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Prologue

September 23rd, 1958

Fresh Creek, Andros Island, Bahamas Midnight

“Amos? Amos?” The voice cried out through the screaming wind and pounding rain.

Solomon Delacroix clung to the jambs of his front door, squinting out into the inky blackness of the night. The weather was brutal. A hurricane was hammering Fresh Creek and threatened to wreak severe damage on their small town.

The old, grizzled black man struggled against the wind tearing at his clothes as he staggered to the front steps of his porch. The roof covering the porch was made of overlapping, corrugated tin sheets, and the rain, driven fiercely by the wind, sounded like bullets striking the flimsy surface.

“Amos!” he cried again, straining to see his son out in the yard.

He clung to the upright poles supporting the roof at the front steps, his frail body shaking from the cold and wind.

Severe weather had been approaching Andros for several days. The old man’s bones had foretold the severity of the storm as had several natural signs all around the island. Birds and animals had disappeared, and the fish, which he and his son caught for their living, seemed to have vanished as well. The older women of Fresh Creek had soon after started gathering up what extra food they could find, and the other fishermen on the island would come back into port, complaining about their poor catches.

A storm had been brewing out over the ocean, and the skies had that sad, bruised look, in such contrast to the usually beautiful, sunny skies over the Bahamas. The rainy season could be stark, dramatic, and dangerous.

Andros was the island to visit. The night life, the gambling. So cheap and easy…all of it.

Tourists would flock from the mainland and spend weeks at the resorts located in Fresh Creek and up by the cliffs at the north end of the island. The cliffs were famous for their caves, reportedly used as a hideaway for treasure by Morgan the Pirate. That was later confirmed when the roof of one of the larger caves fell in, exposing the skeletal remains of some of his crew and, of course, a treasure. These caves went on for miles through cliffs made entirely from coral. The coral gave them a white appearance, like the chalk cliffs in Dover, England.

The tourists came and stayed at the resorts, rarely if ever traveling into the inner sanctum of Andros, the largest island of the Bahamas. They loved the beaches and the glorious blue sea along with the pleasure boats, casinos, clubs, and high night life designed just for them. Rarely, if ever, did they see how the natives of Andros lived in their rude homes, scraping a living from the land and from the sea.

That night, though, the sea, normally their source of living, was not their friend, and the land was in danger of being washed away.

“Amos!” the old man cried again, squinting into the rain.

“I’m here. I’m comin’!” a younger man cried out, his voice coming from somewhere in the dark. The voice sounded reed thin and torn.

The old man shielded his eyes from the elements and moved down the steps of the porch toward the muddy swirl of his front yard. He grasped the railing tightly, doing his best to keep from tumbling down into the rain-soaked yard.

Their home was near the ocean, and they were enduring the brunt of the storm. Even on the desperately dark night, the whitecaps topping the waves clearing the normally dry breakfront could be seen rising several feet up and over the land.

He looked down and watched the water swirling across their front yard.

Off to the right was their boat house, a structure that was built better than their own home. Through the tortured night he could just make out a dim glow of light streaming through the cracks between the wood slats of the walls.

As the old man stood on the lower steps to his porch, peering out into the storm, he noticed a lantern swaying wildly in the dark. Someone was running toward him across the front yard; the glow of the lantern swung back and forth with each step he took.

As the light drew closer, the old man was able to see his son carrying the hurricane lantern as he ran awkwardly across the flooded front yard. The tiny flame was perilously close to being extinguished by the gushing rain.

Amos ran up to his father, doing his best to shelter his face and the lantern from the driving wind and rain.

“Boy, get back in the house!” the old man yelled at his son.

Amos stood his ground and stared down at his father, then looked back over his shoulder at the boat house. The old man followed his gaze. “What’d you leave a lamp on in there for? You could burn it down in all this wind!”

The younger man looked back to his father, shaking his head as he did so. His face was twisted into a grimace, tilted low against the pounding rain.

The old man took another step down, leaning into the wind, and screamed to be heard.” Go on back and put it out. We got to close the house up better than we got it now.”

Amos looked back at the boat house and then up at his father. He tried to speak, but his words were eaten up by the wind.

