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PROLOGUE

THE MOMENT KATE Donnelly heard her brother’s too-cheerful greeting on the phone, she wished she had let the call go to voice mail. She loved Larry, yet right now she had nothing but bad news for him.

And fear.

“I hope you’re calling to tell me that everything is fine,” she said.

“If you were down here, everything would be fine.”

“No,” she said, more curtly than she had meant. “I just finished a job with a very nervous gallery owner.”

“Then what you need is a little vacation on white sand beaches, blue sky, warm sea, and—”

“No.” Cold chills rippled from Kate’s nape to her fingertips. The ravishing tropical paradise of St. Vincent was the heart of her nightmares.

“C’mon, Kate,” he said impatiently. “Get over it. It happened almost fifteen years ago.”

“You weren’t there. I was. No.”

“You won’t have to get near the water. Cross my heart.”

And hope to die.

She forced herself to take a slow deep breath, then another, as she listened to her brother’s pleas. Finally the urgency beneath his coaxing penetrated the deeper, older nightmare of the death of her parents. She began listening instead of staring out the window of her condominium at the haze of humidity and car exhaust.

Larry’s voice was both hoarse and sharp over the crackling satellite connection. “We’re at the point where you can’t do things from there anymore. We need you here.”

“Anymore? I’ve barely started. I only got those files two days ago and I’ve hardly begun to put them in order after I work on my own business all day. And calling them files is charitable. Rotting cartons of receipts and shopping lists are not files.”

“I know. I’m sorry. It took more time than I thought to get stuff together. You know that I never was good with papers and numbers.”

“You’re in charge of the salvage business,” she said. “You have to keep books or hire someone to do it for you.”

“Look, I’ve kept it afloat since you ran out. Grandpa hates records, much less balance sheets. Everything I know I learned from you before you bailed. I’m a diver, not a businessman.”

Kate closed eyes that were an echo of St. Vincent’s clear turquoise water. “I’ve known about your lack of interest in bookkeeping since I was ten and started keeping the ledgers for Moon Rose Limited.” Their family salvage business had never been wealthy, but it had kept them in food and living quarters.

“No doubt about it. You got all the number smarts in the family. That’s why we need you. Please, sis? If you don’t help us, we’re going under, and you know that will kill Grandpa.”

She felt the door to the trap closing softly, relentlessly, like sinking into warm salt water. She couldn’t live with herself if the family business went bankrupt because she was too frightened to revisit the scene of her nightmare.

I’m barely living with myself now. Running hasn’t ended the nightmare. Maybe facing it will.

Certainly there’s nothing in North Carolina to hold me right now. Not even a houseplant. And I’ve been promising myself a vacation.

She shuddered lightly. St. Vincent wouldn’t be a vacation. It would mean facing things she had been running from her entire adult life. Part of her, the part that was no longer a teenager, knew she had to get over the past. The rest of her wailed in remembered terror.

Do flies trapped in amber scream?

Sunset flowed through the floor-to-ceiling windows of her Charlotte condo, making the room hotter than it should have been, but it was cold in the shadows of her mind.

“You’ve at least had a chance to read the contract, haven’t you?” Larry asked.

“Enough to know that you shouldn’t have signed it,” she said, sensing she had lost the fight but not wanting to give up.

“Beggars can’t be choosers. It was sign up with the Brits to salvage that maybe-Spanish wreck or sell the boat. That would have—”

“Destroyed Grandpa, I know,” she finished tiredly. “Larry, I advise small businesses, not pass miracles. You should have called me before you signed that contract.”

“We tried, but you were in the Yukon working with those native carvers. You got them going in a business, so we should be a piece of cake after that. Kate, please, you’re our last hope.”

She closed her eyes and fought against what she was afraid was going to happen anyway. “Hope? I don’t know how you’re putting diesel in the tank right now. Was your advance on expenses approved?”

“Not yet. The Brits are sending C. Holden, some kind of fancy accountant, out to evaluate whether the dive is worth the advance. We’re heading into the stormy season.”

Icy fingers tapped down her spine. “I know about the storms in St. Vincent,” she said tightly.

“So we’re really under the gun. You’ll find a way to convince this Holden dude that we’re okay. You talk numbers better than anyone.”

“Larry ...”

“I’m serious,” he said quickly. “You’re brilliant. You’re the only one who has a chance of getting this guy to agree to a stay of execution.”

Kate sighed and knew the trap was shut. “When does he arrive?”

“Tomorrow. I’ve timed your flight so that when you get here, you’ll be able to bring him to the little house we rented at the beginning of the dive. I’ll meet you there and take him to the Golden Bough. You don’t even have to go on the water if you’re still scared.”

Scared, she thought. What an easy word for cold-sweat terrified.

“All right,” she said in a rush, before she lost her courage. “I’ll do it. But I’m not sleeping on the boat.”

“Thank you, thank you, thank you! You can stay at the rented house. There’s no room aboard anyway, what with the extra divers we hired. I’ll even have someone leave a meal or two in the fridge so that ...”

No longer really listening, she let out a cautious breath, relieved that she wasn’t expected to stay aboard anything that floated.

Or sank, in the case of the family business. Nothing she had seen in the few hours she had sorted through the invoices gave her any confidence that she could keep the company alive. Wages and air supplies, food and fuel, maintenance and debt service, and a thousand other expenses drained the accounts. The Donnellys had poured three generations of work into a seventy-foot hole in the water called the Golden Bough.

