he finally did and got caught. He knew the look in those eyes meant trouble; he just didn’t know what kind until she spoke.

“Want to talk about us?”

“No.” He got the same look again. “Can it wait until we get Lydia back?”

“No.”

Consuelo took a left a block early and cut through a restaurant parking lot to avoid the backup at a traffic light. She remained totally in control of her driving, yet somehow totally focused on Taco Bob as well.

“Taco, did any of my sisters ever tell you about our teachers?”

“Well, no, not really.”

“Where we grew up, in California, besides the usual teachers at school we had special teachers.” As if on cue, a school bus pulled out of a side street and stopped in front of them blocking traffic in both direction while kids poured out onto the street. Consuelo’s fingers tapping on the steering wheel were the only outward sign of impatience. “Our special teachers first taught us the basics to survive in the modern world: things like cooking, first aid, personal finance, self defense, and even auto repair. As we got older they determined our individual strengths and weaknesses, then trained us accordingly.”

The last kid off the bus forgot something and had to go back inside. Turned out to be a tuba almost as big as the kid. Consuelo had the car moving again the instant the bus inched forward.

“One of my teachers used to take me into the mountains. He never took my sisters, only me. One day after a long hike he said I was a throwback to the time when people lived in caves or roamed the countryside following game herds. He said my genes went back to a breed of people who were able to survive in the harshest conditions, and not only survive, but prosper. To prove his point he left me alone in those mountains in the winter once for five days with no clothes, nothing. He’d only taught me a little about wilderness survival at that point, but when he came back I’d made clothes out of animal fur and eaten so much I gained almost three pounds.” As she took the last turn before the old marina, she locked on Taco Bob. “I was twelve years old then. My teachers pushed me hard for years afterwards and I was forced to grow up fast. During that time my sisters and I had to take care of our ailing mother and run that old hotel in California by ourselves. I think you could say I’m a lot older than my years.”

Taco Bob didn’t know what to say, but with her wet hair flying in the breeze, Consuelo indeed looked every bit the fierce hunter-gatherer. He had a brief flash in his mind’s eye of a woman with short blonde hair running through a rainforest.

Consuelo slid the car to a stop in front of the gate to the abandoned marina. Taco Bob jumped out and opened the gate. They left the car in a weedy parking area and headed down a path through the scrub and derelict buildings. A few minutes later they were carefully walking along the narrow plank leading onto Clarence ‘Shark’ Hunter’s boat.
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Shark Hunter

“Yo, Captain Hunter! Anyone aboard?”

Taco Bob stopped in his tracks on the walk-plank when he heard something crash inside the old boat. Sounded like someone dropped an empty pot. A big one. A few seconds later an angry face appeared at the cabin doorway.

“Gawd damn it, man! You scared the living shit outta me!” A dog with an oversize head and bared teeth stuck his head out directly below the weathered old captain and gave a short growl of greeting. “Scared ol’ Queequeg here so bad he kicked the bucket off the dinner table!”

“I’m sorry to bother you, Captain, but I got kind of an emergency going on.”

The old shark fisherman focused his eyes on the other person on the plank, tilted his head to the side just a bit, and smiled some for the first time.

“Howdy, ma’am!” A scarred hand tipped the ragged captain’s hat. “I remember you. Consuelo, ain’t it? I never forget a purty gal!” A big wink. “Come on aboard while I slip into something more comfortable.” Which turned out to be an old pair of shorts, since the hat was all he’d been wearing.

While Taco Bob and Consuelo came aboard, the dog made its way unsteadily towards the stern and started retching on the aft deck of the old converted shrimpboat. The shark man popped out of the cabin and plopped into the shiny new fighting chair on deck.

“Don’t pay him no mind. Dog’s meaner’n a bull with a knot in his tail most times, but gets the motion sickness at the drop of a hat. That breed’s the best watchdog there is, as long as it’s on land.” He pulled an open can of beer from one of the big pockets on his shorts and took a quick pull while giving his guests the eye. “Hmm. Taco Something, ain’t it? As I remember, every time you come around it’s because you got some kinda wild-ass crazy notion you feel compelled to share with me. But what the hell, let’s hear it, I got a few minutes ‘til the ball game starts on TV.” Before Taco Bob could say anything, Shark Hunter leaned closer to Consuelo and whispered. “You like popcorn young lady? How about football? I’m about to make a bucket of popcorn and watch the game.” This was followed by a full smile and another wink before he turned his attention back to the tall man with the anxious look.

“Captain Hunter, one of Consuelo’s sisters has been kidnapped by a very dangerous man. He also boat-jacked my Wilbur cruiser and Skunk Johnson, a man I believe you met.”

“Skunk? Sure, I remember him, my kinda people. Was thinking of offering him a job crewing for me. Getting harder all the time to find good help. Seems like these days nobody wants to work long, hard hours at a hazardous job for little or no pay.” He looked over at Consuelo. “Sorry to hear about your sister.”

Consuelo nodded. “Can you help us?”

“Oh, probably. Let me get that popcorn going and you can tell me the details at halftime. Maybe we can get right on it after the game.”

The old captain started to get up but Taco Bob held up a hand. “We just need to keep an eye on an exchange at Mallory. Keep a safe distance and make sure this guy puts Consuelo’s sister Lydia ashore. What happens after that, I’m not sure.”

“Sounds like fun all right. Let me just get that popcorn going so we can leave right after the game.”

Shark Hunter jumped out of his seat and headed for the cabin. Taco Bob looked at Consuelo and didn’t like what he saw. She knew how to run the boat, and he realized she was taking the boat – alone if need be. There was only one thing he could do – what he should have already done. He held up a finger towards Consuelo hoping she’d give him one more shot at it.

“Captain Hunter. What I meant to say is, we need to charter a trip and I’ve got cash.”

There was another loud crash in the cabin a second before Shark Hunter appeared at the doorway wearing his best smile.

“A charter? Well, why didn’t you say so?” As soon as Taco Bob handed over a roll of bills, the old boat captain fired up the engine and started yelling out orders.

“You two get those lines while I check the weather.”

Queequeg jumped ashore and gave a couple of farewell barks as lines were cast and preparations made to get underway. Shark Hunter came out of the cabin as the boat eased away from the dock.

“Damn radio’s down. Guess I’ll have to check the weather the old fashioned way.” He looked up the corroded tuna tower. “What’s the weather look like up there?”

