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DL Havlin is an eclectic author whose
rich, varied background mirrors his novels, novellas, and short
stories. DL has packed three lifetimes of experiences into one brim
full existence. He believes, “The one big advantage writing at an
advanced age provides is that life is what you know and not what
you project it might be.”

 


Schooled in Ft Myers, Florida, Anderson H.S.,
in Cincinnati, Ohio, and the University of Cincinnati, his widely
varied career included: systems analyst, procedure writer,
production manager, materials manager, licensed boat captain,
fishing guide, high school football coach, product sales manager,
manufacturing manager, worldwide divisional customer service
director, chemicals distributor general manager, call center tech
service rep, president and general manager of a small manufacturing
company.



An avid lover of the outdoors and
sports enthusiast, his passion for fishing, hunting, and camping
are frequently included in his writing. A deep love for nature and
especially wild Florida often furnish settings for his work, but
his travels make places such as Kiev, Singapore, London, New York,
Modena, or Saxonhausen backgrounds for his stories as
well.

 


His unique combination of vivid
imagination and ability to weave intricate plot lines, seasoned by
his lifetime exposure to fascinating story possibilities, provides
the heartfelt, enjoyable reading his novels provide.

 


He answers, “Why do you write?” by
saying, “To entertain—that’s first, but to provoke thought is a
close second. I firmly believe both are done through the heart, for
the mind is seldom opened until it is emotionally conditioned to
respond.”
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Prologue

 


A place’s past often portends its
future. We’ve heard of the house that brings misfortune to all
those that live in it, a stretch of highway that repeatedly claims
lives for no apparent reason, or a location like the Bermuda
triangle where mysterious tragedies occur again, and again, and
again. Why do these sanguine places play host to repeated tortured
portraits? Is there an eternal mystic force creating such events in
these spots? Is it the knowledge of the past’s awful occurrences
that suggest new ones? Does a place share a human trait in that its
personality and its behavior can be shaped by its past? Is it a
combination of all these? As with so many things, know what has
happened to know what will.

 


The following is a letter written by
Don Carlos Escavaro, Governor General of New Spain’s Florida
District. It was sent to Don Pedro Savalas del Tradezo, King
Ferdinand’s Chancellor of the Iberian Treasury, in 1516. The
original document was translated into English from Spanish when a
privateer seized the dispatch after capturing, plundering, and
sinking the galleon, “Christ is All.” The surviving translation,
shown here, is the work of the English sea captain.

 


###

 


April 18, 1516

 


To His Excellency, Don Pedro Savalas
del Tradezo

 


Written to his Excellency from the
galleon, Christie es Todo in the Harbour de Char- lotta, Florida,
New Spain

 


Your Excellency,

It is with a gladdened heart I write of
progress made in our quest for the treasures we know are hidden in
this new world. A great obstacle to our control of the heathen
natives has been removed by their own hands.

 


Eparrollik, the primary war chief of
the Calusa tribe, has been assassinated by his own
people.

 


This chief was the most warlike and
untrustworthy of the chieftains in the South Flor- ida Golfo de
Mexico coastal territory. I have but to relate a meeting with this
devil to explain the depth of his evilness.

 


Under a flag of truce, Eparrollik
invited me and our company to his war camp near the great lake the
natives call Okeechobee, he claimed for discussions of peace.
Though this is far from the Calusa’s costal villages, I accepted
and took my troops, Father Francisco, and his priests. The meeting
between all Eparrollik’s south Florida tribal chiefs and our party
was convened in this remote village. In order to impress me with
the power Eparrollik held over his people, he proclaimed he would
sacrifice one of his men. The heathen chose a warrior from those
sitting in the conference circle, walked up behind the man, and
savagely crushed the warrior’s skull with a battle axe. This demon
sent for the slain man’s woman and raped her in front of our party
and the other warriors. He finished the revolting act by dis-
patching her with his knife.

 


Eparrollik cut off the warrior’s head,
telling us to carry it with us and display it so any Calusa
approaching our party would see and recognize it as a sign in-
suring safe passage back to our ship. I’m sure the real reason he
gave me the horrid thing was a warning of what might befall us if
we challenged his rule, for this Satan of a man told us to leave
and to never come back.