And it had been her home until that terrible night.

Don’t think about it, she told herself fiercely. I already promised to go. Larry sounds like the weight of the world has been lifted off his shoulders.

“ ... and you’ll keep the Brits off our back,” her brother all but sang. “Nobody can baffle with numbers like you can.”

She started to protest, but her brother was still talking fast, relief in every syllable. She listened with half her attention while he made silly comments about her skill with numbers. It was good to hear something other than fear and defeat in his voice.

Idly she wondered what the rental was like. Grandpa Donnelly didn’t waste money on anything having to do with land.

“I’m not diving,” Kate said when Larry paused for breath.

“You don’t have to even come aboard unless you want to. Hell, sis, if you get in the water, then things will really have gone in the toilet.”

“Things are already there. If you knew numbers, you’d understand that.”

“Yeah, whatever, I promise you won’t have to dive.”

“Fine. I’ll stay as long as I can, but no more than two weeks. Three at the outside.”

“You’re the most incredible sister ever,” Larry said. “I’ve booked space on a flight that leaves tomorrow morning at nine. I’ll park the old pickup in the airport lot, with directions to the house. It has a dock so it’s easy to come and go from the ship.”

Kate looked at the phone. The fact that her brother had bothered to see to the details of her trip told her more than words how worried he had been.

“See you soon, sis. I love you.”

He hung up before she could say anything.

Or change her mind.

He and Grandpa Donnelly were so much the same that often it was scary, like looking in a mirror caught in time. Grandpa had been pulling treasure out of the water too long to have been just lucky or smart or canny. He had a generous helping of all three. Larry had the luck in spades.

Too bad our parents didn’t share that luck, Kate thought sadly.

Then she closed the door on the haunted past. There was no time to dwell on it. First she had to call and make sure that Larry had followed through with the ticket. Her brother meant well, but the details of daily life quickly dissolved in the lure of diving.

A call to the airport assured her that a ticket was waiting.

The lock on the trap clicked shut.

Don’t think about it. Breathe slowly. One ... two ... three.

When her skin no longer felt cold, Kate went about preparing for travel with the efficiency of someone who always kept a suitcase of basics packed. Her life revolved around the inevitable, urgent calls from small businesses who trusted her to keep them out of the quicksand of red ink that always awaited people who were entrepreneurs, not accountants.

People like Grandpa and Larry.

Ruthlessly she shut off the thought. With tight motions she pulled business clothes out of her to-go suitcase and substituted shorts, sleeveless tops, sandals, and bathing suits. Remembering the penetrating tropical sun, she threw in some lightweight long pants and blouses, plus a hat and major sunblock. Unlike most residents of St. Vincent, she didn’t have the lush, dark skin that would allow her to ignore the sun.

When she was finished, she eyed the two cartons of “business” papers that had arrived on her doorstep two days ago. On the subject of bookkeeping, Larry had raised malicious compliance to an art. Whoever wanted to check expenditures would have to spend days sorting out things in order to begin the real work of setting up spreadsheets to track expenses.

It doesn’t matter. The contract they signed is a guaranteed loser for Moon Rose Ltd. Even if they discovered the richest galleon ever, the Brits would get it all and the Donnellys would get expenses plus three percent of the net profits.

And the net is determined by the Brits. Articles given to museums aren’t part of the net, because they are donated, not sold.

She couldn’t believe Larry had signed such a punitive contract.

While she cleaned her condo—she hated coming back to a mess after a long trip—she mulled over the ways she might be able to help her family. By the time she had finished, showered, and set her alarm, she was fighting to stay awake. She was asleep before her head touched the pillow.

And she dreamed.

The sun was brilliant over the turquoise water and white sand. Lazy waves surged and rolled, making the boat lift and fall with the languid grace of a dancer. Laughter from below, her parents teasing one another as they checked dive gear ... teasing sliding into screaming and the water closing around, sun overcome by night, wind and water bleeding into darkness and screams.

Her screaming while her parents kept sinking, sliding from her grasp, she was spinning, screaming, reaching, the night sea devouring them, her, screaming no no NO NO ...

Kate awoke in a cold sweat, throat tight from remembered screams, heart racing, breathing almost impossible, her radio alarm shrill in her ears.

Just a dream, she told herself.

Just another nightmare.

She should be used to them by now. She’d had them since the night her parents died. Since she hadn’t been able to save them from the ravenous sea.

Night diving was dangerous.

And now she was headed back to her greatest failure, her greatest fear.


CHAPTER 1

HOLDEN CAMERON SURVEYED the interior of St. Vincent’s modest airport with the eyes of a world traveler who had lived and worked in war zones. Instinctively he searched for danger in the body language of the people around him. He didn’t expect any, but had learned that the unexpected was a killer.

You’re medically retired now, he reminded himself. You’re a bloody consultant.

And you’re walking into a family of thieves.

A smart man would be wary. Holden hadn’t survived this long by being dumb. And if he needed any reminder, the stabbing ache in his left thigh obliged. The scar from the shrapnel wound had faded somewhat, but pressure changes caused by flying or especially diving played merry hell with him.

Idly he rubbed his thigh and wondered which one of the Vincentians who eddied through the arrival lounge would be his native guide. Most of the people were dressed in loose, colorful clothes that allowed them to be comfortable in St. Vincent’s unvarying heat. The only exception was the silver-haired, transparently pale Englishman who had boarded the plane with him at Heathrow.

