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			Chapter 1 
The Gold Coin

			
				
				

			

			A roaring then squeaking sound rang out as a large track excavator moved into position. The long hydraulic arm swung around and plunged into a deep pit. After several minutes, the arm rose from the pit and then swung its heavy load toward a waiting dump truck. The dirt fell in one giant swoosh. A few minutes later the excavator slowly moved backward, squeaking and snorting loudly. Its hydraulic arm jerked up and then down before it vanished once again into the deep pit.

			After the last mystery delayed the construction process at Casa Grande Springs, the big machines were roaring once again. The sounds of grinding, pounding, and hammering boomed from the busy construction site, but even Weaver didn’t mind the noise. He was a brown Labernard, mostly Saint Bernard, who lived at the care center with Mr. Opa, Brice and Brianna’s grandfather. After solving their last mystery, the PI squad was finally enjoying their summer, hanging out with their best friend Daniel, riding their new ATVs, and occasionally volunteering at the care center.

			

			Mr. Zimmerman had become the new owner of the A+ Construction Company, and he was taking things more seriously and following state regulations. He posted a large noticeboard near the front entrance to the care center. It displayed a map with property markers, traffic routes, ongoing construction, insurance certificates, and fire and emergency plans. The PI squad scanned the information mostly out of curiosity.

			The team was out exploring the two-hundred-acre Casa Grande property that bordered the Everglades on their new all-terrain vehicles. The fire-engine-red ATVs could haul two people. Daniel rode with Brianna. There wasn’t a place for Weaver, but he tried his best to keep up and Brice and Brianna’s mother, Mrs. Hendrix, strictly enforced a top speed of no more than thirty miles per hour.

			After circling the property several times, Brianna pulled up beside her brother, and Daniel yelled, “We need a drink.” He pointed toward the garden hose by the shed. Weaver had been running alongside, panting heavily and shedding fur. He was thirty too and wondered how the many animals in the Everglades — foxes, bears, deer, even bobcats — tolerated the unpleasant heat. He was glad the humans had plenty of water — and not that icky swamp water.

			The squad was almost to the water spigot by the shed when they heard yelling and construction equipment powering down. Brice veered his ATV toward the commotion and the others followed. A loud voice blared above the hammering and pounding, “Stop the machine, stop the excavator.” The words echoed as they watched a man waving his arms frantically, trying to halt the large metal arm from taking another dip into the deep pit.

			Brice sped toward the construction site and parked his ATV outside the marked safety zone. Leaping off his machine, he quickly slid under the yellow caution streamer. Weaver followed, slipping under just as smoothly. The area became unusually quiet as everyone gathered around the large pit, peering down into its black depth. In the dirt below, a shiny gold object glared back. Weaver leaned forward with his nose lifted and sniffed the humid Florida air. He inhaled a second time, but nothing peculiar wafted in the light breeze.

			Suddenly, he felt the earth loosen from under his paws. Weaver pushed backward before realizing Brice was plunging down the dirt embankment like a surfer riding a wave. Weaver hunched low, about to follow when Brianna said, “No Weaver.” She grabbed hold of his collar while shaking her head. “That dirt will cling to your fur, and you know what mom will say.” Brice was already covered in dirt as he skidded and fumbled down deeper into the pit. Weaver started barking and straining forward, but Brianna held tight. Daniel reached out and stroked Weaver’s fur. “It’s okay Weaver, Brice knows what he’s doing.”

			Everyone leaned forward, staring into the large hole. The pit was a large rectangular shape and was nearly seven-foot deep where Brice had plunged. Loose dirt and rocks were slowly rolling back down into the big hole. Brice grabbed the sparkling item, brushed off the dirt, and then held it up. He yelled, “Whoa!” Then like a pirate he said, “Blimey” as if he didn’t believe what he was holding. The gold object glistened in the sunlight and Brice’s face lit up with a smile. Bending over again, he dug around with his other hand. Mr. Zimmerman skidded down into the pit, trailing more dirt and rocks behind him. He mimicked Brice’s digging for several minutes then they both stood back up. Brown sweat was running down their faces. Before Brice could make a comment, Mr. Zimmerman said something too quiet for anyone to hear. Brice’s face contorted into a surly frown as he handed Mr. Zimmerman the sparkling trinket, then they both climbed up and out of the deep pit.