Taco Bob was surprised to see what he’d thought was a wadded-up, lumpy raincoat unfurl, and then stand up. The thin man looked all around then gave two thumbs down. The captain just shrugged.

“That’s what I thought. Guess I’ll have to give you the special rate for my Lost Lunch Shark Adventure since it looks like a mighty rough trip.” He tried to give some money back but Taco Bob declined. “Well, in that case, I’ll throw in an extra bucket of my secret shark chum if we do any fishing, or else a round of beers when we get back.”

Consuelo was all frowns. “Let’s just make sure my sister gets back all right.”

The man up on the tuna tower had been watching the storm clouds but looked down when he heard her.

“Better get your coat, dear, it looks like rain.”

All eyes looked up. The captain shook his head.

“They call him The Seer. Man sleeps most of the time and ain’t good for much except lookout. Not to mention he’s got a mighty limited vocabulary. That’s the most I’ve heard him say since he signed on a few days ago.”

Taco Bob showed Shark Hunter on the chart just where the exchange was supposed to go down. With the weather looking worse by the minute, the captain broke out rain-suits and life jackets for everyone. Consuelo slipped into the cabin just long enough to call her sisters.

As soon as they got out of the small harbor the seas picked up and things got serious fast. With the old boat beating into the waves, Taco Bob chanced a quick look at his watch.

“I don’t think we’re going to make it.”
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Sara

“I don’t think they’re going to make it. Looks like we may be on our own.”

Sara held her sister’s trembling hand as they stood in the wind and rain watching Lucky. She didn’t know if Josephine’s hand trembled from fear or anger. Or both. Sara did know better than to look into her sister’s eyes to find out.

They wore yellow raincoats and hats, as did Slip, who was only a few steps away taking pictures as the sisters posed. They’d planned to mingle with the tourists, but the weather had taken care of that plan – they had the place to themselves.

Sara waved and smiled to the camera while keeping an eye out on the rain-swept water trying to spot the Wilbur. The only boat in sight so far was a cruise ship offshore waiting for the weather to break.

“Come on, Josey.”

Sara pulled her younger sister over to Slip for a huddle. They pretended to look at Slip’s camera.

“Slip, this Reverend character should be here any minute now and I sure don’t see any sign of Shark Hunter.”

“Yeah, I know. Let’s just hope we can get Lydia off that boat.”

Sara glanced over at the lone figure a hundred feet away standing next to a handtruck with a beer keg. Then she saw it.

“Okay, you two, don’t turn around. I think I see the Wilbur coming. Let’s go back to our picture routine.”

It was Taco Bob’s old cruiser all right. Coming around the north side.

Sara held her sister’s hand again as they waved to Slip and tried not to look at the approaching boat bouncing in the heavy seas.

Sara hoped with all her being that this maniac would give them Lydia when he got the treasure from Lucky. But if he didn’t, she had a plan of her own.
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Josephine

Josephine saw the boat coming now. Still too far away to see anyone on board, but it was definitely the right boat.

She just wanted to get Lydia back and go home. She didn’t like the rain, especially when it was washing off one of her best makeup jobs ever. She’d had Sara and herself made-up to look like little old ladies.

And Ben hadn’t been any help, at all. They’d had a spat just before she left, so now while Ben was back at the hotel all dry and comfortable, she was out here wet and miserable.

She took a quick glance over her shoulder. Still too far away to be sure, but the big guy on the boat looked like the one who’d come into the hotel that time. If she’d known then that the asshole would kidnap her sister, Josephine would have cheerfully snatched off those sunglasses and clawed his eyes out.

And given half a chance, she would still.
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Slip

Slip kept taking pictures as he walked around to the other side of the two sisters. He wanted their backs to the boat so they’d quit looking over that way as it got closer.

“Say cheese, ladies!”

They both stuck tongues out at that, so he snapped another picture. Actually, he just pressed the button, the rain had already gotten to the camera.

But he kept up the charade while the sisters smiled and waved. Both sisters picked up their props – beer bottles to complete the image of drunken tourists posing for the camera. Then the boat stopped moving, obviously checking out Lucky standing there, and the sister’s routine.

Slip had been thinking earlier about his days in the military, thinking about the boxing matches. He’d been pretty good at one time, and would love nothing better than a good clean shot at the fucker who’d grabbed Consuelo’s sister.

In the short time he’d known Consuelo she’d become one of the best friends he’d ever had. She made it clear straight away she wasn’t interested in anything more than fishing buddies, which was fine with him, though it was a bit difficult being around such an attractive young woman when she was showing off for Taco.

At least Taco seemed to be coming down out of the clouds about Trish. Slip tended to think the poor fella was trying a little too hard sometimes to fulfill his idea of the perfect tropical lifestyle. Though he had to admit an attractive woman with her own restaurant was a happy thought, no matter how crazy she might be. And when it came right down to it, who could blame someone trying to live a lifestyle like that? Especially someone who’d spent years eating dust as a possum rancher in Texas.

Now the two sisters were arm-in-arm, taking swigs off the beer bottles and laughing. That ought to convince the big fucker looking their way from the Wilbur.

Yep, the boat’s turned and coming in now.
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Lucky

Lucky stood on the edge of the dock getting soaked to the skin not only from the rain, but also from the waves as they crashed against the concrete at his feet. But he didn’t move. Nor did he take his eyes off the boat as it slowly approached.

Lucky thought about the last time he’d been to Mallory Square. Lydia had been at his side that day and the weather couldn’t have been nicer. Now the wind and rain lashed at him and Lydia stood unsteadily fifty feet away on the deck of a rocking boat with the Reverend’s arm around her neck and a gun pointed at her head. Skunk was at the controls and looked scared to death as he tried to back the boat to the dock while the madman screamed orders at him.

Lydia met Lucky’s eyes and mouthed, “I’m sorry.”

Lucky was sorry too, more than he could say. He was ready to hand over the beer keg full of gold bars and coins, he just wanted Lydia safe.

The Reverend wore a black cowboy hat, but had his sunglasses off. Lucky could see the bizarre shark tattoo around his right eye clearly for the first time.

If the crazy bastard did anything to Lydia, Lucky would do his best to put a bullet in that eye.
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Lydia

Lydia wasn’t as sick as she’d been earlier, but she was still a bit wobbly and had a terrible headache. The gas fumes in the trunk of the Reverend’s car had almost been too much. If it hadn’t been for the air coming in from the two bullet holes in the side of the trunk she might not have made it.