Poor bastard will get heatstroke. Canary Wharf suits don’t work well with St. Vincent’s climate, but appearances have to be kept up whilst living among the natives and all that utter rot.

With faint amusement, Holden’s glance moved past the man, searching the faces of the people who were searching the faces of the people getting off the plane. Nobody seemed interested in him. He stepped aside from the main flow of traffic. Back to a wall, he watched and waited for someone to care, never taking his attention from the people milling about.

Almost everyone in St. Vincent’s airport had hair as black as his, but considerably more curly. With it came the many shades of skin that resulted from hundreds of years of intermarriage between Europeans and the Africans who had once been slaves. What genetics began, the tropical sun burnished. The music in the voices was soothing, like the lapping of the sea on a moonlit shore.

The glow of deep auburn hair caught his attention. The woman was casually dressed and subtly anxious. Her hair was sleek, pulled back into a ponytail, and looked natural rather than dyed. Wisps of hair curled gently in the humidity, clinging to her face and neck. Her curves would have done credit to an exotic dancer. Her skin was pale, with just enough freckles to tempt him into touching and tasting.

Though Holden liked women of all shapes, colors, and sizes, he’d always had a weakness for redheads. Eyes that were the luminous turquoise of tropical shallows glanced at him, hesitated, then moved on, still searching.

Pity, he thought, looking at the redhead from behind his mirrored sunglasses. I’d love to spend a few weeks lazing on the island with her, discovering and licking each freckle. But I’m here to oversee a scurvy lot of divers who appear to be keeping more than they should.

Human greed, as reliable as gravity.

Shifting to ease the weight off his bad leg, he waited, watching. If nobody showed up, it would be one among many demerits in the file of Moon Rose Ltd.

The crowd swirled, shifted, and eddied like richly colored water.

Kate kept searching for a pale-skinned Brit, but saw no likely candidates.

Did he miss the plane? she thought, then instantly rejected the idea.

Accountants were precise. It came with the job. More likely, Larry had fouled up the arrival hour, or even day. Divers had their own way of keeping time. She and her brother had been born and raised aboard the Golden Bough, but she was able to shift gears to match whichever culture she found herself in. Larry ... well, Larry liked the idea that time was divided into later, much later, and never.

Again she searched among the Europeans who had arrived. The man leaning against the wall, watching the crowd through mirrored sunglasses, was too fit and had too much physical presence to make a convincing accountant. The man in the tropical suit and big belly was speaking what sounded like Russian, not London English. Another man had a flashy playmate hanging from his arm, English speaker by way of the Bronx. The pale, thin man in the heavy suit was diffident, searching for someone, and looked old enough to be her grandfather.

Her attention kept wandering back to the man leaning against the wall. He had drawn a lot of female glances, but he greeted no one. His dark blue shirt was short-sleeved and square at the bottom, meant to be worn outside his khakis pants. Two waterproof duffels lay at his feet. Without moving, he dominated the place. His features were an unusual mixture of strength and refinement, his face oddly Celtic, his skin a silky dark honey.

Wonder what color his eyes are, she thought.

Then she mentally shook herself. She had only been on the island long enough to get her baggage and stow it in the old VW pickup Larry had left in the parking lot. Yet she already had succumbed to the lazy sensuality of St. Vincent, where the language was music, the temperature was made for bare skin, and the surface of the sea was always warm.

The sea.

Kate rubbed the cold bumps that rippled over her skin. Abruptly she made her choice. The pale man might be older than she had expected, but the rest of the package looked right. He was standing about ten feet from the intriguing man with the two duffel bags.

The gray-haired, gaunt man was beginning to look worried. His eyes were a vague blue. The weight of his suit appeared on the edge of taking him down.

“Welcome to St. Vincent, Mr. Holden,” she said, extending a hand. “I’m Kate Donnelly, from Moon Rose Limited. I was told to meet you here.”

The gentleman pressed her hand lightly and smiled. “Very kind of you, but there seems to be a mistake. I am meeting my daughter-in-law here.” He scanned the crowd briefly. “Ah, there she is.”

Bemused, Kate watched as an ebony-skinned woman embraced the smiling Englishman. He returned the hug and began asking eagerly after his grandchildren.

Okay. Wrong guy, Kate thought.

“Pardon me,” said a deep voice from behind her. “I couldn’t help but overhear.” The accent was upper-class British with something else just beneath. “I am waiting for someone from Moon Rose Limited.”

She turned around and reminded herself to breathe. It was the man who didn’t look at all like an accountant. “I’m Kate Donnelly. Moon Rose is owned by my family.”

“At your service.”

If only, she thought. But what she said was, “You’re the accountant from the British government. Are you here to replace the other Brit aboard?”

“Not quite. My understanding is that Farnsworth is to remain on hand to catalog the results of each dive. I am a consultant on dive projects. My job is to see that everything is in good order.”

“My mistake. Good to meet you, Mr. Holden,” she said, taking his offered hand with a firm American shake and quick release. She had learned that it was expected in business.

And this was business all the way.

Then he took off his sunglasses and she forgot about proper office manners. He had the most striking eyes she had ever seen, like shards of blue and green and gold crystal had been turned in a kaleidoscope and then frozen in place.

“The name is Holden Cameron.”

