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Plymouth, England 

‘Geez, Seth, this is bloody impulsive,’ Seth’s best buddy, Adam said. ‘I’ve never known you to do anything like this.’

Seth Gannon stood proudly in front of the sprawling, dilapidated homestead, his arm wrapped around his high school sweetheart, Delaney Sullivan. The house loomed before them like a relic of a bygone era - a massive, old-English estate with peeling paint and cracked windows. The overgrown lawns and tangled flowerbeds whispered of years of neglect, but Seth didn’t see decay. To him, it was magnificent, almost like stumbling upon a forgotten castle waiting to be restored.

Burly Adam Warren folded his muscular arms and shook his head, his long hair falling across his brow. ‘A case brings us to Plymouth, England, and instead of staying at a hotel like normal people, you decide to buy a run-down mansion?’

‘This is a bit unlike you, Seth,’ Hugh Collins added, adjusting his shades. ‘Although... it’s not the first time you’ve acted on a whim. Remember when you walked into that car yard and bought a car on the spur of the moment. A nice one too.’

‘So what’s the big deal?’ Seth said. ‘This is just a bigger, grander purchase.’

Hugh scratched his scruffy brown hair. ‘But what will you do with it once we’ve finished the case?’ 

Seth shrugged. ‘Use it as a holiday home I guess. A seasonal residence? Who knows.’

Hugh chuckled. ‘You’re sounding like that pro-wrestler, the Million Dollar Man, Ted DiBiase. Next, you’ll be telling us that everybody has a price for Seth Gannon.’

‘Ahh, come on guys,’ Delaney leaned into Seth with a mischievous grin, her dark hair falling in glossy waves over her shoulder. ‘This place is amazing. We can do so much with it. And besides, Seth has always been unpredictable. It’s one of the reasons I love him.’ Her big blue eyes sparkled as she nuzzled into him. ‘He surprises me on a regular basis. Especially when he wants to make love in some really far out place.’

‘Hey, you pick some pretty wacky places too.’ Seth grinned. ‘Like last week when you wanted to get it on in that canoe on the river.’

‘We were lucky we didn’t capsize it. But hey, that’s nothing compared to the time we were in Amsterdam and you wanted to do it in—’

‘Let’s not go into that!’ Seth laughed. ‘We’ll keep that one to ourselves.’

Delaney giggled ‘Okay.’

Emma, Seth and Delaney’s African-American interior decorator friend, clapped her hands together, her excitement lighting up her brown face. ‘You two make me absolutely sick with jealousy,’ she teased, her tone warm and playful. ‘But I love this place. Thank you for choosing me to decorate it! This is going to be my dream project.’ She stepped closer, slipping an arm around Delaney’s shoulders with an affectionate grin. ‘I can’t wait to see what’s inside.’

Emma’s micro-braids framed her radiant face. She looked as if she’d stepped straight out of a hip-hop music video. Her curvy shape was pleasing to the eyes of both Seth and his darling, Delaney
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Their’s was a polyamorous connection, something Seth and Delaney occasionally explored. Emma’s affections leaned more heavily towards Delaney, which Seth found refreshing. Usually, he was the one their third party wanted the most, but with Emma around, Laney became the one that got the bulk of the attention. Seth felt so good about that. 

‘Let’s go in and take a look,’ Delaney said. She grabbed Seth’s hand and gripped it tight.

Inside, the air was thick with age and dust, carrying the smell of damp wood and neglect. It was as if they’d stepped onto the set of an old horror movie. Heavy furniture sat beneath ghostly sheets, and cobwebs clung to every corner.

Taffy Pycroft quivered as he glanced anxiously around the room ‘I don’t like the looks of this. There’ll be ghosts. I’m sure of it.’

‘Yeah, whatever,’ grumbled Baker Deans. ‘The only spooks floating around in this place are between your ears.’

Taffy let out a long growl. ‘You better watch it, Deans or I’ll be dishing out a good beating.’

‘Oooooh, now I’m scared.’

‘So you should be!’ 

Emma spun slowly in the middle of the foyer. She clapped her hands together, her voice bright and hopeful. ‘Okay, so it’s going to take a lot of cleaning up, but I can already see what we can do with this space. Wow! This is going to be so much fun. Sethy, when I’m done, this place will be fabulous. You surely can’t just have it as a seasonal residence. That would be criminal.’

Seth grinned at her enthusiasm, enjoying the sparkle in her big brown eyes. ‘We’ll probably rent it out,’ he said with a shrug. ‘Or maybe let a friend stay free. Then, when we come for vacations, they can play host.’

‘What about me?’ Taffy asked. ‘Can I come for holidays too?’

‘Sure.’