Solomon strained to hear what he was saying, but the storm and his own impinging deafness were preventing him from making any sense of Amos’s words.

“Can’t…it’s in there…not ours…glowing!”

The old man stepped down off the last step into the ankle-deep saltwater swirling madly around the yard. His son grasped his arm, and the old man in turn curled his arthritic, gnarled hand down and gripped his son’s sleeve.

Amos, nearly a head taller than his father, leaned over and hollered into his ear. “There’s something washed up in there!”

The old man, tilting his body into the wind tearing in off the sea, shook loose of his son’s arm and started to push forward across the yard to the boat house nearly fifteen yards away. His son rushed forward to walk closely behind him. He wadded up a ball of fabric from the back of his father’s shirt and helped to propel him forward, keeping him on his feet as they struggled along.

Water surged around their feet. Large palm fronds and seaweed grabbed at their ankles. The carcass of a dead sea animal swept past them.

Solomon slogged forward through the storm, trying to get to their boat house. He feared a fire destroying the structure almost as much as he feared the tremendous storm bashing their property. His family for generations had made their living from fishing the seas, and he wasn’t about to see that end. Not that night!

They struggled along together, Solomon falling to his knees more than once. Amos had to drag him back to his feet each time he dropped painfully to the ground. Solomon was certain Amos just wanted to pick him up and run him back into the house, out of the storm, but they both knew that would be useless. Solomon would have been back out the door and headed to the boathouse as fast as his gnarled legs could carry him.

Finally, they reached the door to the boat house, and Solomon pulled it open. The wind ripped it out of his hand and slammed it against the side of the building. He almost fell through the opening inside. Amos stepped in behind him, the wind ripping at the legs of his pants. He had reached out behind him to grasp the door flattened against the building by the storm. He struggled with it for a few moments and then managed to get it closed.

The storm howled ferociously outside. Inside the boat house, it seemed like a veritable haven even though the wind was keening fiercely through the cracks between the wood slats, and the waves were pushing huge volumes of water up into the boat bay.

Their boat, a simple little two-man sloop, was bouncing wildly up and down. Amos had done a remarkable job securing it, tying ropes back and forth from the boat to the wall of the structure through large, well-secured eyebolts. The boat was moving about restlessly like a wild horse on a tether, but between the ingeniously rigged ropes and old tires hanging down between the boat and the dock, it was not being damaged.

Solomon looked with admiration at the job and turned to look up at Amos.

“That’s a fine job boy!” Solomon shouted to his son as he pointed to the boat.

Large waves were pounding against the closed doors of the boat house. Solomon looked about nervously, almost in a daze, eyeing the doors, fearing that they would burst open at any moment. The short walk across the yard through the killer storm had nearly exhausted him.

“Over here!” Amos shouted.

The storm seemed a lot less severe in there but was still a monster.

The two men walked along the slick boat dock. Amos looked about nervously. Solomon finally realized the light in the boat dock was not coming from a lantern. The whole area seemed to be filled with a reddish glow.

Amos moved quickly to the stern of the boat, pulling his father along with him. He let him go then reached forward with his hand, pointing to a long, cylindrical-shaped object floating up and down in the water behind the boat. The thing looked to be maybe ten feet long, about three feet around.

It probably had washed in when the tide was lower, and as the storm had whipped the surf up, raising the water level in there, it could not get back out again.

The thing bobbed up and down, bouncing off the sides of the dock and the stern of the boat. A hollow tinny sound reverberated each time it struck the wooden surface of the dock and the boat.

The dull, reddish glow seemed to be emanating from its metallic skin.


Chapter One

Present Day, Andros Island

The dive boat skipped playfully up the river, bouncing up and over a myriad of tiny waves that flashed starbursts of brilliant sunlight about like low-flying sparklers. The tide was going out, pulling the salty river along with it.

As the dive boat rounded a wide bend in the river, its pilot, James, slowed down and pointed toward a copse of well-kept royal palm trees to the right. The grove looked out of place in the overgrown jungle they had already swept past. Farmers grew the decorative trees on the island and then sold them to fancy hotels, condos, apartments, and malls in Florida and Nassau.