It took her a moment to understand. “Sorry. I was just given the name C. Holden. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Cameron.”

He shrugged slightly and put on his sunglasses again. “Pity that pleasure and business don’t mix. But they don’t, and there it is.”

All righty, she thought. Business and only business. You could use that voice to refrigerate the entire island.

“Any luggage beyond the duffels?” she asked.

“No. I’ll be here only long enough to see whether I should recommend shutting this project down.”

“You might be surprised at how well the dive is going,” she said, lying coolly, covering the fear that she had arrived too late to do any good.

All he said was, “Shall we begin?”

It was an order, not a request.

Kate set her teeth. The first man she had seen in ages who might tempt her out of sexual hibernation had blood the temperature of the ocean one hundred feet down.

“Sooner begun, sooner ended,” she said under her breath. Then, “Follow me.”

As she headed for the door to the sunbaked parking lot, she wondered how the British ice cube with the startling eyes would stand up to conditions on a dive ship.

That’s Larry’s problem.

And I can’t wait to hand it to him.

Without looking back to see if the “accountant” was coming after her, she cut through the diminishing clumps of people and headed toward the parking lot.

Holden found it easy to follow the woman with flame in her hair and beautiful, wary eyes. She had a motion to her walk that brought every one of his male senses to predatory alert. He wondered if she might be a red herring meant to distract him from getting to the bottom of whatever lay beneath Moon Rose’s sketchy accounting and pitiable salvage recovery. The idea appealed—sex was a useful weapon.

But the more he thought about it, the less likely it seemed. She had been friendly in a casual American way, yet when he had gone into his right-British-bastard routine, she had retreated with a finality that put paid to any flirtation.

Pity my job requires that I be a stiff prick, Holden thought ruefully, but divers are a hard-shouldered lot. They don’t respect any man who isn’t like them.

Holden should know. He was one of them.

Or had been.

He followed Kate’s gently swaying hips outside where the air was hot, humid, and heavily scented with a mix of tropical plants and petroleum fumes from idling taxis. Violently green shrubs overflowed with pink and purple flowers. Stands of palm trees framed the colorfully painted airport building, filtering sunlight through crisply cut, fanlike leaves.

The partial shade was short-lived. Holden was sweating before he reached the bleached gray asphalt of the parking lot. While the temperature wasn’t nearly as hot as the deserts of northern Africa, the humidity was an unwelcome blanket. He knew he would stop noticing the humidity after a few hours or days, so he ignored it now. Sweat was a fact of life, like the ache in his thigh or his uncommon eyes.

“Throw your duffels in the back,” Kate said.

He eyed the unimpressive transportation. He wasn’t surprised that the doors were unlocked and the windows rolled down. No self-respecting thief would steal the ancient truck. The hood was a different color from the truck bed, the tires were bald, the tailgate was missing, the doors were mismatched, and the whole lot was as faded as the asphalt.

Kate’s smile was all teeth. “Grandpa only puts money into things that float or dive.”

Holden lifted both black eyebrows, lowered his bags into the back of the truck near a smallish, rusty toolbox that had been welded to the truck bed. He searched for cargo straps, but the best he could find was a rope that had once seen hard duty at sea. With a few deft knots, he secured the duffels.

She saw what he was doing, thought about telling him that she wouldn’t be going fast enough to shake anything out, then simply got into the steaming cab and started the engine. After four tries, the engine backfired a cloud of diesel smoke and settled into a reliably uneven rhythm.

After a few hard bangs with her fist, the glove box opened. The map to the rented house was primitive, but combined with what she had looked up online this morning, she wouldn’t get lost.

Finally her cheerless guest abandoned his baggage and got into the passenger seat. The truck settled deep into its worn suspension. Surprisingly deep.

He must be all bone and muscle, she thought. I think his kind of consultant is called a troubleshooter. Real bullets optional.

“Do you dive?” she asked.

“Why do you ask?”

“Because you’re really solid. Divers don’t have much body fat. They burn it off.”

“Interesting,” he said.

The call of voices and piercing cry of birds filled what otherwise would have been the silence following his neutral comment.

What a fascinating conversationalist, she thought. Boy, is this going to be a fun drive. Let’s see, maybe fifteen minutes to the side of town, and another mile to the rental.

She shifted gears, let out the clutch, and drove slowly onto the airport road.

“Is it long to the ship?” Holden asked.

“Depends on Larry’s dive schedule.”

“Why?”

“He’s picking you up at the cottage the company rented for your friend. The rental itself is about a ten-minute walk from the fuel dock, chandlery, and commercial marina Larry uses. This isn’t a big island.”

The fact that Holden followed her elliptical conversation told Kate he was a lot smarter than the average diver.

“Malcolm Farnsworth is a contract employee, as I am,” Holden said. “I don’t know the man personally, much less call him a friend.”

“How unsurprising.”

Something close to a smile disturbed Holden’s features, but all he said was, “I thought Farnsworth was staying aboard the Golden Bough.”

She shrugged. “Larry would know. I just got here.”

“That explains it.”

She told herself she wasn’t going to ask, but she did. “Explains what?”

“Pale skin. Hard to maintain in the tropics, unless you only go about at night.”

“Sorry to disappoint. No vampire blood in the Donnelly family.”

He looked sideways at her. “How terribly ordinary.”

“Certainly makes our lives easier. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a diving vampire.”

Something that could have been a smile changed the line of Holden’s lips. “Do you know how long it is to the rental?”