			Brice finished brushing dirt from his bare legs as Mr. Zimmerman held up the sparkling gold piece for everyone to see.

			He twirled it around a few times ogling the coin then said, “It’s a gold coin marked with the letters CSA — for the Confederate States of America. If it’s real it could be over 150 years old, and worth a fortune.”

			“Whoa!” Brice’s eyes widened as he gazed at the coin eagerly and then whispered to Brianna and Daniel, “Yeah, and where there’s one, there’s usually more!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 
Treasure Hunters

			
				
				

			

			The next day, Casa Grande Springs was flooded with people, but they weren’t the usual guests or family members who visited the care center. Instead, there were news reporters, camera people, and treasure hunters! The gold-coin discovery had leaked and somehow become a wildly exaggerated story. Instead of one coin, it turned into a treasure chest brimming with coins! The property was crawling with uninvited guests who carried metal detectors, radio amplifiers, picks, shovels, trowels, and backpacks loaded with who knows what!

			The PI squad had arrived earlier and were watching from the front window of the care center as more and more people continued to pull into the parking lot. Once the paved parking spaces filled up, people began parking on the lawn, and soon the new grass disappeared beneath a variety of oversized vehicles. Brice counted seven people crawling out of a large news van with all sorts of equipment. With only one maintenance man, no security guard, and no front gate, people drove in and out freely. Mr. Hendrix, Brice and Brianna’s father, who was installing the security system in the new building, called it a circus. Mrs. Hendrix, the facility’s manager, called it a crime. But the PI squad called it a mystery!

			After discovering the gold coin the day before, construction had been halted. Mr. Zimmerman took the coin to an antique dealer, who turned it over to authorities, who, according to Mr. Zimmerman, “Were reviewing the nature of the discovery with archaeologists and museum representatives.” Yet no one anticipated the grounds of Casa Grande Springs to be overrun with treasure hunters! Mr. Zimmerman called for reinforcements. Within an hour, two police cars, a vehicle from the fish and wildlife conservation, and a fire truck had arrived. Although, the PI squad was wondering why they needed a fire truck.

			Inside the care center, the atmosphere hummed with residents sharing legends and tales about buried treasure. The PI squad pulled themselves from the front window and stretched out on the floor listening. Weaver was curled up next to Mr. Opa’s chair, enjoying the cool air-conditioned building.

			“It’s the lost payroll treasure, I tell you!” Mr. Taylor said, shaking his cane in the air. His unshaved face sprouted prickly, gray hair, and like Mr. Opa, he was always ready with a good story. “A Confederate paymaster was pursued by Union troops, and when he realized he couldn’t outrun the Yankees, he buried the payroll. It had over two hundred thousand in gold coins, and they buried it along Florida’s gulf coast. Those gold coins could have washed up during a hurricane and ended up buried on this property.”

			“No, no, no,” Mrs. McKinley stressed. She was sitting next to Mr. Opa sipping a cup of tea. She had crinkled skin and a full head of white hair and talked a great deal. When she moved in, she told Mr. Opa she was more of a cat person. Weaver groaned at the comment, and the possibility of sharing his space with a cat! She was still shaking her head when she said, “If that gold coin is a twenty-dollar gold piece, then it’s from the five-hundred thousand from the New Orleans Mint that was headed for Havana. But they found themselves lost, and the shipment was split up and buried in several different places along Alligator Alley — not far from here. If a hurricane washed up any treasure, it was from the New Orleans Mint.” She grinned with confidence and then took another sip of her tea.

			“Or it could have been the gold and silver coins lost in the Steinhatchee River,” said Mr. Adams, a short bald man, who was usually quiet. “A union gunboat chased down a confederate vessel before it could escape port. It barely reached the mouth of the river when it dumped five hundred thousand in silver coins into the bay. Many fortune seekers believe the Big Bend region is full of lost treasure. After 150 years of hurricanes and tropical storms, that treasure could have easily washed up here.”

			Mrs. Madison, a grey-haired lady wearing bright pink lip stick said, “What about the Suwannee River where a Confederate ship rolled off kegs of gold coins to prevent capture. Its riverbanks must be bulging with treasure.”

			Soon residents and staff were gossiping loudly with exaggerated stories. After almost an hour of listening, the PI squad didn’t know which story to believe, until Brice remembered a story his grandfather told him, a story that involved a train at the end of the Civil War. Brice shook his grandfather’s arm and said, “Tell your story, Opa. If any story is true, it’s the treasure train.”