“That’s a good sign,” James shouted to the woman reclining near the bow.

Casey shook water from the fingers she had been trailing in the spray then raised her head slightly and looked over at the palm grove.

“Why?” she asked as she raised her hand to her glasses, adjusting them against the glare.

“Well,” he strained his voice over the roar of the boat’s engine, “it means there are probably some roads that lead this far back.

She watched the palm grove until it was out of sight. When they were past the stand, she sat up, pulling her knees loosely to her chest and crossing her arms over them. Casey looked up at him, shading her eyes against the exquisite sunshine. “They might plant and then harvest the crop using boats. It is really close to the river.”

Shouting again to be heard over the engine, he said, “I doubt it. They’re pretty big and heavy. This is a shallow river, and I haven’t seen any docks anywhere.” He paused for a moment, having thought about the unique engineering feats he had seen some of the islanders pull off and amended his statement. “Sweetie, you might be right there.”

She did have a point, and James always did his best to not take her for granted or pick a fight. He had realized a long time ago that she was smarter than he was and knowing that just made him love her more.

Casey went back to her reclining position on the bow. As they zipped along, she watched the water splashing up and over the sides of the boat. She was wearing a bright green tank-type swimsuit with an old, yellow Elton John t-shirt over the top to keep the sun off her already-peeling shoulders.

Normally, she enjoyed conversation with her companion driving the boat, but it was too difficult to speak over the noise of the engine. She allowed her mind to wander while basking in the warm sun and started to doze off a. The water sparkling brightly on the tiny waves was mesmerizing. She closed her eyes and thought about what was waiting up ahead for them, what was around one of the bends in the river. Another mystery for them to solve. And from what she had read, it was a doozy. She chided herself for not insisting that they have an armed escort going with them.

“Heads up!” he yelled to her.

Instinctively, she clung tightly to the deck and held on to one of the railing supports at the bow as he drastically reduced the speed of the boat. He was watching something closely in their path.

It was a bridge, very low and squat, clearly designed for cars and trucks. It had two metal supports on either side where it met land, and in the middle was one large, thick, concrete, and stone piling creating two spaces that a boat could travel through. Dark streaks of rust trailed down the surface toward the water. The retreating tide made the water mark on the pilings quite evident.

Old hub caps had been nailed onto the support and across the top portion of each tunnel, showing where the headroom began. Like many bridges on the island, it had no measurements for height painted on the concrete. The hubcaps were used to reflect lights for those running the river at night so they would know when to duck.

James cut the engine completely as they drifted toward the bridge. The tide going out helped to slow them down considerably. He bent over the wheel, trying to see into each tunnel, gauging which one would be the safest and easiest to go through.

“Casey, can you see anything?”

She rolled over onto her belly and investigated the tunnels. She saw the high-water mark on the concrete walls, noticing that the water was low at that moment.

Snakes and bugs tended to make their homes in the span of the bridges, and sometimes, they either fell into the boat or brushed up against the people trying to get through. In either case, it usually led to a very unpleasant experience.

Casey thought about this as she peered into the dark tunnels. She got a case of the willies and visibly shook for a few seconds.

“You okay, sweetie?”

She looked over her shoulder at his concerned face and smiled sheepishly. “Oh yeah. Just thinking about what might be up under there gives me the creeps. I can’t see anything though.”

He laughed, agreeing with her assessment of the creep factor. “I know what you mean.” He pointed to the tunnel on the right. “How about that one?”

She looked where he was pointing, and it did seem as though there was more headroom there.

“Yeah, that looks good. I can’t see anything. There’s a bunch of crabs on the bank side. It’s too dark to see up into the span though.”

He was still holding onto the wheel of the boat, keeping the rudder twisting back and forth to steady them against the push of the river. He bent over as far as he could, looking closely into the tunnel. Before he started to power the boat up and head into the tunnel, James reached down behind him into one of the large, waterproof bags they had with them.

“Here.” He handed her a large towel and flashlight. “Hand me that boathook, would ya?”