“No. But again, it’s a small island.”

Five minutes and a lot of greenery went by, broken by occasional brilliant views of the ocean.

“Is it always this warm here?” he asked.

“You’d have to ask a tourism minister. I haven’t been here for years.”

“But you’re one of the diving Donnellys, correct?”

“I don’t dive anymore.” Her tone of voice didn’t encourage questions.

Holden thought about pursuing it. Until he had met her in the airport, there had been no mention of anyone called Kate Donnelly being on the payroll or on board the dive ship Golden Bough. He would have to ask the Antiquities Office for more information.

“Couldn’t take the calloused hands and bad hearing?” he asked. “Or was it the nerve damage that put you off diving?”

“I was a careful diver. No damage.”

“You must have quit young.”

“Young enough.”

“So you won’t be suffering dysbaric osteonecrosis either,” Holden said. “A wise choice.”

“I understood about half of that,” she said. “Osteo. Bone. You mean arthritis? A lot of divers end up with it. Grandpa has his share. Are you a doctor?” She glanced at him, then back to the road.

“Diving can lead to arthritis,” Holden said. “Sometimes it just leads to a joint replacement due to bone death, hence the name ‘osteonecrosis.’ And no, I’m not a doctor, but I know my way around underwater operations. Otherwise I would be rather useless for this job.”

That this was his first and only civilian job since he’d been injured was a fact that he kept to himself. The people in Antiquities had conferred with the military doctor and deemed him competent to consult on salvage diving, especially as it had been made clear he was to find reasons to shut down the dive. No diving would be expected of him.

Holden wasn’t unhappy with that. He had been diving enough since the mishap to assure himself that the injury was manageable underwater. Hurt like a bitch, but he could dive.

Kate slowed to match speeds with a tourist bus. It was painted bright green and looked like a giant beetle crawling around the road. Sticking out of open windows, a scattering of hands waved in the breeze like flowers reaching toward the Caribbean sun.

As the silence stretched, she decided that being nice hadn’t worked, so she’d move on to direct.

“My brother wasn’t very clear about what your job is, so I don’t know what kind of information you need.”

“Call me a dive consultant.”

“Grandpa and Larry could be called dive consultants,” she said, keeping her voice neutral. “What is your specific purpose?”

“To evaluate the operation. Surely your brother mentioned that they have precious little to show for all their diving. AO—the Antiquities Office—sent me to plug the money holes, as it were. Our weather people are predicting at least one good gale within the week. There is no point to keeping a losing project on standby while the weather sorts itself out.”

“According to the receipts I’ve seen,” she said carefully, “there are no ‘money holes’ except the normal expenses of any dive.”

Holden considered pointing out the obvious—he had been sent out because incompetence or theft or both were suspected—but decided to save that little gem for another time. From the files he had been given, Moon Rose Ltd. was one buggered operation.

Too bad, how sad, and failure is more common than success, he thought. The nondiving member of the Donnelly clan could be the most beautiful woman ever born and it wouldn’t change the outcome. Every dive the department underwrites must produce profit or prestige, and profit is preferred.

“If there are no money holes, there is no problem for me to find,” he said.

The rest of the drive was completed in silence but for the wind rushing through open windows and the occasional cry of birds.

The rental was on land the jungle had pretty much reclaimed from whatever agricultural use had been its previous life. As required in a tropical paradise, the beach sand was a blinding white in the sun, the palms were elegantly graceful, and the sea clear and gentle. St. Vincent had quite a few black sand beaches, compliments of its resident volcano, but this rental wasn’t on one of them.

Kate stopped the rattling truck at the end of dirt ruts that served as a driveway. She made it a point not to look at the water. Smelling it, hearing the seabirds—that was enough.

Too much.

She gripped the wheel with clammy hands and concentrated on her breathing. Without driving to distract her, the reality of where she was kept pulling at her like a cold undertow.

Holden gave the scenery a sweeping glance that missed nothing, lingering over the canted floating dock and the aluminum workboat loosely moored to it. There was a faint path from the house—barely a cottage, really—to the dock. Off to the back of the property there was nothing but tangles of vines, shrubs, and trees.

The dwelling itself was rustic to the point of dilapidation. If the exterior wood had ever been painted, it had worn away. The foundation looked like a kind of cement mixed locally by unskilled labor. The roof had been shingled once; now it was a patchwork of corrugated tin pieces nailed on whenever and wherever a leak became a problem.

Without a word Kate got out, took the cartons of bookkeeping from the bed of the truck, and walked up the rocky, overgrown path to the front. The door was unlocked. She stashed the boxes inside the house. A quick look around told her that the furnishings were as shabby as the house. At least the electricity worked, if the loud hum of the refrigerator was any indication.

She shrugged. Knowing her grandfather and the financial problems of his salvage company, she hadn’t been expecting the Ritz. With a little more exploration she found two tiny bedrooms, one bathroom, and a kitchenette. The back door led to the jungle.

When she returned to the truck for her luggage, Holden was still studying the house and its surroundings from behind his mirrored sunglasses.

“It’s not much,” she said, “but it will get the job done. The bedroom at the back has two bunk beds. You and your fellow employee can share.”

“I’ve stayed in worse,” was all he said.

“Such confidence. You haven’t even seen the inside.”

“Irrelevant. I’ll be bunking on the Golden Bough.”