 


On our return to our ship, five men
sent ahead to scout and protect the landing boats disappeared and
were not found. I believe Eparrollik captured and killed them. His
choice of the inland village was to provide him this opportunity
and to remain out of the shadow of our galleon’s cannon. I am also
sure the devil was displaying the large number of warriors at his
command and demonstrating the difficulty in attacking him so far
away from our ships.

 


Word has reached us today that this
evil man was killed by warriors from his tribe who could no longer
stomach his atrocities. So in fear of this man were his own people,
they dismembered Eparrollik’s body and moved it a day’s journey
from their village. In accord with their religious belief that a
person’s eternal soul lives in their pupils, they removed his eyes
and buried them in a separate location so not even his spirit would
be able to find and terrorize them. They described the spot as an
isolated mound in the middle of a prairie, where anyone approaching
can see Eparrollik’s spirit before they get near. The Calusas call
it keana-eno-pa-watchee or a place no one should go.

 


The new chief has asked to discuss
trade and peace with Father Francisco. Though the Inquisition has
been denied a devil incarnate, Eparrollik’s death will be a great
aid in controlling the area and searching for its treasure. It is a
good day for New Spain and the Throne. I will begin an immediate
campaign to bring the heathens under control and to find the riches
herein.

 


Your most humble servant,

Carlos Escavaro, Governor General,
Florida, New Spain

 


###

 


The Spanish never found the riches they
sought, but the evil didn’t stop. New evils were perpetrated by
Spaniards, not Eparrollik’s successor. Subjugation of the Calusas,
whose effort to resist was valiant, bloody, and futile, created a
vile page in human history. The Inquisition’s thumb print covered
the land. But even the inhumane tyranny sponsored by fanatics in
the church could not kill as fast as the diseases imported by these
“illegal aliens.” Gold hungry Dons searched the palm hammocks, pine
flats, and oak hills bringing the scourges of small pox, tuber-
culosis, and other European ills which exterminated an entire race
of people.

 


The disappointed Conquistadors
discovered the gold and silver they believed was buried in the land
Ponce De Leon called Florida, wasn’t there to find. Spaniards
thought so little of the sandy peninsula they got rid of it twice;
once to the British and later to the United States as parts of
treaty settlements. In fact, they were happy to rid themselves of a
scrap of land they saw as having no material value. They left
little evidence of their occupation except some sturdily
constructed forts, cattle that were to multiply into vast herds and
form the basis for Florida’s earliest economy, and a heritage of
evil doing. And, evil is undying.

 



Chapter 1

The trip in—

 


“It’s time to get your asses in gear.”
Ben Callison nodded to his wife and daughter. Both women obediently
took positions next to the family SUV, standing under the bow of
one of two canoes sitting on the car’s top. Three sets of hands
grasp the craft’s gunwales. “You have good grips?” Ben’s question
was more of a command.

 


“We’re ready,” his wife, Carolyn, said.
His daughter lifted her brows and rolled her eyes. “On three.”
Ben’s fingers whitened as he increased the pressure on the canoe’s
stern rails. “One... two... three...” Ben and his “crew” pushed up
on the rails, raising the canoe’s bottom skyward then walked the
canoe off the car’s transporter bars. The maneuver was smooth and
practiced. It should have been; he and his family made canoe trips
and camped regularly, usually twice a month.

 


Ben’s wife and three children didn’t
have an option for he insisted on the whole family’s participation.
No exceptions for little league games or teenage dances, specials
on TV or shopping trips with a friend. Ben Callison saw this as
tradition…inviolate family tradition. His own father had been as
adamant in Ben's youth; his sons and daughters made every family
outing. Every outing. Just one of many rituals and behavior
patterns passed down from father to son, both saw this as symbolic
of the control they wished to exercise over their families. Neither
would admit that to others and in Ben’s case, it was something he
wouldn’t even admit to himself.

 


“Let me get a better hold on…” Angela,
his teenage girl repositioned her hands as they took a couple of
steps away from the car and she assumed a less awkward position at
the bow of the craft.

 


“I’ve got it,” Ben’s wife
assured.

 


“Ready?” Ben asked.

 


“Yes,” and an “uh-huh,” signaled they
were. The canoe dropped to shoulder height. “Okay, go.” The three
started the short trek to the creek bank, walking slowly, avoiding
nature’s trip traps, smiling and joking as they went.