Casey gratefully accepted the towel which she draped around her like a poncho, covering all her exposed skin. She turned the flashlight on and tested the batteries. Still good, just as they had been that morning when she packed the bag. She pulled the boathook out of the clamps holding it snugly to the bow railing and handed it up to him.

The boathook was about three feet long with a blunt hook on one end. They used it to pull closer to the dock, retrieve items that had fallen into the water or push away from the dock or other boats. In that case, he was going to use it to keep any curious snakes or other beasties away from them.

“Ready?” he yelled at her as he started the engine back up.

Casey nodded her head, then slid away from the bow until her back was resting squarely against the console which housed the boat’s wheel. She drew her knees up tightly to her chest and spying her hat next to her, quickly retrieved it and plopped it onto her head. Good for keeping bugs out of one’s hair. Both she and James removed their sunglasses.

All senses alert they slid into the tunnel.

He kept the boat going at a steady pace. Because of the deep shadows, James could no longer see the bottom of the river clearly and didn’t want to rip the hull out on some submerged junk. Otherwise, he would have gunned the engine to get through as quickly as possible.

Casey rapidly shone the light all around the tunnel. The flashlight quickly picked up the crabs she had mentioned, appropriately named ghost crabs because of their eerie, bone-white color. They were grouped to one side on a spit of land about two feet deep along the edge of the metal support. The crabs, which were land crabs, rushed to move away from the boat, running up and over each other as they scuttled about. Their legs and shells clacking against each other sounded like dried-out bones rattling in a bag. Their tiny black eyes on stalks stood out starkly against the pale bone-like color of their bodies.

Something plopped into the water just to the left of the bow. Casey quickly swung the light to shine in that direction and saw ripples spreading out from one central point. Probably a lizard she guessed, deciding to go for a swim to get away from them.

The bridge they were cruising under was wide, which was unusual that far inland. Most of the bridges the Bahamians built were one lane affairs, as traffic that far in on the island was rarely heavy. The one they were under appeared to be two lanes wide and was heavily supported. She shone the light into the metal span above their heads.

Her flashlight picked out dozens of thick, gauzy spider webs. The spiders rarely bothered them, and if the webs were that thick, they tended to keep the snakes out. Very soon though, the light found an area just ahead of them where there were no webs. She strained to look closely at the area. If there were snakes up there, they would probably be lying directly on top of the cross beams and could not be seen from below until they started to move, the loops from their undulating bodies swinging back and forth past the width of the metal beam.

She saw a flurry of movement and trained her flashlight directly onto the beam.

Something long and narrow moved right up beside her head.

Casey screamed and jumped to the left, nearly dropping the flashlight in the process. When she looked up, she saw that James was holding the boathook just above her head, ready to deflect any little friends that might drop down onto her. She quickly regained her composure and retrained the flashlight onto the area before he could ask her to do so.

A long, thin pygmy boa constrictor was racing along the beam. She followed its movement until the snake disappeared into a crevice, its thin tail snapping against the wall as it did.

Good, just a boa, not one of the mythical vipers that were supposed to haunt the island. No one she was aware of had ever seen a venomous snake on Andros; however, the locals were always warning her of vipers that were around. The boa was too small to do any harm but was very, very fast. Those always seemed to be the ones to visit her in the shower back at the base camp. Just the day before she had run from the shower stall completely naked, screaming, much to the delight of the other divers who also stayed at the camp. A small boa had wrapped itself up around the shower head, and when she had reached up to adjust the spray, she grabbed it instead. She wondered if one of the mischievous divers had put it there on purpose, but of course when she asked about that, they all played dumb.

Sunlight was just a few feet ahead, and the bow of the boat sliced into it. The bright light quickly shone on her as well. The return of warmth was astounding. It was hard to believe that they could cool off so quickly in the relatively short, dark tunnel.

Once they were clear, James turned the engine off and ran toward the back of the boat. Casey rose to see what he was doing and watched as he carefully slid the boathook under a boa constrictor and deftly flung it onto the shore without harming it. Both he and Casey looked rapidly about the boat, searching for any more unwanted passengers.

None could be found.