Kate hesitated, remembering her brother’s comment about how crowded the ship was. Then she decided that where Holden slept was Larry’s problem. All she cared about was that she was staying on land. Period. With a little effort and a lot of concentration on cleaning up Larry’s laughable bookkeeping, she would hardly know she was within breathing distance of her nightmare.

And if she told herself that often enough, she might really believe it.

Holden met her at the front door, holding her luggage. “Which room?” he asked.

“The one with a single bed, thank you.”

Kate watched his easy stride as he walked down the narrow hall and thought again that it was too bad such a nice package was wrapped around a block of ice. Then her eye caught the piece of paper held to the tiny refrigerator with a garish fish magnet.

Hi, sis,

Welcome back. Diving rotation got changed. Bring him to the ship, okay?

L                            

She read the note three times before the roaring in her ears eased and she remembered to breathe.

He can’t do this to me!

But he had.


CHAPTER 2

KATE’S FIRST IMPULSE was to grab her luggage and head back to the airport—and to hell with the family business. But she had fled once, years ago. She was still running. No matter how tempting at the moment, in the long run giving in to fear wasn’t going to get her anywhere she wanted to be.

She blew out a hard breath, breathed in deeply, and repeated until her head no longer felt like it would explode.

It’s calm and sunny. Even the trade winds have taken a vacation, just like they always do in August and September. I was operating workboats when I was eight. I can do it now. That’s one of the reasons I came back, right? To get over what happened. To stop waking up screaming in the middle of the night.

She kept breathing, waiting for it to become automatic again.

Holden walked into the kitchenette and saw Kate standing stiff and motionless, her fist clenched around what looked like a piece of paper.

“Is everything all right?” he asked.

“Just peaches and cream,” she said through clenched teeth. I’m so going to kill my brother.

Holden raised both black eyebrows and said nothing.

“Looks like you won’t have to wait for Larry to pick you up after all,” she said, throwing the note into a small trash can. “I’ll take you to the Golden Bough now. Right now.” Before I go from fury to fear.

“Excellent,” he said.

And he wondered why she looked angry and fierce and afraid, like a cornered animal.

While he went to the truck for his duffels, she grabbed a wind shell and a sun hat from her luggage. He fell in behind her as she marched down to the dock. Although her shoulders were rigid, her ease on the uneven, wobbly dock told him that she was hardly new to the movement of water under her feet. It was the same for her graceful step from dock to the gunwale, and then down to the open cabin of the boat.

Holden glanced at the aluminum workboat. It was between five and six meters long, powered by two muscular outboard engines, and driven from a forward cabin that was little more that two bench seats with backrests and a windscreen. A fuel compartment filled the area under the stern bench. Various permanent clamps and anchors for ties studded the cargo area. Most were in use, holding down everything from compressed air tanks to fuel and food, waiting to be ferried to the Golden Bough.

The boat had the patina of metal that had been hard used, beaten and bitten with thousands of tiny scars and scratches. Pieces of tread from old tires had been fixed on the outer side of the gunwales. The resulting rub rail wasn’t fancy but would get the job done. TT Golden Bough 2 was painted in faded letters across the stern.

One of the main ship’s two tenders, Holden noted, mentally checking it against the list of equipment that had appeared on the contract. Wonder where the other one is, plus the pricey speedboat Farnsworth uses.

A few moments after Kate stepped into the open cabin, the boat engine fired up with less stink and rattle than the truck had. Holden looked at what he could see of the aluminum bottom of the boat. There was some sign of water along the center seam, but nothing unexpected. Less than a cup of tea, really.

Right, Holden thought. At least the Donnellys keep diving and support gear in decent order.

Kate came back from the cab and looked at him, silently asking why he was still on the dock.

“Would you like me to cast off for you?” he asked.

“No need. Our tenders are rigged for single handling.”

Holden took that as an invitation and stepped from gunwale to the centerline of the tender, making almost no disturbance to the motion of the boat. His thigh protested, but he was used to it. He stowed his bags under a seat in the open cabin, watching while Kate stepped up onto the dock and cast off with a minimum of fuss.

She pushed the boat away from the dock with her foot, landed lightly aboard, and moved quickly but not carelessly to the controls. Soon she had the speed up to the maximum that the hull was designed for. While she drove, she checked her heading against the simple navigation screen. A multitude of dotted lines pointed out to sea, converging on a spot in the distance.

Despite the strain on her face, he could see that she knew her way around boats—perhaps even as well as he did. Her body flexed to the changing movement of the water, she handled the controls with unconscious expertise, and yet she had the air about her of someone being forced to do something quite frightening.

“You don’t like being on the water, do you?” Holden asked, pitching his voice to be heard above the hearty roar of the engines.

For a moment she acted like she hadn’t heard him.

“I don’t like collard greens, but I eat them,” she said finally. “Life is rarely about what you like.”

As she spoke, she felt something loosen just a bit inside her. She could do this. She really could. It was just a matter of keeping her mind from being sucked back down into the nightmares.

The ocean around St. Vincent is quite beautiful, she reminded herself. All those clear, luminous shades of blue.

Resolutely she kept her eyes to the surface of the water, where things were warm and lazy and full of light.

“The dive site is about five kilometers out from one of those islets, yeah?” Holden asked, pointing toward the dark dots that were growing from the sea.