But being out in the wind and rain was starting to clear her head. Her hands were still tied behind her back but at least her feet were free and the gag was gone. Of course, now this big bastard had a headlock on her and kept jamming the barrel of a big chrome handgun against her cheek. She just wasn’t having a very good day.

“I said back her up SLOW!” The Reverend took the gun away from her face long enough to smack poor Skunk in the back if the head with the gun barrel again. Jeez but this sucks.

And there’s poor Lucky standing alone on the dock looking like a drowned rat. That must be the treasure in the beer keg. Poor guy.

Lydia didn’t have any idea what to do, but she knew she had to do something.
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Skunk

Skunk never did do all that well under pressure, any kind of pressure. Sometimes it was all he could handle just to make up his mind whether he wanted paper or plastic. And this was a lot worse. About as worse as worse can get, Skunk figured.

It wasn’t bad enough being so scared he was about to mess his britches trying to back Taco Bob’s boat up to a concrete wharf in pitching seas. No, now this big bastard with the crazy tattoo has to keep screaming at him and whacking him in the head with that damn gun.

“Keep coming back! We’re almost there!”

Crazy sonofabitch sure liked yelling. Skunk just wanted to see Lydia on that dock, get this shit over with. But with the way the waves were tossing the boat around Skunk was almost certain the boat would crash into the wharf and they’d all end up downed.

Okay, almost to where Lucky’s standing now. Skunk wasn’t much on planning, but he did have a plan if all else failed. It was a lousy plan and he doubted Taco Bob would ever talk to him again if he did it, but by Gawd, Skunk Johnson wasn’t going down without a fight.
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The Reverend

It was all drums now. The drums from The Song were louder than the wind whistling, or the waves crashing, or the boat engine straining. The drums were louder and clearer than they’d ever been.

“Bring her back! SLOW! Not all the way yet! Hold it there!”

Mister Lucky didn’t look so sure of himself now, standing ten feet away in the rain and wind. Jam the gun in the girls face harder. It was time.

“Show me the money, boy!”

Lucky reached down, pried the top off the beer keg and held up exactly what the Reverend wanted to see.

“Throw it! Throw what you have in your hand!”

A handful of coins, some still in plastic wrappers rained down onto the deck of the boat. He held the girl closer while he stooped down to grab one of the coins. She tried to break free so he swatted her a good one in the face with the gun. She got a lot more cooperative, but Lucky didn’t seem to like that move.

“Steady, boy, or she gets a lot worse than that!” He put the coin in his pocket and looked over at the man called Skunk.

“Take us up to the dock! Easy, now!” The drums in his head were the sweetest sound he had ever heard. “Put the top back on that keg and roll it aboard when we get close enough!” He pushed the gun harder into the girls face just so Lucky would remember who was in charge here.

“Come back! Another two feet!” Damn but the boat was rocking up and down in the waves. “Hold it! Hold it steady!”

There was a sickening crunch as the back of the old boat met the concrete and started smashing against the dock.

“Push it in! Push it in now!”

And here it came. The keg rolled off the dock, hit the edge of the boat and crashed onto the deck. The top came off and coins and gold bars spilled out of the keg and scattered across the rain-slick deck. The Reverend almost pushed the girl away to jump on the treasure but caught himself just in time. He didn’t have to worry, the treasure was in the boat and not going anywhere except with him.

“Give me the woman! You have the treasure!”

Lucky stood there with his arms out, the back of the boat smashing into the dock with each wave. The drums were so sweet now, in perfect rhythm with the waves.

He’d done it, he had the treasure, now he could have anything he wanted. Looking at Lucky with his arms outstretched, The Reverend knew what he wanted first. He turned towards the man at the helm without taking his eyes off Lucky.

“Full speed forward! NOW!” That was it, that was what he wanted – the look on Lucky’s face. “Get us away from the dock or I’ll blow her head off!”

The boat moved away slowly, then a little faster. He took his eyes off of Lucky for just a second and was rewarded with the look of terror on Skunk’s face.

“Full speed ahead! Get us out of here!”

When he looked back at the dock, Lucky was holding a gun and pointing it at the Reverend’s head. In the corner of his eye he saw a flash of yellow on the dock.
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Lucky

Lucky couldn’t get a clear shot at the Reverend with the boat bouncing so badly in the rough seas. He didn’t want to take a chance on hitting Lydia. But he kept the sights on the Reverend’s head as best he could anyway. The boat was moving away.

Something moved to his left and he saw a yellow raincoat catch the wind as it came off one of Lydia’s sisters. The slender woman was wearing a one-piece swimsuit and running flat out. She had a big dive knife strapped to her leg and she dove off the dock into the waves like an Olympic swimmer.

The Reverend saw her too, and the boat was still within thirty feet of the dock when the young woman squirted out of the water behind the boat and grabbed onto the edge. She started pulling herself up when the Reverend smashed one of her hands with the gun. But she still held on until the bastard shot her other hand.

The young woman fell back into the water as Lucky realized the wailing behind him wasn’t the wind, but the other sister screeching as she fought to break free from Slip.

The boat was too far now for any chance of a shot at the Reverend. The crazy bastard was laughing. He even waved.

“So long, Lucky! I’ll drop her off for you out where they found the mother lode!”

Lucky dropped the gun and dove into the water.
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Sara

Sara coughed up some seawater when she came to the surface, then looked for the boat. She knew both of her hands were in bad shape, but started swimming towards the boat anyway.

But the boat was moving faster now, and she didn’t have a chance of catching it. Then she saw the Reverend knock Lydia to the deck, pick up Skunk, and toss him overboard.

Sara started waving her arms. Blood was running down her left arm as she screamed.

“Come back here you fucking coward! I’ll rip the heart out of your chest and shove it down your throat!”

The Reverend only glanced in her direction before taking the wheel of the old cruiser. Sara didn’t know if Skunk could swim, so she started that way, trying to spot him each time she came to the top of a wave.
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Slip

Slip was getting scratched and bit something terrible. Trying to keep Josephine from throwing herself into the water was like trying to put an angry wildcat into a sack. He’d been yelling at the hysterical young woman to hold still so he could go after Sara himself, but when he saw Lucky and then Skunk go into the water he turned Josephine towards him and slapped her hard across the face.

Instantly the dark-haired beauty stopped struggling and stared at him in shock.