 


“Hurry up, Dad,” Danny, his
ten-year-old son goaded, “I can’t open the back end until you get
number two off. I want to fish.” He nudged his younger sister,
“Let’s see how fast we can unpack and get the stuff to the
bank.”

 


Melanie made a face at him, but stomped
to the SUV’s rear to wait for the second canoe to be
unloaded.

 


“You can open the door enough to start
getting stuff out. Just don’t push it all the way up and scratch
it,” Ben said.

 


“Okay,” Danny said enthusiastically,
swinging the tailgate up and gathering an armload. He prodded his
sister saying, “Let’s go, come on, let’s go.”

 


“I can only go as fast as I can,”
Melanie replied.

 


“Just settle down,” Carolyn said,
trying to retain the calm she preferred.

 


The Callison family didn’t show obvious
signs they objected to their forced participation in the weekend
rituals. Angela, being a teenager, chaffed the most because the
trips impinged on her social calendar. Her protests were limited to
snide comments. During the baseball season Danny didn’t like
missing his team’s practices, mostly because of flak coming from
his coaches and teammates. However, he liked fishing better than
baseball. Melanie was young enough to accept the family’s plans
without question, though she missed her electronic games that Ben
wouldn’t allow on the excursions. Carolyn, Ben’s wife, loved the
outdoors, enjoyed the break from home’s routine, and the leisure
the trips provided after her tasks as camp cook were fulfilled. All
realized that Ben ruled his family in Borg like fashion, making the
axiom “resistance is futile,” apply.

In fact, the whole family did
enjoy camping, canoeing, fishing, photography, and everything else
these “back-to-nature” trips offered. It was a way of life for the
Callison children who had been on these trips starting as toddlers.
Ben saw that his family was well-equipped, making them as
comfortable as possible while “roughing it.” He kept the work load
level by assigning each family member his or her own camping
responsibilities. Their frequent outings made the whole family very
proficient at their outdoor pursuits and the tasks accompanying
them.

 


Danny and Melanie scurried from car to
creek over the soft soil and marsh grass that necessitated parking
the SUV fifty yards from the creek’s bank. They struggled with camp
chairs, cots, stoves, sleeping bags, lanterns, duffle bags, boxes
of camping gear, fishing equipment, food, and anything else light
enough for ten and eight year olds to lift and carry. The two knew
exactly where their father would launch the boats. Carolyn hollered
her standard warning each time her children neared the creek bank,
“Watch for moccasins.”

 


Running past the adults with his second
load, Danny teased, “You guys are slow.

 


After Carolyn’s warning to the young
ones on their second trip, Angela said, “Give it a rest, Mom. Don’t
say anything. Maybe, a snake will bite one, a gator will eat
the other, and guess what? They won’t pester me
anymore.”

 


“Shut up, Bertha Butt,” Danny counter
punched.

 


“That’s enough,” Ben commanded. He
glanced at his pretty fifteen year old. She was a stereotypical
teenager, though her body and features allowed her to pass for
twenty. Certainly, her attitudes toward parents, boys, and siblings
reflected those of her age group. She was a good kid, though her
preoccupation with her many suitors and her incessant flirting
troubled Ben. He wondered how many boys that called and hung around
had plans to have sex with her. Most he assumed. Ben’s father had
encouraged him to “sow some oats” when he was young. Ben reasoned
many of Angela’s young men had been given similar instruction. It
made him over protective. He told himself he trusted Angela, but
not the boys. Ben remembered his thoughts and desires at that age.
One peek at her swaying rear confirmed his fears.

 


When his crew came close to the water,
Ben guided the canoe’s stern to the creek bank. He barked,
“Turn…now.” The three flipped the canoe over and slid three
quarters of its length into the water. Looking at the creek’s water
level, Ben thought the canoe might slide off the bank during
loading. Ben grunted, cursed profusely, and resented the time it
took to tie the canoe to a bush branch with a line. There wasn’t a
valid reason for such an emotional response—that was just Ben.
True, he had no desire to go swimming in what he knew were February
chilled, snake infested waters, but his reaction to the simple
precautionary measure was unwarranted. His caution was a gift from
his mother and the stream of profanity was inherited from his
dad.