The huge fatty pumped his chubby fist in the air. ‘Woot woot! I’ll come even if there are ghosts here.’ He stood staunchly. ‘I’ll pulverise those ghosts! They’ll rue the day they ever messed with Taffy, Slarty, Zachariah, Augustus, Archibald, Pycroft.’

Emma, stifling a laugh, arched an eyebrow. ‘Is that seriously your full name?’ 

‘Yep,’ Taffy’s pudgy faced beamed. ‘Cool names, eh? Hey Laney, who’s doing the cooking here this week?’

‘Me. But only because you guys are going to be out on a case... and if not on a case, put to work around here doing other stuff... except for Sethy, because I have other tasks for him of a more... intimate nature.’

‘That’s not fair.’ Baker flashed a cheeky grin. ‘Why does he get all the good jobs?’

Delaney bobbed her eyebrows up and down. ‘Because he’s my special handyman.’

They went for a tour of the house, exploring its many rooms. In one, with a tall arched window that overlooked the overgrown gardens, Delaney stopped and turned to Seth. She slipped her arms around his waist, resting her cheek against his chest. ‘This is ours,’ she said softly. ‘It’s perfect.’

‘It’ll do the trick once it’s set up,’ Seth replied, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

She pulled back to gaze into his eyes, her voice tender. ‘Thank you, Sethy, for letting Emma and me come along on the case. Even though you’ll be off rounding up pirates, it’s comforting to know you’ll come back here...back to us.’

Seth cupped her face, his thumb brushing over her smooth cheek. He adored her large blue eyes, round chin and lush red lips. He could stare at them for ages. And kiss those lips just as long. ‘It’ll be handy having you here. This can be like our headquarters. But mostly, it’ll be great knowing you’re here to cuddle up to at night.’

Delaney’s lips curved into a playful smile. ‘Oh, I’ll make this place cosy for you. Especially this room.’

Hours passed in a blur of activity as they unloaded furniture and made the space livable. Dust clouds swirled around them as they uncovered old furniture and brought in new pieces. By evening, they gathered around for cold drinks.

Baker sighed heavily, his short but stocky frame slouched in a creaky chair. ‘You know, sometimes I think all the hard work we do as detectives is a waste of time. We catch these criminals, and before you know it, they’re back out there.’

Seth could understand the frustration. ‘It can seem like that, for sure, but someone has to do it. And on this occasion, we were asked to be the ones and we’ve been offered a very substantial fee to do it.’

‘But isn’t it just incompetence, really?’ Baker said after downing a mouthful of beer. 

‘Amen to that!’ Adam said, thumping his big fist into his palm. ‘I mean, fuck... we catch Fingers McGraw on an island in the middle of Bermuda. Practically guilty of bringing down planes and sinking aircraft... at least in league with those in charge of the operation and what happens? They let him out on bail. So he skips bail...’

‘As criminals like that often do,’ Baker said.

‘...and he goes and starts up a cattle rustling operation in Colorado!’

‘And we round him up and send him back to prison...’

‘And then next thing, him and his brother Kid are on trial and armed gunmen come in and bust them both out of there.’ Adam seethed. ‘How the hell can someone get away with something like that? Someone’s head should have rolled!’

Hugh grunted. ‘Now they’re on the loose again. And we just have to accept that.’

Adam huffed. ‘Yeah out on the Atlantic ocean invading ships like modern-day pirates. Isn’t this more a job for the navy or the coast guard or something? Why bring us in?’

Seth rubbed the rim of his beer glass with his finger. ‘Because we’ve had experience dealing with the McGraw brothers, that’s why. We know how the McGraws operate.’

‘Well I think it’s cool,’ Hugh said. ‘Imagine the look on Fingers and Kid McGraw’s faces when we bring down their operation yet again. They’re gonna feel like they’re cursed.’

A few of them laughed. 

‘Yeah,’ Baker chuckled. ‘Always destined to be foiled by the Seth Gannon Investigators.’

‘We’ve got them running scared,’ Hugh continued. ‘They’re thinking that coming all the way to Cornwall they’ll be able to avoid us this time.’

‘No chance,’ Baker said.

Adam pulled another bottle of beer from the pack, cracking it open with an easy motion. ‘So where do we even start with this case? We’re not gonna just walk into town and get ourselves press-ganged onto a pirate crew, are we?’ He took a swig.

‘That remains to be seen,’ Seth said. ‘We’ll play it by ear, but our first lead is a pirate tours operation going on in a small town named Billington Cove. They take people on so-called pirate adventures, sort of like a touristy type thing, but there has been talk about people not returning from these so-called tours and staying on board permanently. The claims are that they’re now working as part of the experience for tourists. Others, however, claim it’s a lot more sinister.’

‘Sounds freaky,’ Emma said, folding her arms.‘Are you going to go on one of these tours to find out?’

‘Yep,’ Seth said.

Delaney turned to him, her brows knitting together with concern. ‘What if something bad happens?’ 