“Josephine! I’ve got to get Sara! Stay here on the dock so you can pull her up when I get her!”

Before she had a chance to argue, Slip ran for the water, tearing off his raincoat just before he jumped.

“Sara!” He couldn’t see her with the waves so bad, so he kept swimming. “Sara!” He looked back at the dock and Josephine was frantically pointing to his left. He turned, and then he saw her.

Sara had Skunk by the hair, but they both kept going under. Slip swam as hard as he could, but he didn’t think he could make it in time. He was still fifty feet from where he’d last seen Sara and Skunk when he saw Lucky had them both and was swimming his way.
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Rescue

Slip got his head knocked against the concrete a couple good ones while getting everyone up on the dock, but Sara was the only one with any serious injuries. Josephine showed amazing strength pulling people up onto the dock and then did a quick CPR number on Skunk, who’d swallowed a lot of seawater.

By the time they’d grabbed everything to leave, a few tourists were watching from a safe distance. Slip took charge.

“We need to get out of here before the cops show.” Skunk was still unsteady, but on his feet. Sara held a bloody cloth to her left hand and Josephine was still so wired she looked like a wild animal. “Let’s get to the truck. It’s just a couple of blocks up Whitehead. Josephine, take Skunk and your sister, I’ll be right behind you.”

Josephine put a protective arm around each of her charges and headed for the truck. Lucky stood on the dock looking in the direction the old cruiser had gone. Slip put a hand on his shoulder.

“Come on, partner. There’s nothing we can do here. We need to get a hold of Taco Bob and tell him what happened. Maybe they can catch up with the bastard.”

Lucky turned and faced Slip. “Yes, tell Taco Bob what happened here. I can’t come with you, I’ve put all of you in enough danger as it is.” He smiled just a little. “Besides, I have an idea of my own.” The young treasure pirate gave Slip a strong handshake, turned, and sprinted away.

The rain had stopped, but the wind still blew and the sky still boiled with storm clouds. He’d put his raincoat back on when he got out of the water, so when Slip noticed a couple of tourists still looking his way, he pulled the hat down and hurried after Josephine.
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Chase

Taco Bob punched the number again and this time someone answered. He’d tried Sara and Lucky several times already, and even Josephine. It was Josephine’s phone that finally answered.

“Josephine? What’s going on? Did you get Lydia?”

There was stuttering and crying, and then Sara came on the phone. In a few minutes he had the story, and the news was not good. The Reverend now had the treasure as well as Lydia. Skunk was safe after being thrown overboard, but the Wilbur with the Reverend and Lydia still aboard was gone. Then Slip came on.

“We’re at your truck now. He took the Wilbur south, down the shipping channel.”

“Drive the truck down to the south side of the island, see if you can spot ‘em. There’s binoculars in the glove box of the truck.”

“I’m on it. Where are you now?”

“We’re just coming up on Mallory. Shark has this bucket wide open, so if it don’t bust up on the waves we might be able to catch the Wilbur.”

“Right. I’ll call you as soon as we get to the south side.”

The old boat pounded by the Mallory Docks with Shark Hunter at the wheel, Taco Bob and Consuelo on deck, and the Seer up top. All were looking intently into the distance for any sign of the Wilbur. They were almost to Fort Zachery on the southwest point of Key West when Taco Bob’s phone rang.

“We got ‘em, Taco! He’s running west up the Keys about a mile offshore. We’re rolling up to Smathers Beach next, see if we can spot ‘em from there.”

“We’re coming around the fort now. Give me a call if you see anything.”

“I will. Taco, there’s one other thing. The Wilbur didn’t look right, like she might be riding a little low in the waves.”

Taco Bob didn’t need to hear this. It meant the old cruiser was taking on water, and there wasn’t a float switch to turn the bilge pump on. There was another thing nagging at him too – the flashlight he’d gone to get for Skunk wasn’t on the Sandy. It must have already been on the Wilbur, which meant he never needed to leave Skunk by himself in the first place.

“Call me if you see anything from Smathers.”

Taco Bob relayed the information on the Wilbur’s location to Shark Hunter who yelled up at the lookout and pointed. The Seer looked hard to the east as they came around the point, but shook his head when he looked down at them.

They still had an hour before sunset, but it was getting dark early from the solid layer of storm clouds. Taco Bob knew their chances of finding the Wilbur would be next to zero in the dark.

Not to mention those waters were some of the most treacherous in the world. If the Reverend didn’t know what he was doing he could get in trouble mighty fast. The biggest question now was where did the Reverend think he was going?
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Lydia

She didn’t have any idea where this crazy reverend was going, and Lydia had no intention of sticking around to find out.

After Skunk went overboard she’d gone limp hoping the Reverend would get careless, and it worked. He must have decided she was out of it and did a sloppy job tying her ankles and hadn’t even bothered with the gag before he threw her in the forward berth. In spite of getting knocked around, Lydia was recovered enough from the gas fumes to work on the rope around her wrists. All those years of practicing magic tricks would be worth it if she could get the ropes off.

But she couldn’t. She swore on Houdini’s grave if she got out of this she’d work on card tricks less and escapes more. Finally she started to make some progress on one of the knots on her wrists, but the Reverend picked that moment to stick his head in the cabin door and see her struggling.

“Settle down in there!” He pointed the big chrome gun at her. She knew he wasn’t crazy enough to take a shot at her with the boat bouncing around so badly, but she was wrong. The bullet hit the side of the boat a foot above her head and blew wood splinters all over her face.
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The Reverend

The Reverend knew where he was going, he had it all worked out. He’d looked at a map back in his room that morning and located a marina in Marathon across the street from the airport. The airport was small but had three convenient car rental agencies to choose from.

And Marathon wouldn’t be that hard to find. It was on the first island after the Seven Mile Bridge. He just hoped he could get there before dark. Not much chance of missing a bridge seven miles long, even in the dark, but the Reverend didn’t have much experience with boats and sure as hell didn’t want to fuck up now. Not with over a million dollars worth of treasure on board. Just take it easy and let The Song sing to him while his thoughts touched briefly on the small woman back at Mallory who’d jumped in the water and tried to climb aboard. What the fuck was that all about?

Looked like more channel markers of some kind a little further out, so the Reverend turned the boat further away from shore. He seriously doubted Lucky would be trying to follow him on land, or any other way, since Lucky should be having other problems by then. Cop problems.