He resumed his position, standing at the wheel of the boat. The river was becoming a bit narrower, maybe fifty feet across, with many exposed roots from the mangrove trees. The water was crystal clear, allowing them to see the bottom. Several years earlier, loggers had used the river to float harvested pine trees down to the ocean and had dredged the bottom, ripping out as many trees as necessary to keep it clear. However, by that point, the trees that were growing in abundance were thick and vigorous. They looked to be maybe thirty to forty or more years old. Their ropey roots poking up above the surface of the water looked like large, gnarled fingers in the waves.

“Hey, lookit that!” James shouted to Casey as he pointed into the river.

Casey had moved back behind him to fold up the towel and stow it back inside the bag with the flashlight. She poked tentatively about inside the bag, hoping nothing had crawled in there, then she stood up and moved behind him.

“What is it, James?”

“Looks like a huge grouper or something big. Look under the shade from that mangrove over there.”

As he spoke to her, he slid his arm around her waist and pulled her in front of him so that he could still steer the boat while pointing the fish out to her. He shut the engine off as they got closer to the area.

“Look, on the bottom. It’s about five feet long. Pretty chubby guy, too.”

Casey stood up on her tip toes and leaned back against his muscled chest. James held onto the wheel with his right hand and placed his left hand flat onto her belly, pulling her back tightly against him. His feet were planted widely apart. He was wearing only a dark blue Speedo swimsuit, and the thick, dark-brown, curly hair on his chest was tickling her slightly through her worn t-shirt.

They had finally coasted next to the area he had been pointing to. The river turned there slightly, allowing the river bottom to deepen substantially on the far side of the curve. The bottom was covered with long, pale-green sea grass that rippled like winter wheat in a gentle breeze. She clearly saw an enormous grouper in the water. Its gorgeous speckled-red body contrasted nicely with the green grass below it.

The fish looked up, watching them as well.

Both Casey and James leaned forward to get a better look. The water was only about ten feet deep in that area. They could see the massive jaws working back and forth, opening and closing, the underslung jaw exposing wicked-looking teeth each time its mouth opened.

The fish was beautiful—a deep rust-red color covered in white and brown spots. It did not seem to fear them and stayed where it was, watching them carefully.

“Ooooh, he’s gorgeous,” Casey whispered to James.

She could feel his chin bobbing up and down against the back of her head as he nodded in agreement. His beard felt good against the back of her neck. He tightened his grip around her waist.

Casey sighed, then moved slowly out of his grasp and walked toward the back of the boat. She grabbed the long boat pole and pulled it out of the clamps holding it to the side. She watched the huge fish carefully as she lowered the pole into the water to propel them forward. Neither one of them wanted to disturb the grouper any more than necessary, so she pushed them along through the water rather than restarting the engine.

The river they were traveling on was fed by freshwater springs located deep within Andros Island. It was liberally mixed with the salt water from the ocean.

Andros, the largest of the Bahamian Islands, was split into three main land masses and dozens of small cays by mangrove estuaries, called bights, which trifurcated the archipelago. The three larger land areas were North Andros, Mangrove Cay and South Andros.

The island was covered with freshwater sink holes, some of which had never had their depths plumbed because they were so deep. Those holes could also be found offshore on the ocean floor. The holes on land were almost perfectly round and, because they were so deep, looked like they held black ink instead of water. Very little life existed in those fissures. What was truly remarkable about them was that they were freshwater, yet they extended deep into the ground, far below the sea level.

The holes offshore could also be round but were more often than not just long, twisted slits, barely visible in the sand. When the tide was going out, like it was then, the holes on the ocean floor blew fresh water out into the Atlantic and were fun to swim near because of the phenomenon. The fresh water blew out strongly in a straight line, usually parallel to the ocean floor. Fish would swim all around the column of water but avoided swimming through it because it strongly affected their buoyancy. It was fun to get up some speed and swim headfirst into the fresh water because the diver would experience the sudden shift of buoyancy and bounce head over heels into the sandy floor.