 


Wife Carolyn frowned. She detested the
filth flowing from his mouth, knew she could do nothing to change
him, but said, “Ben, the kids. What’s all that for?” He glared at
her and internalized the heated stream that flowed from his
mouth.

 


Ben, Carolyn, and Angela robotically
returned to the car and prepared to unload the second canoe. The
three repeated the task unceremoniously. The Callison family could
load and unload their vehicle or make and break camp while
sleepwalking. A couple of times they did, when bad weather
conditions forced them to prove their expertise.

 


Carolyn saw the children struggling
with the heavy coolers. She said, “Danny, those weigh too much for
you two. Wait for me to help you.”

 


Ben ignored them as he made his final
check to see all the camping gear was out of the Explorer. He
locked the SUV out of habit, not necessity. Ben’s mother insisted
an unlocked door was an invitation to the devil. The SUV’s parking
place was cloaked by a half mile of oak woods. Located on fenced,
posted, private property, the “trespassers may be shot” sign
hanging on the securely locked entrance gate discouraged
interlopers. Ben’s father would have laughed at him. The tug-of-war
for control of Ben’s thought process still continued long after his
parents were deceased.

 


Access to this private world near Lake
Okeechobee was a perk extended to the three dozen individuals
working for the small Ft. Myers, Florida, company that employed
Ben. The 3200 acres were heaven for any outdoors oriented person. A
beautiful creek ran through the land that eventually emptied into
the big lake. Cypress trees and oak hammocks lined much of the
stream. Grassy plains bordered the rest of its banks. These meadows
formed marshes in the wet season dividing the wooded areas into
landlocked islands.

 


In places, the creek widened into
miniature lakes filled with fish, alligators, turtles, herons,
cranes, and water birds. Plantings of millet, sorghum, and gall
berries supported large populations of quail and dove inhabiting
the pine and palmetto flats. Acorn rich oaks and red gums covered a
portion of the property. Turkey, a small deer herd, and an
assortment of other game lived under the trees' protective canopy.
The property was in pristine natural condition with the exception
of the small cultivated bird food plots. Drainage ditches didn’t
rob the land’s moisture so the undisturbed earth kept its plants
lush and green most of the year.

 


Despite the company owner’s generosity,
the property was seldom used. Most of the firm’s employees weren’t
outdoors people. Those enjoying the land kept its secrets, hoping
that the sheet that insured one user at a time would see few
signatures. Ben didn’t know of the land’s beauty and recreational
potential his first three years at the company. The first time he
gained access to the property was for a far different purpose. Bill
Miller, one of Ben’s workmates who shared his fondness for extra
marital affairs told him about it.

 


“So you’ve got Suzanne lined up. Have
you gotten into that yet?” Bill asked.

 


“No, I need to find a place. She says
she can’t get away at night. I can’t take her to the local motel.
Everybody in that small town would know in an hour.”

 


“Shit, man, you’re only a half hour
from the ranch. Reserve the key and take her there.” “You mean the
old man’s property by the lake?”

 


“Yes. I've used it several times.
Nobody is going to bother you there and the price is right. Take a
sleeping bag or a blanket.” Miller grinned, “Carry a fishing rod
with you. Use it when your other pole isn’t in action. There are
some big assed bass in the creek. The ranch is a great place for
fishing, hunting, camping, or cheating.”

 


The property served him as an outdoor
motel during the brief torrid affair with one of his customers. His
liaison with Suzanne was a big mistake and he terminated it within
two months. Ben shook his head and muttered, “Damn,” at the memory.
He visualized Suzanne on her hands and knees, naked, the Florida
sun gleaming on her white skin contrasted by the red blanket under
her.

 


Though well-endowed and very willing,
the woman was an uninspiring sex partner. Ben considered her lack
of animated response as maddening and had confided to his close
friends she was as exciting as using a can of Crisco. The affair’s
vestiges haunted him for ninety days more. Suzanne was hard to
shake, for she found Ben’s efforts to her liking. Regardless of the
fruitless nature of the tryst, the fling provided Ben’s
introduction to the land’s wonders, though he took another six
months to venture back for a family camping trip. His conscience
forced the delay.

 


The war between two sets of moral
standards bred into him by his parents raged through Ben, though he
wasn’t consciously
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