The Reverend had used Lydia’s phone to call the cops while killing time waiting for four o’clock. Too bad he wouldn’t be around to collect the reward for giving up the name and address of one of the people who’d broken into the museum and made off with all that gold and silver. The Reverend looked down at the coins and gold bars on the deck and smiled.

With the wind at his back and following seas the boat wallowed down at the bottom of the bigger swales some, but the storms had cleared the water of nearly all other boats so at least he didn’t have to worry about running into anyone. Slow and steady would do just fine.

The sturdy old cruiser wasn’t fast, but it sure was set up nice. Easy to steer, a full tank of gas, and several pieces of electronic equipment he didn’t know how to operate. And one piece he did know how to operate – a cd player. When the Reverend first saw the cd player he knew things were going his way. And now it was time.

He always carried a very special cd in his pocket. He took it out and put it in the player. It was a loop of The Song – the version where the USC marching band came in with the drums and horns. But before he hit play, he did a quick check of the woman up in the forward berth.

“Settle down in there!” He pointed the gun at her, but she didn’t look scared, so he squeezed off a shot. Looked scared now. Maybe he should go ahead and toss the girl. Or maybe he should keep her to play with. Nah, when he got to Central America he could have a new woman every day if he wanted. He’d toss her before he got to Marathon, let the sharks have some fun.

The Reverend Earl W. Sharkey pushed play and after a few tries got the song in the player in sync with The Song in his head. He held the wheel and threw his head back in rapture. The darkening sky full of swirling clouds and the boat crashing through the waves went with the music to perfection. Tears were streaming down his face from the beauty of the moment and just as the horns came up he closed his eyes. He felt down and was delighted to find his first boner since the terrible torturing at the hands of the bulldog. A second later he saw a flash of white light as his nose exploded. He opened his eyes and gripped the wheel to keep from falling. The woman had hit him in the face with something heavy and jumped overboard.

There was blood all over his shirt and he had double vision from the blow. He thought seriously about turning around and running the bitch over with the boat, but it was dark enough he doubted he’d ever find her in the rough water, so he steered closer to the markers offshore while he tried to clear his head and stop the blood streaming from his nose.

In spite of the shock and pain he had to laugh when he looked down at the deck. Now there were two beer kegs and twice as many coins and gold bars.

He shook his head to clear it and got blood all over everything, but he didn’t care. He was still laughing when he scooped up a few of the coins. He stuck them in his pocket but kept one in his hand. He realized his vision was already clearing when looked at the coin. He laughed long and hard as the music blared and the boat crashed through the waves. He kissed the coin and started to send it down into his pocket with its brothers, but noticed a tiny word on the coin. In the failing light he could just barely make out the word: copy.

He stared at the coin for a long time and only looked up when he noticed one of the markers near the boat. It also had a word written on it: ROCKS.
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Time To Go

By the time Lucky got there he was out of breath. While making his way around the bar and heading for the back room, Joey, one of the night bartenders and former marine, grabbed his arm.

“Lucky, hold on a sec. You in some kinda trouble? Cops were in here sniffing around a little while ago, asking about you.”

“No, it’s cool. I got a couple of books overdue at the library, you know how cops are.” But Joey didn’t let go of his arm. He gave the still-wet barback a hard look.

“You don’t mind me saying so, you look like shit.”

“Look, Joey, I just need to get something of mine in back, okay?”

More hard looks before Lucky got his arm back.

“You better not be in any trouble. Ron will kick your ass a good one you aren’t here in the morning.”

“I’ll be here, don’t worry. You got customers.” Lucky pointed at two couples of thirsty Duval Street t-shirt shop bargain-hunters vectoring in on the bar. Joey gave Lucky a hard look to take with him before turning to the tourists.

“What can I get for you folks?”

Into the back room. Say howdy to Doug the barback sitting on a keg reading a motorcycle magazine. Dig out the emergency backpack from behind the ice machine, then take a peek around the doorway to make sure Joey is busy. He is, talking to a couple of guys with cop written all over them. Out the back door.

Lucky had some contingency plans – he knew where the cabbies loitered in case he just needed to get off the street quickly. He’d also memorized the schedule for the ferry to Ft. Myers, and knew a couple of charter boat captains who could probably be persuaded to take a detour if the price was right. But what he really wanted was a boat of his own, and that’s what he’d been working on.

Of course he couldn’t afford a big speedboat, and speedboats aren’t exactly the kind of things people left sitting around with the keys in the ignition. But there were several of the locals who liked to motor over to the bar to show off their boats and have a few drinks. So he’d bought a key-making machine off the internet a few weeks ago.

There were several keys in his backpack. He’d been covertly making copies of keys he’d borrowed off the bar. Each key in the backpack had a tag with a description of the boat it went to. He only needed one, but there were actually two he had keys for moored at the dock.

He jumped in what looked like the fastest of the two and had the engine started and the lines off just before the two cops came out of the bar and started running his way. He gave the big engine some throttle and didn’t look back.
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The Wilbur

Taco Bob had been filling Shark Hunter in on the latest as they beat through the stormy seas looking for the Wilbur. The old captain grunted and nodded at the kidnapping account, and showed a spark of interest at the mention of treasure, but what he was most interested in was the college football game blaring away on the boat’s radio.

“I swear, if Miami let’s them damn Gators score on this drive it’s gonna be a long afternoon!”

There was murder in his eyes and the stub of a soggy cigar stuck in his mouth as the craggy old captain yelled over the roar of the boat’s straining engine. He’d already been upset about the game being played a day early for television, and now he had to listen on the radio. “Watch the long ball! They’re gonna goddamnsure pass on this down!” And they did. And scored. The extra point missed, but Shark Hunter was so wrapped up in his screaming tirade eviscerating the Miami coaching staff that he didn’t even notice.

The boat rocked enough in the pitching seas Taco Bob had to hold onto the railing to stay upright in the cockpit. He glanced up at the lookout staring into the darkening horizon, then at Consuelo standing next to him on deck gazing out over the water. She hadn’t said much since they’d left the abandoned marina, and looked close to tears.

He instinctively reached an arm out and pulled her close. As soon as her face touched his chest she was sobbing and trembling. He’d never seen her like this before. He held her tight and tried to reassure her that everything would be all right.

When the radio broke for a commercial, Captain Hunter looked up at the Seer.

“It’s getting dark, too dark to see!”

“I can see very well.” Then a few seconds later, pointing, “There’s a boat on the reef with a broken back!”