When the tide was coming in though, the holes would suck water into them, pulling in sand, injured fish, and hapless divers. More than one diver had died deep within these fissures while investigating them during low tide. When the tide started to come back in, they would be sucked deep inside the rock crevasses, unable to swim out against the pull of the water. They died from suffocation, unable to escape before their air supplies ran out, more than likely confused and battered about in the dark. Some of those victims were found again; some were not.

Once they had moved well past the beautiful grouper, James turned to Casey and smiled. “Let’s take a break just up ahead. We can have some lunch and see if that bridge is on our map. It’s a good landmark.”

Casey nodded her head in agreement and whistled a merry tune as she stowed the pole and moved toward the large cooler filled with food, bottled water and sodas.

“I guess you’re right about there being more roads back here.” She nodded back toward the bridge. “It will make our life much easier if we have to make any more trips back here, especially with more heavy equipment than what we can bring on this boat.”

James smiled broadly and nodded in agreement as he restarted the engine and cruised slowly forward, looking for a wide, clear spot in the river to drop anchor. He checked his watch and then reached into a small compartment in the console right behind the wheel. He pulled a large revolver out of a black case, checking that Casey was looking the other way. Guns made her nervous.

With a well-practiced flip of his hand, he opened the cylinder, saw that it was fully loaded and then flipped it closed again.


Chapter Two

Andros Island, present day.

A large flock of pelicans flew low over the dive boat. They were following the river, tracing its path down to the sea. The strange noise from their wings woke Casey, who had drifted off to sleep on the deck of the little boat. The odd noise of the birds’ wings sounded almost like creaking leather, and an entire flock could sound like the cavalry was riding by.

She sat up, stretched her arms over her head and looked around, watching the beautiful birds wing their way down to the sea.

Abruptly she realized that James was not on the boat.

They were still in the middle of the river, and the boat was tugging gently against the rope tied securely to the anchor sitting on the bottom. She stretched a bit more and rose slowly to her feet, looking around for James.

He most definitely was not on the boat with her.

She noticed that the remains of their lunch had been carefully packed away, back into the Coleman cooler. Even the wrappings from their sandwiches had been put back in there to prevent them from blowing off into the water or from attracting insects.

She shaded her eyes with her hand and looked toward the shoreline. The spot in the river where James had anchored the boat was quite wide and open. The banks there were covered in grasses, and not as many trees were around. She could see quite clearly in all directions.

James was not on the banks of the river.

A sudden flash in the water near the boat caught her eye. Turning her head she saw the tip of a bright blue snorkel cutting through the water. Casey walked to the edge of the boat and watched James swimming just under the surface of the water, coming up alongside the boat.

As she walked along the edge, pacing him, Casey enjoyed watching him swim—although he was unaware that she was there. He looked like he belonged in the water. His skin was tanned a deep-brown color, and on his back was an enormous green-blue tattoo of a dragon. The head of the dragon rested squarely between his shoulder blades, jaws gaping open, and its long tongue curled up and over one shoulder. The body of the dragon spiraled down along his spine, ending in an elaborate heart shaped tail that curled around his right hip.

His head broke through the water near the bow of the boat where he had placed their short dive ladder.

“Looking for that grouper?” she asked sweetly.

James looked up, slightly startled, the surprise in his eyes amplified by the dive mask. He gave her his best ‘who me’ smile then pulled off the mask and shook water from his thick mane of dark brown hair, which was quite a bit longer than her own.

“Nope, just cooling off a bit.” He grinned, quickly shaking off his initial surprise.

James slipped his swim fins off and laid them in the boat alongside his discarded snorkel and mask. He pulled himself up into the boat with one quick, expert maneuver.

“You looked so sweet sleeping there, I couldn’t stand the thought of waking you up.”

“Oh really?” she asked as she pulled a canteen of water out to hand to him. She watched him quickly rinse the salty water off his snorkeling equipment.

“What if you ran into a shark out there?”

James laughed.

“Well, I didn’t. The tide’s going out. Can’t imagine any sharks hanging around here when lunch is out there.” James pointed back downriver toward the ocean.

“Yeah, maybe. Just wake me next time, please? You might have run into one on its way out. I’ve heard there have been some attacks in this river.”