Her tentative peace evaporated at the word dive. Her parents had died off those islets, searching for Bloody Green’s legendary treasure ship.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’m just following a route someone else entered in the nav computer.”

Yet even as she spoke, a combination of memory and instinct and nightmare assured Kate that the Golden Bough was anchored uncomfortably close to the site where her mother had vanished and she had pulled her father’s convulsing body from the stormy sea.

Kate shoved the thought down into the part of her mind where darkness waited. She concentrated on watching the Golden Bough take shape in the distance. Its black hull and dark red superstructure stood out from the blue expanse of sky and sea like a checkmark. The closer she got, the more she could see that the ship had been on the water for a very long time. A thorough bottom cleaning and paint scraping was in order.

I don’t see how Grandpa will make enough money for basic maintenance on this lousy job.

To deflect the panic gnawing at the edges of her self-control, Kate concentrated on separating the real Golden Bough from the pitching, careening black blob of her nightmares.

Festooned with antennas and radar domes, the ship’s conning tower rose up off the elevated forward deck. It was a patchwork affair, having been added to and built up over decades. A huge metallic arm dominated the stern deck. Grease and hydraulic fluid leaked out in rusty brown streaks from every joint, announcing that the Golden Bough was a hardworking, seagoing pack mule. Like her captain, she was salty and pragmatic, and she refused to be consigned to history.

Nothing to be afraid of, Kate assured herself. Nothing at all.

“She hardly looks a day over sixty,” Holden said, his voice dry.

“The Golden Bough was purchased in 1966, built in 1959 in Providence by Cooper Shipping Works,” she said absently. “When its most recent owner went bankrupt, Grandpa bought the ship.”

Holden made an appreciative noises. The builder had a reputation on both sides of the Atlantic for making exceptionally sound, affordable ships.

“It’s difficult to get that kind of quality anymore,” he said.

“So Grandpa always says.”

She eased back on the throttles as they approached the starboard side, where part of the gunwale on the lowest deck was hinged to open inward. Deckhands or divers off rotation popped their heads over the rails, looking down curiously. She waved to them as she brought the tender around to the side opening.

Holden assessed the dive boat in his mind. Despite its lack of flash and polish, the ship could take about anything the sea felt like dishing up—so long as the engines had been cared for regularly and competently. Sometimes the appearance of clean and shipshape was just a pretty wrapping on a rotten package.

“There’s Larry,” Kate said, cutting the throttles to idle as the tender bumped gently against the larger boat. “He’ll be down in a moment. Throw your duffels aboard. I’ll keep you close enough to step up on the gunwale and then onto the lower deck of the ship.”

“Shall I take a line?”

“I’m leaving,” she said. She heard her own clipped voice edged with fear and winced. Way to win friends. Think of his sexy exterior and not the robot inside. “My work is ashore, thank you. I’ll wait here until the crew unloads the supplies.”

No sooner had she finished speaking than her brother was calling to her.

“Hurry up, sis, and get a line up here. I haven’t seen you since Christmas before last!”

She looked up at all the faces peering down, shades of skin from ebony to brown to the sun-reddened, freckled face of her brother. Wisps of orange-red hair stuck out from the hat he wore.

For an instant she was five again, looking up into the face of her father. Tears stung.

Damn you, Larry. You know I don’t want to come aboard again. And you know I should.

So do I, now.

But I won’t dive. There isn’t enough treasure in all the Caribbean to make me go underwater again.

Holden threw the line to Larry, who tied it off quickly, giving Holden time to watch his beautiful pilot go pale, flush, go pale again, and then turn off the engines. Her mouth was a grim line of determination, a difficult feat with her full lips. They usually made a man think of kissing and nibbling. Everywhere. All inappropriate, of course. This was an assignment, not a holiday with a side of sex.

Too bad his mind and body kept pointing that way.

“After you,” he said politely.

Holden watched while Kate went from the tender to the ship with the speed and temper of a scalded cat. The man who was apparently her brother swept her up into a big hug. For a moment or two, she was stiff. Then she hugged him in turn.

Holden envied the brother even as he wondered about the family dynamics. The murmuring of the crew reminded him to pull his mind away from the woman and concentrate on his job.

According to the briefing he had received, Larry was captain of the ship and head of the dive operation but always deferred to the elder Donnelly. Patrick Donnelly was at best a rapscallion, and at worst a thief. He was also a legendary treasure hunter who had lost his son and daughter-in-law during a dive to find a pirate’s hoard. Like all treasure hunters, no booty that Patrick Donnelly ever found had the allure of what was still out there, waiting in the depths for him to discover. The death of his son hadn’t even made him pause.

It’s an illness, Holden thought. Or a madness. By all measures, he has infected his grandson with it.

But not his very curvy, tempting granddaughter.

Again, he pulled himself away from thinking about Kate and focused on the crewmen who had come to greet the newcomers. From the look of their dark skin, most were native to some part of the Caribbean. They had the lean, sinewy bodies of divers. So did the fourth man, though with his ragged, straight dark hair and brown skin, he looked like he was Spanish or South American. All were clean-shaven. Divers only grew facial hair on their time off. Beards, mustaches, and any combination thereof got in the way of the seal between dive mask and face, which got in the way of survival.

A shaggy blond-haired man appeared, his unruly mane tied at his neck with a leather thong. His beard and the dough-covered wooden spoon in his hand pegged him as the cook.

To a man, they watched Holden with open suspicion.