Everyone looked at the Seer, then in the direction he pointed. Consuelo scrambled up on top of the cabin. “Taco, it’s the Wilbur! She’s going down!”

Shark Hunter brought the boat around towards the reef. “She’s on the rocks! We can’t get too close or we’ll hit ‘em ourselves!”

That’s when Taco Bob saw a light off the port side.

“Captain! There’s a light in the water at ten o’clock!”

“I got it! Man the boat hook and we’ll take a look!”

The light kept going behind the waves but before long they were close enough to see it was a person with a big marine flashlight wearing an orange lifejacket. Consuelo saw who it was first.

“Lydia!”

She didn’t even hesitate, just jumped from the roof of the cabin into the water. She landed only a few feet from her sister and swam to her while Shark Hunter tried to position the boat so he could get them aboard. Consuelo was laughing and crying and hugging Lydia while Taco Bob used the long pole to get them up to the side of the boat. Consuelo finally let go of her sister long enough for Taco Bob and the old man to pull Lydia aboard and get her sitting on the deck. Consuelo came in next and jumped on her sister, hugging and laughing and crying all over again. Shark Hunter went back to the helm and gave Taco Bob a big wink.

“I reckon that’s the one you been looking for, then.”

“Yes, sir. That’s the one. If I can get Consuelo to calm down we’ll take Lydia inside, make sure she’s okay.”

“I’d say she’s doing a lot better than your boat. Better take a look, cuz she’s almost gone.”

Taco Bob looked toward the reef. They were closing in on the Wilbur now, but she was on her side, bouncing on the treacherous rocks just a few feet below the surface. They were only a hundred yards away when the stately old boat pointed her bow to the sky and went under.

A strong arm hugged him around the waist. Consuelo stood next to him holding Lydia with her other arm.

“I’m sorry, Taco. She was a great boat.”

Taco Bob swallowed the lump in his throat and nodded toward a shaky, but alert, Lydia. “Let’s get her in the cabin.”

Shark Hunter marked the spot with the GPS, and made several passes around the rocky area looking for survivors. Other than an ice chest, a couple of lifejackets, some splintered wood, and an oil slick, there wasn’t much left of the Wilbur. Consuelo came back on deck to help search for survivors and announced that other than some cuts and bruises, Lydia was going to be fine. She punched a number on her cell phone and made the people at the other end very happy.

It was nearly full dark and halftime in the football game when they started back. Miami had scored a pair of field goals to tie the game, so Shark Hunter had calmed down a notch.

“You seen that big drop-off on the depth finder right next to where your boat went down. That current running so strong, she’ll be pulled into at least a hundred feet of water. I don’t imagine you’ll be needing to worry much about anybody trying to get to that treasure anytime soon. That is, if it’s still on board.”

He gave Taco Bob a big wink as they headed west, back towards the old fort.

Taco Bob started to go check on Lydia when his cell phone rang. Lucky.
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Lucky

“Thank God they got Lydia.”

Lucky closed the phone and smiled as he came around the fort and turned the powerboat east up the Keys. He didn’t really want to do it, but looked behind as he made the turn. Just as he thought. This was going to be close.

The rain had stopped and the seas were calming, so he gave the big boat full throttle. According to the gauge there wasn’t a lot of gas in the boat, and he knew he could go further at a slower speed, but that’s why he’d looked behind. He had to go full speed.

Then he saw the old shrimpboat up ahead, coming his way. It was nearly dark, but the running lights were easy to see. He slowed and turned so the two boats would pass by less than fifty yards apart. And there she was.

Lydia stood on deck holding onto the fighting chair with one hand and slowly waving with the other. He waved back and smiled, and was glad for the darkness so she wouldn’t see the sadness in his eyes. She blew a kiss and smiled just a little as they passed. He caught the kiss and held it to his heart. Neither of them looked away until the boats were swallowed by the darkness. When the strange old boat with the man on the tower faded, all he could see behind him were the flashing blue lights in the distance coming around the point.

Lucky didn’t need a map. He’d studied the navigation charts for that particular area so often he’d memorized every marker, island, and bridge for the next twenty miles. But he only went a few more miles before turning towards shore. He could see the bridge clearly in the darkness and slowed again as he came into the channel. He checked the gas gauge and smiled, then aimed for one of the massive concrete bridge pilings as he pushed the throttle to full.
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Reverend Earl W. Sharkey

If he’d realized how far it was to shore, Reverend Earl W. Sharkey would have tried to get that big boat to pick him up. But he figured whoever it was must have been following him to have shown up so soon after he hit the rocks.

So instead he swam. Hours later he was hanging onto some slippery mangroves nearly dead from exhaustion with a badly dislocated shoulder, a broken nose, and cramping muscles. Besides the cuts from sharp rocks, his face, neck, arms, and feet were on fire from jellyfish stings. He sat there in the mud and listened to the cars going by on the highway. That’s when he noticed it. The sound of the cars in the quiet night – The Song was gone.

After a while he took stock of himself while trying to get his mind off the waves of pain surging through his body. Shoes and socks were gone, and his clothes were badly torn. But he had a wallet in his front pocket, so he still had some money and credit cards. He looked up and shook the fist on his good arm at the sky.

“Goddamn it, I’m not beat yet! I told you I’m a tough son of a bitch! I’ll get through this yet!”

He pushed off from the mangrove thicket back into the water and slowly walked and swam in the chest-deep water towards lights further down the key. Just needed to get to the road so he could hitch a ride. Lay up in a motel for a few days, maybe get the shoulder looked at. Then go somewhere far away from the ocean. He never again wanted to spend hours in ink-black water with unseen things bumping, biting, and stinging him.

Maybe Texas had cooled off enough he could go back. The Reverend figured if the Good Lord hadn’t wanted men like him to run scams, then the Good Lord wouldn’t keep making little old ladies.

But he was going to make it, by God. Everything was going to be just fine.

Then he could go looking for Lucky.
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Widower

The widower was getting anxious by the time his suitcase came around on the airport baggage carousel. He hated it when people stared. The doctors had told him it would be months yet before he’d be through with all the operations he needed to get his face looking anything like normal again.

But at least he was alive, which surprised some of those same doctors and a few others. He’d been close to death for days in the hospital. Having the best medical care money can buy helped, as did his almost overwhelming steel-will desire to live. Even in his current weakened state, the man with the scarred face remained a strong, resourceful, and very dangerous individual.