			His grandfather nodded with a smile as he patted Brice’s arm. “Yes, yes, the treasure train.” Mr. Opa was silent for a few moments making Brice impatient, so he cued his grandfather by saying, “It’s the story about Jefferson Davis at the end of the Civil War?”

			“Ah, yes,” his grandfather said — this time with a more serious look. He leaned forward in his recliner. It became quiet as everyone looked on with interest. Weaver barked, breaking up the silence, which brought a smile to Mr. Opa’s face. He reached down and patted Weaver’s head and then began the tale of the missing Confederate treasure.

			

			“It was April 2, 1865, when Union troops set fire to Richmond, Virginia. Confederate President Jefferson Davis, his family, and a few cabinet members fled by rail and headed further south. With them, they took the remainder of the Confederate treasury, including crates of gold and silver coins, gold bullion from the Richmond bank reserves, and jewelry that had been donated to the Southern cause. The vast treasure train, as many people have deemed it over the years, was valued at around one million dollars. The precise amount was never verified, but the gold bullion and the gold and silver coins could be in the millions by today’s standards. The treasure was taken for two reasons: to prevent it from falling into Yankee hands, and to reestablish the Confederacy. Davis and many other Confederates were not ready to surrender, and their plan was to withdraw to a safer area further south, regroup, and reestablish new Confederate lines.” Mr. Opa paused to clear his throat.

			“Over the next four weeks, Jefferson Davis, his family, a few cabinet members, and a small army of guards pushed south, while being pursued by northern troops. The treasure train followed a route from Charlotte, North Carolina, then through South Carolina, finally arriving in Washington, Georgia, on April 19. But Davis still had his scouts and knew Yankee troops were closing in, so he split the treasure up to confuse the Union Army. The plan included leaving the bank reserves in a vault in Washington, Georgia. But the remaining gold, silver, and jewelry were to travel further south with Davis.” 

			Mr. Opa smiled broadly as he continued. “But Jefferson Davis was a West Point graduate and a strategic military officer. He knew if the Confederacy had any chance of survival, assets would be needed. He also knew the Union Army would focus most of their resources on his capture, so the decision was made to divide the gold and silver even further. A second wagon train was formed with a small detachment that included several Confederate soldiers and a scout who knew the countryside and how to avoid the Union Army by staying off the main roads and traveling through the swampy wilderness of Florida. This second caravan took a few of Jefferson Davis’s personal belongings, and a large portion of gold and silver coins hidden in barrels beneath sacks of coffee, flour, and sugar. The two groups planned to reunite in Florida at a place called Cotton Wood.” 

			Mr. Opa paused, readjusted his glasses, and then looked around. The moment lingered as he nodded his head. Brice had moved to the couch next to Mr. Taylor when he seized the moment and quickly took over the conversation — with enthusiasm.

			“Except, on May 10, Jefferson Davis was captured in Georgia, right, Opa?” He looked at his grandfather who smiled and nodded in return. “But Union soldiers didn’t find any gold or silver. Everyone thought Jefferson Davis either spent the money, or had it buried in Georgia. The Union Army didn’t know anything about the small detachment headed for Florida. That second confederate wagon train moved slowly because it was weighed down with so much gold and silver, and the backroads were rough, not like the roads we have today. But finally, on May 22, 1865, they reached Cotton Wood. That’s when they heard Jefferson Davis had been captured. 

			“The soldiers decided to divide the treasure and go their separate ways. But the owner of the Cotton Wood Plantation, a Mr. Yulee, told the soldiers to surrender or the Union Army would continue to pursue them. So, before they turned themselves in, they buried some of the treasure in Mr. Yulee’s barn, and a portion near the railroad tracks. But a rumor circulated that they’d traveled further south and buried most of the treasure in or near the Everglades. When the Confederate soldiers turned themselves in, the Yankees locked them up for war crimes!” 