He stood up and walked over to her, then leaped up onto the raised center platform of the boat and struck a muscle-man pose. He flexed his biceps, sucked his stomach in as far as it would go, then he grunted at her. Casey couldn’t help but laugh.

“Just bring ’em on,” James growled at her.

Casey laughed but gave him a look that said he’d better not go off by himself like that again. He knew she was right, but he had always been such an independent sort that, even though he and Casey were married, it was difficult for him to keep the responsibility of that relationship his priority sometimes.

Sheepishly, he extended his hand toward her. She looked at him reproachfully, then slapped his wrist hard. He gave her a mock grimace, shook his hand vigorously, leaned over and gave her a quick kiss.

“I know you’re right. I won’t do that again,” he said.

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

James pulled the ladder back in and stowed his gear. After a few minutes. they had everything squared away and were preparing to get back underway. James had moved back over to the wheel of the boat and pulled the gun out from the storage area. Casey winced as he checked the weapon again before setting it back inside.

“Do we really need to carry that hand cannon with us?” she asked.

James gestured around them at the jungle surrounding the river. “You were just giving me shit about sharks. What do you think we might run into out there? It’s just precautionary.”

She sighed deeply. James reached over and roughly rubbed the top of her head, then straightened her bangs out. Her short brown hair flopped back into place. She shrugged her shoulders and walked to the bow of the boat to pull in the anchor rope.

“My ring?” she asked over her shoulder.

“Yup, got ’em both.”

They took their wedding rings off before they went anywhere near the water. The bright flashes from her diamond and their gold bands usually attracted fish, particularly barracuda, who might strike at the jewelry. James had a metal bar he locked the rings on inside the same storage compartment where he kept their .357 magnum. Short of losing the boat itself, the rings could not be lost.

Casey stood at the bow of the boat then leaned over and grasped the rope.

James watched her for a moment, enjoying the view, then started the engine up. He eased the throttle forward, inching the boat ahead slightly. Casey pulled the rope into the boat, keeping the tension steady until she felt the anchor holding onto the sea grass on the bottom.

“Okay,” she yelled back at him.

James gunned the engine a bit more, and Casey leaned back, holding the rope taut against the bow, letting the boat pull the anchor out of the grass. The bow dipped down slightly and then sprang upwards when the anchor pulled free from the grass.

After a few seconds, the heavy weight plopped up through the water, and she pulled it back up onto the boat. Once Casey was finished, she brushed her hands off, then walked back to stand next to James.

He kept the boat moving along at a slow but steady pace and tucked a carefully folded map under a Plexiglas holder built into the wheel housing.

“We are here,” he said, as he pointed to a spot on the map, “and that is the bridge we went under just before lunch.”

Casey studied the map where he was pointing, and placing her finger where his had been, she traced it upriver to a blue circle they had drawn on the map the night before. The road coming off the bridge circled back toward the ocean once past the bridge. Unfortunately, it seemed the possibility of any roads coming back that far was out of the question.

“How much longer, do ya think?” she asked.

He watched the river for a few moments as he maneuvered past a batch of mangrove roots, then looked back down at the map.

“Oh, I’d say another hour, give or take.”

“Really?” Casey asked as she looked up at him, slightly surprised. “I thought it would take all day.”

“Well, we made really good time this morning, which is great. It will give us that much more time to check out the site today.”

“You still think we should spend the night out here?”

James nodded, then leaned over and kissed her forehead.

“Does that bother you?”

She laughed and shook her head. “Nope, just trying to plan my day out. If we’re going to get there that soon, I’m going to go ahead and get some of the equipment ready.”

James agreed then went back to steering the boat. The river was widening up again, and the tiny waves they had encountered since morning were lessening. The tide was equalizing and would start to come back in a few hours. He opened the throttle a bit more then looked up at the sky. He figured they had about five more hours of daylight. They’d get a good day’s work in.

The site where they were headed was called the Pointe-du-Lac Logging Camp. It had been founded in the late nineteen-thirties to cut and harvest pine trees. James and Casey worked for the Environmental Protection Agency and, although the Bahamas was its own municipality, they still asked the United States for help from time to time.