He had a lot of friends and a lot of money, so it wasn’t really all that hard to make some discreet inquires and get some answers while lying in the hospital for weeks. A man was located who could run a trace on credit cards, see were they were used, and when.

The widower could afford to have this matter taken care of by others, professionals, but felt compelled to take a personal, hands-on approach.

Which is why he was in Key West. There were some for whom revenge wasn’t such a big deal, but it was for the widower. For him it was everything, and just thinking about it had played a big part in keeping him alive so that someday he could get the dirty bastard who’d killed his beautiful Angela.
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Home Sweet Houseboat

“It’s been three days since Lucky drilled into that bridge piling and they’re just now coming out with some details.”

“I’m making coffee. Have a seat and I’ll bring you a cup.”

Slip dropped the newspaper on the low table and sprawled across the old yellow couch in the lounge of the Sandy Bottomed Girl. Since their big evening of dealing with Reverend Sharkey and Lucky, they’d all adopted a low profile while keeping their eyes and ears open for any scrap of news. While there was certainly no shortage of rumors floating around Key West, the closest thing to actual facts continued to come from the newspaper and television. So the morning paper and TV news were hot items as there were still a few unanswered questions since the big evening.

Slip, Sara, and Josephine had been waiting at the old marina on Stock Island that night when they pulled in with Lydia. The sisters headed for the emergency room to get Sara taken care of, then were up most of the night back at the hotel. Sara told the doctors she’d lost the end of the little finger on her left hand to a lawnmower, not a gun. The only other person in there was a boater with rope burns on his hands and a small caliber bullet in his leg. He claimed to have no idea why the lobster boat had been shooting at him.

Skunk and Slip spent the night on the Sandy with Taco Bob after sitting up into the wee hours going over everything that had happened. Consuelo bounced between the two camps most of the night and ended up taking the guest room. Slip commandeered the couch and Skunk made a nest of boat cushions in a corner and slept for fourteen hours straight.

Since the evening on the water, no one except for Shark Hunter had been questioned by the police. In spite of the darkness, the old captain had sent everyone into the cabin before they passed by the police boat that was in hot pursuit of Lucky. Of course the cops had recognized Shark Hunter’s boat, and early the next morning showed up in force at the old marina. Miami had lost the football game the night before, so Shark was in an extremely foul mood. The police didn’t have a thing on him other than being close enough to see the boat Lucky had stolen, so they eventually grew tired of hearing about the Miami coaching staff and left.

Taco Bob set two steaming mugs on the table and picked up the paper. Slip glanced out a window at the first light of day, then at a clock on the wall of the old houseboat.

“I got a charter in a little while. Where’s everybody at?”

“Consuelo’s got the early shift at the hotel and Skunk finally went back to see Miss Agnes last night after you left.” Taco Bob picked up the newspaper and had a seat. “You going to tell me the latest or am I going to have to read it?”

Slip was sipping coffee but looked anxious. He set his cup down and stared his friend straight in the eyes.

“They still haven’t found Lucky, just pieces of that speedboat. Big news is they found his car.”

“Oh? Where?”

“Yeah, where is the news. They found the car at an old overgrown home site just past the bridge. Car keys behind the front wheel, full tank of gas, change of clothes in the trunk.”

Taco Bob tossed this around a bit.

“So he planned to take the boat far enough to get past the checkpoint on the highway, then drive out?”

“Rather than just leaving the boat, he might have planned to wreck the boat so the cops would be looking for him in the water while he drove up US1.”

“But he didn’t do that.”

“Nope. Says in the paper they think the car had been sitting there since a day or two before the boat went into the bridge piling. Lucky’s luck may have finally run out.”

Which wasn’t what Taco Bob wanted to hear. He’d kinda liked the daring young man.

“But they still haven’t found a body.”

“Nope. After three days they’re still finding pieces of that boat over a mile from the bridge. I know for a fact there’s some serious current in that area.”

Taco Bob wasn’t ready to give up.

“With what all you told us was in that beer keg, I wouldn’t put it past Lucky to have left the car there like that on purpose. Anybody had things planned out enough to stock up on replica coins and gold bars like that had a lot on the ball.”

“I just can’t stop thinking about those few coins he took out of his pocket and showed me at that storage place. Those coins on top in the keg, the ones he threw to the Reverend, were the real thing.” Slip had a pinched look on his face. “Especially since Skunk lost ours when he got thrown in the water.”

“Well, we may never know what happened to Lucky.”

“Says in the newspaper they been getting plenty of reports every day of people saying they seen him somewhere.” Slip cracked a wicked grin. “Want to hear some news?”

Slip picked up the paper and pointed to a short article on page three.

“Says here they found one Earl W. Sharkey in a motel room at Islamorada in a very deceased condition. He’d been bound and gagged, then put in the bathtub nude with forty-seven sea urchins, a stingray, and a large Portuguese Man of War jellyfish.”

Taco Bob scanned the article. “Says here the police have ruled out suicide and are describing the death as suspicious.” He looked up at Slip. “Lucky?”

“Maybe. He sure didn’t seem to like the Reverend kidnapping Lydia like that, but a bathtub full of some of the worst stinging creatures known to man does seem a bit excessive.” Slip glanced over at the clock. “I better get gone and meet my client. See if I can find the man some bonefish this morning.” Slip got up and put his empty cup in the galley. “Paper says the cops are having a news conference later this morning, you might want to check the TV.”

“I will. Stop by after your charter and maybe we’ll head over to Governor’s for a bite.”
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Skunk

Not five minutes later Taco Bob felt the houseboat move as someone came aboard. Skunk Johnson.

“What in the world happened to you, Skunk?”

The little man had two black eyes and a crooked grin.

“Remember I told you I come here to find Mumbles’ brother?”

“Also named Mumbles. Yeah, I remember.”

“Well, I found him this morning and gave him the ass-kicking his brother in Texas sent me to deliver.”

“Kinda looks like he gave some of it back.”

“No doubt. He also hired me to go to Texas and deliver a double ass-whupping to his brother. Paid me cash in advance.” Out came a handful of bills and a full grin. “So I reckon I’ll be catching the bus here in a few.”

“You do lead an exciting life, Skunk.”

“Anything in the paper?”

Taco Bob filled Skunk in on the cops finding Lucky’s car, and the gruesome discovery in the Islamorada motel. This last bit seemed to brighten Skunk’s day considerably.