Seth reached out, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze. ‘That’s the risk we take, Laney. It’s part of the job.’ 

‘Relax, Laney,’ Emma said. ‘his is Seth we’re talking about. And he’s got Adam, Hugh and the rest of the team backing him up. Even your new guy Cameron. They’ll be fine.’

Seth caught the worry lingering in Delaney’s eyes, a familiar expression he hated seeing on her face. ‘It’ll be okay,’ he promised softly. ‘We’re taking precautions. There’ll be people on the outside keeping watch and others working from within.’

Her lips curved into a small, trusting smile. ‘I know. I believe in you, Sethy.’

A sharp knock echoed from the front door. Hugh rose to answer it, returning moments later with a wiry man in his fifties. His greying hair was slightly unkempt, and his eyes sparkled with an odd mixture of nervous energy and excitement. He held a briefcase.

‘Good evening,’ the man greeted, his voice crisp but friendly. ‘My name is Professor Trevor Buck. I live in the house next door, and when I heard a private investigator had bought this place, I just had to come over and introduce myself.’

Seth stood, shaking the professor’s hand, introducing his crew. He then gestured for him to sit. Once seated, Buck accepted the offer of tea, stirring sugar into his cup. 

‘I’m a horticultural professor,’ he began. ‘My expertise is in farming, particularly growing carrots, and I’m also an avid rabbit breeder. But that’s not why I’m here. I’ve followed your work. The poaching ring in Africa, and, of course, the Devil’s Triangle. Absolutely astounding work. I thought, given your experience with the unusual, you might be interested in something I’ve come across.’

‘Well, Professor Buck...’ Seth drank from his glass. ‘We’re already here on a case.’

‘Oh...well... that’s too bad. It’s just that I discovered something amazing in my loft several months ago.’

Seth raised an eyebrow. ‘What exactly?’

‘I’ve found a secret code. Something that will lead to millions of dollars of hidden pirate treasure.’

Seth blinked. ‘Come again? A treasure code?’ He looked at Buck sceptically. ‘To a pirate treasure?’

‘More along the lines of a collection of riddles.’

‘Not a map?’

‘No.’

‘What makes you think there’s any treasure?’

‘Because the code once belonged to a real pirate.’

Seth still didn’t buy it and he could tell by the expressions on his colleagues’ faces they didn’t either. ‘So? Even if that were true, the treasure could have been found ages ago.’

Buck shook his head. ‘I did some research. It was never found. This pirate... Captain Bjorn Van Quin was his name. He lived around 300 years ago. He was a ruthless buccaneer who robbed many a galleon. He once owned my house. He had numerous treasures, which he hid at various places around the globe, and very few of them have ever been found. There were rumours that he once hid a stash of treasure somewhere here in Plymouth.’

‘Rumours?’ Seth emptied his glass down his throat and placed it on the table. 

‘Rumours that I can now confirm.’

‘How?’

Professor Buck unlatched his briefcase. ‘I have in my possession an old logbook that once belonged to Van Quin. It was in that logbook that I found the code.’ He pulled out a sheet of paper. ‘Take a look.’

Seth examined the paper. It was ancient and the ink on it was fading. It really looked as though it was written centuries ago. On it was a numbered list, but on closer examination they seemed to be short riddles. 

Buck sipped on his tea. ‘It’s from a logbook and I’ve had a sample of the pages in it analysed. It’s authentic. As is the ink. The logbook I have at home contains details of routes Van Quin has travelled during his time on the seas.’

Seth noticed the sheet had been torn. ‘Looks like this is only half. Someone’s ripped off the rest.’

‘Yes. It was like that when I found the logbook.’

‘Well then half a riddle is hardly going to be of use, is it? Where’s the other half?’

Buck sighed. ‘That’s the problem. I have no idea.’

Adam scoffed. ‘Someone followed the clues, got halfway there and decided to tear off the second half. You’re too late.’

‘This wasn’t loose until I tore the sheet out. Considering how long this book would have been hidden in my loft, it would have been a very long time ago that it was ripped in half.’

There was silence for a few seconds. Seth still found it hard to believe, yet Professor Buck seemed very sincere. Was he a nut or was he for real? Had this sheet really been found in the loft of his house?

Baker spoke up. ‘You know when we were kids we used to do treasure hunts like that. We’d write all these clues down on bits of paper and hide the clues. Except for the first one. That clue would lead you to the second clue and the second clue would lead you to the third and so on so on until finally, you found the treasure; a chocolate bar or a bag of lollies. What if this pirate, Van Quin, did something similar? Maybe you have to follow those clues to find the second half? I mean it would be pretty silly for someone to come along and only tear off half a sheet of clues like that.’

‘How do you know that is a pathway to treasure?’ asked Adam. ‘And not just a pathway to a chocolate bar?’