The US leased several sites in the Bahamas, including one of the largest, right on Andros—a naval base called AUTEC: Atlantic Underwater Testing and Evaluation Center. They tested munitions in the ultra-deep water between Andros and Nassau, an area where the ocean dropped down nearly sixteen hundred feet. It was called the tongue of the ocean and, according to some legends, was one of the final resting places for Atlantis. Supposedly, an enormous crystal from the mythical city lay on the ocean floor, acting as a beacon for UFOs or UFO nuts, whatever your perspective on legends might be.

When James and Casey had first arrived on the island four days before, hitching a ride on a private flight carrying a large party of divers, an officer from the base met them at the airport after they cleared customs. The officer told them there was a one-hundred-dollar reward for anyone finding a live torpedo while diving.

“Oh really?” Casey had asked. She was the only woman in the entire group of nearly thirty people standing in the crowded, hot hut. “And how will we know if it is live? When one of us blows up?”

The officer gave her a pained look. “No, ma’am. You’ll hear it ticking.”

An excited murmur had run through the crowd, and the hot dogger divers were already laying bets on who might find one of those grisly prizes. Casey had assured James that if she heard anything ticking while snorkeling offshore, she would rather walk on water to get back to land than go check it out.

The Pont-du-Lac was just one of the logging sites that had existed on the island. That one, however, had been overworked to the point where, nearly forty years after it had been shut down, the trees were not growing back. The Bahamian government asked if the EPA might send someone to study the area and make suggestions on what might be the best course of action to bring the area back to its original, lush growth.

For several years, the government had sponsored programs to seed the area with new, young trees. Some of the trees would grow but in weird, distorted shapes. Most died.

The unspoken fear was that some sort of toxic poisoning was the reason for the difficulties.

James and Casey had been asked to go out and do a preliminary site check of the area. They were to collect soil, water and foliage samples and photograph as much of the area as possible. Although the reasons for their being there were fairly serious, it was a dream trip for them. Rarely were they allowed out in the field to work together, and they’d been handed over a week in the Bahamas. They figured the actual time they might need to complete their work would be just a few days, giving them the rest of the time to sightsee and get in some diving together. Both of them were avid divers, and the waters off of Andros contained some of the most beautiful reefs in the world.

The first four days on the island, they had spent getting some diving in the morning and hitting the library in the afternoon, learning all they could about the Pointe-du-Lac and the local flora and fauna of the island. If they were going to head out by themselves, they wanted to know what to expect.

The animal life of Andros was fairly benign. The snakes could be a problem, but mostly because they popped up where you least expected them. The brown racer would usually run away but could become very aggressive if cornered. Wild pigs in the area were to be avoided.

Sharks, primarily lemon sharks, frequented the water around the island but didn’t bother the divers unless they bothered them. The elaborate, ornate reefs surrounding the western side of Andros had a tendency to keep the bigger sharks out of the area. Barracuda, on the other hand, were plentiful anywhere.

Casey and James had been given a tour inland when they first arrived on the island. Micah Sales, an administrator with the Bahamian government, had driven them around, showing them some of the sights and filling them in on as much information as he could about the logging camps, life on Andros past and present, current farming practices, etc. They had stopped on one of the roads nearly a mile inland and gotten out to observe one of the royal palm farms. Casey noticed a large, deep drainage ditch running around the entire property.

Micah explained to her that storms blew in off the ocean frequently during the rainy season, and the ditches were an effective means of letting the saltwater run off the land as quickly as possible. Casey was staring into the water, noticing a few crustaceans living in the ditch, when something caught her eye. She looked closely and saw that it was a small barracuda. When she pointed this out to Micah, even he was somewhat surprised that a barracuda had managed to swim that far inland through the series of twisty, elaborately-connected drainage ditches. Barracudas were famous for their curiosity, which had probably led that one as far inland as it had.

“Just keep your toes out of there.” James chuckled.

It was rare for a barracuda to attack someone, but according to the experts, if one were to attack, you would never see it. They swam so fast, racing past their intended victim and slashing with their toothy jaws, ripping hunks of flesh out. They would turn
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