Very well, he thought with wry satisfaction. I’m not here to adopt the lot of them or be the new bloke at the pub buying pints. It is time to polish the right-bastard act.

He threw his duffels up onto the deck and followed them aboard.

Kate sensed him behind her, hesitated, then said softly to Larry, “If you try to trick me into a dive suit, I’ll take the pressure regulator and shove it up so far you’ll be spitting metal.”

Her brother went still, then let out a shout of laughter. “There’s the old Kitty Kat. Welcome home!”

She tugged on his hair to let him know she meant every word, then turned toward Holden. Before she could say anything, Larry stepped around her, his hand extended.

“Mister Holden?” he asked.

Holden shook his head as he pressed Larry’s hand with a patented dead-fish shake. “It is Mister Cameron. Check your paperwork. You may give me a tour of the operation after you show me where I’ll be bunking.”

Kate gave Holden a sidelong look. He seemed bent on sharing the least appealing side of his personality.

“You’ll be sleeping ashore,” Larry said tightly. “We don’t have any room.” He swept his hand around. “This isn’t a damned tour boat.”

“Excellent. I’m not a tourist. Do keep up, mate.” Holden waited, watching behind his impenetrable sunglasses while Larry flushed stoplight red. “My quarters, if you please.”

Behind Larry, the crew shifted restively, their distrust giving way to curiosity about who would come ahead in this shouldering contest.

Though Holden appeared not to notice the crew, he was aware of every shifting expression. Their responses would tell him if Larry was leader only in name, or if the divers actually would back him in a brawl.

At the moment, the crew was simply waiting and watching.

So was Kate. Her rather skeptical expression told him that she wasn’t quite buying his entire act. Holden tried to regret not being a complete bastard in her eyes, but couldn’t. She was just too appealing to him, and her intelligence was a growing part of her allure.

Fortunately, her brother was a much easier sell. He was ready to toss Holden overboard.

“Who died and left you king of the universe?” Larry muttered.

Holden heard. “Must I repeat? Check your paperwork. The contract specifies that you will provide food and housing for whichever representative or representatives of the Antiquities Office request—”

“We’ll feed and house you,” Larry cut in. “Just not on the dive ship. You’ll stay ashore with Kate and Malcolm, unless he’s still aboard catching up with his logs.”

“Not bloody likely,” Holden said with a disdainful curve of his mouth. “What little of worth that you have found shouldn’t tax his abilities to that degree.”

Kate wrapped one hand around her brother’s wrist. He had an uncertain temper at best. When he was under pressure, he exploded regularly.

“Actually,” she said to Holden, “it takes just as much time to find and enter a potsherd properly as it does a gold doubloon.” Her tone of voice said he should know that.

“Pity that potsherds don’t pay the overhead,” Holden said.

“Last time I checked,” Larry shot back, “you were the ones who needed a job done and weren’t able to do it yourselves. How we got it done wasn’t supposed to be your problem.”

“The job has yet to be done,” Holden said. “That is your problem.”

Kate’s grip on her brother’s wrist tightened, holding his fist to his side.

“You’re lucky we’ve found what we have,” Larry said. “The storm last year that uncovered the wreck scattered as much as it revealed.”

“And another storm can cover it all up again,” Holden said. “Given current conditions, British Weather Service has projected that this area is in a likely storm track due to become active within six to eight days.”

“But last year’s storm,” Larry began, then changed tack. “The chances of two big blows in a year on the same track are—”

“The weather, Mr. Donnelly, does not give a tinker’s damn about your opinion. If you flip a coin and get heads ten times in a row, what are the odds of getting heads on the eleventh?”

Holden watched Larry do some math in his head. He had to work at it. Perhaps that was due to the bruises of fatigue under his eyes or the smell of stale beer on his breath. More likely, he simply lacked mathematical competence, unlike his very bright, much younger sister.

“The odds are—” Kate began.

“The question is to your brother,” Holden said over her.

“Less than two percent,” Larry said.

She sighed.

“Wrong,” Holden said. “The odds are fifty-fifty. Apparently you are lacking in more than the ability to read and understand simple paperwork. At this time the AO believes that wreck H-37 holds far more than we have yet seen cataloged. With the storm brewing out there, we have little time to find treasure and secure it. That, Mr. Donnelly, is a problem for both of us. Shall we get on with it?”

Kate’s clenched fingers kept Larry from speaking the first words on his tongue. The crew watched Holden now, not supporting him, but recognizing that he was ahead on points at the moment.

“There’s no guarantee of treasure,” she said distinctly. “The contract only states that the Bureau of Historic Reclamation, a branch of the Antiquities Office, gets to keep what Moon Rose Limited hauls up. Without a manifest for and a positive identification of the hulk in question, nobody knows what’s down there, thus there is no assurance of worth.”

Unlike Larry, her attitude wasn’t defensive. She had learned as a younger sister the truth about offense being the best defense.

“So the AO should be content with the cannonballs and trinkets that you’ve pulled up so far?” Holden asked. “This operation has cost—”

“Precisely what the signing and commencement fees of the contract have stipulated,” she cut in. “Which, by the way, is far less than it would have cost you to get a British naval salvage crew out here, assuming you had one to spare, and also assuming you could get in place before the doldrums ended.”

“Yeah,” Larry said, putting his arm around Kate and silently saying, See? This is why we need you. “It’s our necks on the line down there, not yours. So don’t walk in here
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