Taffy piped up. ‘Chocolate bar sounds good to me!’

‘A three hundred year old one?’

‘Should taste better with age.’

Buck tapped the top of the paper. ‘It says there’s a treasure. Read it.’

Adam did. ‘There is a treasure to be found, but first thou must findeth the vital clues.’

‘Mmmmm,’ Baker said. ‘My theory might be right. The vital clues. You have to find them first. So this code leads to the second half of this sheet.’

Adam snorted. ‘Which probably no longer fucking exists!’ 

‘The first half does. So why not the second half?’

‘Because it would have rotted away or something. Seems like a fucken’ wild goose chase to me.’

Buck’s face dropped. ‘But think about it. There could be a fortune of treasure at the end of this.’

‘So why don’t you find it?’ Hugh asked. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be a professor?’

Buck grimaced. ‘I’ve tried, but I’m afraid my mind cannot grapple with such cryptic puzzles. I am more of a standard crossword type of guy. I deal with science, with facts and figures. Private investigators, on the other hand, have to be more flexible because you deal with people that have warped minds. Think about it... if this is the real thing, we could all be rich beyond our wildest dreams. Wouldn’t you all like a share in that?’

Seth had to admit, it was very tempting. He took another look at the note. ‘Well it certainly looks authentic and if the treasure is here in Plymouth, it means we could conceivably spend some time trying to figure it out. But we can’t let it interfere with our main reason for being here.’

‘Of course not,’ Buck said. ‘There is no rush anyway. It can be put on hold for as long as you like, but I would like to be kept informed on how the investigation is going. We will, of course, split the treasure with everyone who is part of the search. Even the young ladies... my, my...’ He gazed at Delaney. ‘I don’t believe I have ever met anyone quite as beautiful as you...’ He turned suddenly to Emma. ‘No offence to you, my dear. You are indeed beautiful too.’

Emma smirked, leaning back in her chair. ‘Everybody looks like a thorn compared to Delaney.’

‘Oh, nonsense!’ Delaney said, waving her hand dismissively. 

‘It’s true. You’re a goddess.’

‘I am so not a goddess,’ Delaney retorted, although her cheeks coloured faintly.

Seth intercepted. ‘Let’s not get into that argument again. We all know you’re in denial on that one, Laney.’  

The room erupted in quiet chuckles, and Delaney, grinning, stuck her tongue out at Seth.

‘Well then...’ Buck said, clearing his throat as he rose to his feet. ‘I shall leave that with you for now, if you’d like some more time to think about it. Please do let me know what you think. I am just over there at number eleven. I will look forward to hearing from you.’

The moment the door closed behind him, the team erupted into a lively discussion about the possibility of hidden pirate treasure. For most of them, the whole idea teetered on the edge of fantastical.

‘He seems like a nice man though,’ Emma said. ‘I can’t imagine it would be a trick.’

‘Neither can I,’ Seth admitted, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. ‘That guy seriously believes this here is a legitimate treasure code. I’d be interested in taking a look at that logbook he found along with it. Maybe that will help determine its legitimacy.’

Hugh nodded. ‘If it does look alright, I suggest we see if we can figure it out. I’m sure we can spare a couple of people.’

‘We can play it by ear. See who we need as the case progresses,’ Seth said. ‘I have to say it has me intrigued. So what does the rest of the code say, Adam?’ 

Adam read it...

1) The Pirate’s Lair

2) Van Quin is Inn

3) Here’s a pointer - Get to the point

4) Bunk in the cavern of Van Quin

5) Ha! Ha! Last laugh...

‘The pirate’s lair?’ Baker snorted. ‘Some clue. There may be modern pirates running around now, but the old pirate’s lairs of old are long gone. How are we supposed to figure that one out? And I don’t like the look of the last clue either. Last laugh? Maybe this is all just a prank?’

‘Well...’ Seth said. ‘Assuming it’s not a prank, we could always do some research and find out where pirates used to hang out in Plymouth all those years ago.’

‘We could do an AI search,’ Hugh said.

‘Good idea.’

An hour later, Hugh came up with some interesting information from the Internet. 

‘There is a town near here which used to be a popular pirate destination. In fact, it kind of makes me want to kick myself now because it’s the same town we have to visit tomorrow. Billington Cove!’

‘Billington Cove?’ Baker gaped. ‘Well, there’s a turn up for the books. I guess that kind of makes sense, after all, we’re going to check out a pirate tour operation there.’

‘That’s why I’m kicking myself. The whole town has a pirate theme going because it was once considered a pirate town.’

Baker gazed across the room. ‘This is turning out to be a little like our last case. We went to a real authentic western town with people locked in the 19th century. Now we’re going to an authentic pirate town with real pirates?’

‘The difference is, this is just a tourist gimmick,’ said Hugh. ‘And it still has
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