“Maybe it was Lucky done it? Whoever it was, I’d sure like to buy him a drink.” Skunk plopped down on the couch. “You know, I had a plan cooking except that big bastard throwing me overboard kinda put a halt to it.”

“You had a plan? You mean while you were at the helm of the Wilbur you came up with a plan?”

“Yep. If Lydia didn’t get turned loose I was going to run the boat into the next one of those big iron I-beam channel markers we came to.” Taco Bob looked pained. “Well, I didn’t say it was a good plan, just a plan.” Skunk busied himself picking his teeth with a fishhook.

“You and Miss Agnes breaking on good terms?”

“Not so as you would notice. That would be another reason I’m leaving today.” Skunk looked around cautiously. “Where’s Consuelo?”

“She’s got a shift at the hotel.”

Taco Bob put down the newspaper and waited for it. Skunk had taken up the favored pacing area.

“You know, Taco, sometimes with a young woman like that, they get so caught up in the chase they kinda forget about why they’re chasing in the first place.”

“I can’t believe the same person I once saw eat a whole squirrel raw, on a dollar bet, is giving me advice.”

“Was I impaired at the time?”

“Drunk on your ass.”

Skunk just shrugged.

“Taco, what I’m trying to say is, if you sleep with her, maybe she’ll stop acting all sexy and such when she’s around you. Maybe y’all can just be good friends then.”

Taco Bob had gone back to the paper but looked up. “I’ll take your suggestion under advisement.”

“I better haul ass if I’m gonna make that bus. Tell Slip I said for him to stop by if he’s in Texas.”

“You just missed him.”

“Yeah, I know.”

When Taco Bob went to get a refill on his coffee he glanced out the window and saw Skunk walking down the dock flipping a big silver coin in the air.
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Consuelo

“You catch that news conference, TB?”

Taco Bob had only nodded when Slip came in and sprawled in his favorite place on the couch. Now he looked up from his laptop.

“They went over the thing again about finding the car. Only news is they traced a package from Key West to a post office box in Tampa. The package had one silver bar and had been sitting in the post office since the day before the boat versus bridge incident. After the cops got done there was a short report about the Lucky sightings. People are seeing him all over the country now. Guy’s going to be another DB Cooper.”

“Who’s DB Cooper?”

Taco Bob went back to tapping a few keys on his laptop. Both men had been trying to ignore Consuelo in a skin-tight leotard stretching and working out with dumbbells a few feet away. The lounge of the houseboat was spacious for a boat, but the grunts and groans, as well as the faint aroma of overheated girl, proved to be more than a little distracting.

Taco Bob had turned it over to Slip to answer.

“DB Cooper was this guy who jumped out of an airliner with a suitcase full of money. Before your time, Blondie.”

Consuelo gave him a warning look and a middle finger on her way to the shower. Taco Bob smiled at Slip.

“I bet by tomorrow she knows everything there is to know about DB Cooper. More than you.” Taco Bob gave his friend a wink.

“Probably will.” Slip rubbed the back of his neck and didn’t look too excited about his impending history lesson.

Taco Bob smiled in the direction of the bathroom. Consuelo had surprised him several times recently with things she’d read. It was a side of her he hadn’t known about, and he did like a woman who reads. He glanced over at Slip, who was giving him a concerned look.

Slip cleared his throat like he wanted to change the subject.

“How’s the book coming?”

“Good. Think I’m onto something here with this one. Not that many guides to the perfect tropical lifestyle. Which reminds me, I need to ask my accountant if I can deduct fishing trips off my taxes now.” Taco Bob made a note to himself on the laptop. “Speaking of, how was the charter?”

“Tore ‘em up, if I do say so myself. Put the man on some nice fish and snagged a nice tip.” Slip showed a roll of bills. “Paddling gets a bit old at times, but the nice thing about riding a bicycle and fishing out of a kayak is you’re not spending any of your hard-earned on expensive damn gas.”

Consuelo burst into the room wearing her usual t-shirt and shorts ensemble and drying her hair with a towel. The shirt said, “Kiss her where it smells, take her to Pirate Jim’s!”

“We ready to go? You coming, Slip?”

The fishing guide looked to Taco Bob.

“I was about to ask him. As I explain in detail in chapter six titled Financial Planning and Boat Drinks,” the aspiring writer of tropical guidebooks pointed to his laptop, “if you’ve got enough money to afford seeing how many fish you can catch and how many sunrises you can see from the water, then you should have enough to afford insurance. Which I had, by the way, on the Wilbur. Got the check today, as a matter of fact. And since it’s such a nice afternoon, this lovely lady has offered to ferry us around in her spacious land barge so we can hit a few marinas and check out boats. We figured you’d want to come along.”

“Wild horses couldn’t keep me away. Actually, if you’ll give me five to pay Capt. Roy the twenty I owe him, I’d be proud to spring for Governor’s while we’re out.”

This got everyone smiling. Consuelo put the towel in the bathroom and came back combing her hair.

“Why don’t you run over to Capt. Roy’s and we’ll wait for you in the car.”

It was indeed a beautiful day as they locked up the houseboat and headed for the car. The first cool front of the season had shown up just that morning, and the breeze off the water had the touch of cool that residents of Key West looked forward to all summer.

Taco Bob had a seat in the old convertible and contentedly breathed in the cool air. Consuelo closed her door and put the key in the ignition. Taco Bob was looking up at the Bluebird sky and was surprised when Consuelo lay across the big bench seat with her head on his lap. A pair of bright blue eyes looking up at him.

“Sara saw Trish at Louie’s with a guy last night. She said they were looking pretty cozy.”

“The evening we were out on Shark Hunter’s boat I was supposed to be with her at a big dinner of some sort. She got pretty mad and we both said some things.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize that. You were off helping my sister and it cost you your boat, and a relationship.” The big blue eyes in his lap were going soft fast. “I feel pretty bad about that. I’ll try to make it up to you.” One of her hands was absently making small circles on his thigh.

“I’m sure it’ll all work out.” He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Consuelo’s eyes had begun to close as her hand’s movement widened. She emitted the softest purring. Taco Bob moved in his seat again, but only so he could lean back and relax. “Actually, that brings to mind an idea Skunk had before he left.”

Consuelo’s eyes popped open as she sat upright in the seat.

“Skunk? I’m sure any idea Skunk could come up with is a bad idea.”

Taco Bob sighed. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”
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