			Brice spoke with excitement as he looked around the room at his audience. “The Yankees never said they found gold or silver on the Confederate soldiers, and they only reported finding personal items that belonged to Jefferson Davis in the barn. That left the question of what happened to the treasure? What happened to all that gold and silver? Did the Confederate soldiers go back and dig up the treasure after the Yankees released them from prison, or — ”

			Before Brice had a chance to continue Brianna took over the conversation, her usually quiet voice elevated with excitement. “Or maybe Mr. Yulee kept the treasure for himself? Maybe the Yankees found the treasure but never said anything and kept it for themselves. And remember the scout who led them safely to Cotton Wood? What happened to him? Did he return later and dig up the treasure for himself?” Brianna ended the story with a mysterious smile as if she knew more but wasn’t telling. She was a keen detective, analyzing every aspect and possibility of the story. Everyone in the room became quiet — likely doing their own analysis — but only for a moment. The jabbering started once again but even louder as more people joined the conversation.

			While everyone swapped stories, people were entering the care center like there was a revolving door, until a staff member stood out front, actively screened visitors and only allowed family or friends to enter. Weaver noticed Ginger, a brown-and-white border collie. He quickly scrambled to his feet and shook his fur. His collar jingled and the sound easily caught Ginger’s attention. Brice noticed and brushed his short bangs upward, and then wiped his mouth across his sleeve, but he was watching Willow, her owner. Both girls glided across the room as if walking on clouds. Ginger’s fur waved with each prance, and Willow swished her long black hair over her shoulder, her dark eyes twinkling.

			Brice stumbled forward staring and almost lost his balance. He steadied himself by leaning his right hand on top of Weaver’s head. Brice’s weight pushed fur down into Weaver’s eyes like a shroud. Weaver stood still with his squished face and tried his best not to move. When the girls finally made their way across the room, Ginger nudged Weaver’s nose. But Weaver was barely able to see her — Brice was still pressing down on the top of his head making Weaver look like a Pekingese! He didn’t move or whimper until Brice finally realized Weaver’s doggie dignity was hanging in the balance. He finally removed his hand, and Weaver lifted his head upright, shook his fur, and barked. He was slightly embarrassed, but knew Ginger understood human behavior.

			After Brice and Willow exchanged smiles, Brice reached down and petted Ginger, and Willow rubbed the side of Weaver’s neck. Willow was Paco Jack’s niece. He was the previous maintenance man for the care center. The PI squad had first met Willow ten days ago after they solved a mystery surrounding one of the biggest poaching and smuggling rings in Florida. Since then, Willow quickly became a friend.

			

			Brice said, “This place has been slammed with people all morning. I guess you’ve heard about the gold coin.”

			Willow nodded, still rubbing Weaver’s fur. “Well, you know my uncle — he can’t stay away from a good treasure hunt. The whole town is buzzing about the discovery. Was it really a whole treasure chest? Is the gold real, or a fake counterfeit you can find at one of those beach emporiums?”

			“Well, it was only one coin,” Brice said with a disappointed expression. “Mr. Zimmerman said he wouldn’t know anything definite for a few days, but it was heavy like a silver-dollar coin, and it looked real. They stopped construction, so who knows if there’s more?” He shrugged his shoulders casually.

			“Uncle Jack said treasure hunters from all over the world will be here soon.”

			“I hope not,” Brice said in return. “We’re already overrun with the locals.”

			“It’s not that unusual to find silver or gold coins in Florida. Uncle Jack calls the entire state ‘the treasure trove of America.’ He said there’s been more sunken ships and buried treasure on these shores than any other state. Not too long-ago gold coins were found on a beach near Melbourne from a sunken Spanish ship. Artifacts and all sorts of treasure have been found near the coast of Fort Pierce, Vero Beach, and even Marco Island.”

			

			Daniel and Brianna had made their way across the room and were listening as Willow continued talking about pirates, sunken ships, treasure, and lost maps. The residents also continued their chatter about gold coins, and even Matilda, the short scrappy housekeeper who was now the head chef, shared a story about diving for treasure. Since her newly appointed job as head cook, she proudly wore the fancy chef hat.

			“I heard part of your grandfather’s story and it’s definitely believable. I have something that might connect his story with another story — and it could be about the same treasure.” Searching through her backpack, Willow pulled a piece of paper from a zipped compartment. “Last week when Uncle Jack was digging in the Everglades — it didn’t have anything to do with his job–I got this…” Her face lit up with a mischievous grin. It was the same grin Brice made whenever a mystery was about to occur, or when he was formulating a new plan. She raised her eyebrows suspiciously and said, “Is there somewhere private we can talk?”
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