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NORTH OF ENSENADA, MEXICO
AUGUST
SATURDAY MORNING



PROLOGUE




LANE FRANKLIN TOLD HIMSELF that he shouldnt freak out.

Most fifteen-year-olds would be high-fiving all over the place if they got to spend the summer in Ensenada. Beaches, bims, beer. Life didnt get any better.

Not that All Saints School was exactly in Ensenadas fast lane. Despite the sultry summer heat, no girls wearing butt-floss bikinis were shaking it on the schools beautiful, very private beach. But his cottage was first class and the soccer field was awesome, and with the window open he could hear the surf that broke on the western edge of the campus.

With its scattered four-bedroom cottages, apartments for teachers, dorms for less wealthy students, and a small library/recreation center, All Saints looked like a high-end resort.

It wasnt.

It was a church school where spoiled kids learned how to take orders, how to sit up straight, how to study, and how to be respectful.

Booorrrring.


I had it coming. What I did was a crime.


Even if it didnt seem like it at the time.

Just a little finger time with his nifty new computer and his Fs turned into Bs in the schools central computer. Too bad he got caught, and way too bad that his father suddenly decided hed hang around long enough to see Lane registered in a more structured international boarding school.

At least they hadnt caught him when hed hacked into a military computer, or that bank, and five or six other sacred cows. Once he got inside, he hadnt done anything except enjoy getting away with it.

Then hed had the bright idea of changing his grades so his mother wouldnt be upset at a row of Ds and Fs.


Everythings okay.



Ive done six months. I can do two more.


So what if his roommates had all moved out three weeks ago. He liked the silence and he didnt have to hide his computer.

So what if the school had enrolled some thugs to play soccer a few weeks ago. So what if the guys looked more like twenty-six than sixteen. So what if they targeted him every time he was on the field. He was quicker and a whole lot smarter than they were.

Lane looked at his watch. Soccer practice would begin in a few hours. Until then hed do homework. Afterward hed play games on the computer his mother had smuggled past the schools tight-assed headmaster a few weeks ago.

He still didnt know why they said he couldnt have access to a computer. He hadnt done anything wrong, but suddenly he didnt have phone privileges and couldnt use the library computer. All he could do was write letters.


Like snail mail isnt really lame.


At least Lane didnt have to worry about anyone discovering the forbidden computer. Each student cleaned his own quarters and his own clothes and some even did dishes for the whole school.

It would have been awesome to have an Internet connection, but short of breaking into the school offices


Dont even think about it.



Dont give Dad another chance to push Mom into keeping me here. I havent had a single black mark in four months.


After his roommates left, he didnt have friends to talk to, but that was okay. He was used to being alone. When hed first come to All Saints, the only Spanish hed known had gotten him black marks for saying it aloud. Some of the kids spoke English, some spoke Chinese or Japanese or French, but most spoke Spanish with various geographical accents he was beginning to be able to separate. Hed always been good with languages, but they bored him.

Now that he had a good reason to learn one, he was a whole lot more fluent than anyone guessed. But none of what he overheard made him feel better.

The last three weeks had really sucked. His telephone didnt work. When he asked for someone to fix it, nothing happened. When he asked one of his teachers if he could use hers to call home, she backed away like hed suggested sex on the desk.

That was the day the two badasses swaggered onto the soccer field and stared at him, silently telling him that he was number one on their hit list.

Something had happened three weeks ago.

Lane didnt know what it was, he didnt know what had caused it. All he knew was that hed gone from being a student to something else.

Something that felt like a prisoner.


So what? Ive held my own with those two pendejos for twenty-one days. Im nailing my classes. My room is always clean and neat. The teachers like me.


Or they did until three weeks ago.



When Mom comes to visit, Ill just casually ask her if Dad has changed his mind and maybe I could come home for a week. Or a few days.



Even one day.



Just a few hours.



Because once Im across that border, Im never coming back. Ill live on the streets if I have to.


Lane listened to the relentless surf and told himself that the waves werent whispering, prisonerprisonerprisoner

But even that hissing chant was better than remembering the voices of the two thugs as they tripped him, elbowed him, kicked him: Youre ours, pato. Youre dead meat. Were going to sneak into your room, cut off your balls, and make you eat them.

Lane shut out the sound of the surf and the voices in his memory.


Im not a prisoner.



Im not scared.
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THE PHONE RANG FOUR times before Judge Grace Silva pulled her head out of the legal documents she was reviewing.


Maybe its Ted.



Finally.


It had been years since shed cared about her husbandnewly ex-husbandin any way but as the father of her child. And if there was a persistent personal sadness that shed failed in marriage, well, shed just have to live with it. Shed worked hard to make the divorce and all the legalities entailed as civilized and adult as possible.

For Lane.

But she was real tired of getting calls at all times of the day and night asking for Theodore Franklin. Just because hed kept his legal address as the beach home theyd once shared didnt mean he actually lived with her.

Hello, Grace said.

Ah, seora, said a mans voice. This is Carlos Caldern. I would like to speak to your husband.

Grace didnt bother to point out that Franklin was her ex. If Caldern wasnt close enough to Ted to know about the divorce, she had no reason to announce it.


Ted isnt here, she said briskly. And he hasnt been here in three weeks, which you damn well should know because you or one of your employees has called every day. Have you tried his Wilshire office, his cell phone, and his Malibu condo? Or his bimbo mistress?

S, yes, many times.

Is it something I can help you with?

Grace expected the same answer shed gotten for the past three weeksa polite thanks but no thanks.

Instead Caldern sighed and said, Judge Silva, I am afraid you must come to Ensenada immediately.

Her hand tightened on the phone. As a judge, she was accustomed to giving rather than taking orders. Excuse me?

It is your son, Lane.

Whats wrong? she asked quickly. Is he in trouble? Hes been so good for the

It is not something to be discussed over the telephone. I will see you in two hours.

Whats wrong? she demanded.

Good-bye, Judge Silva.

Wait, she said. Give me four hours. I dont know what traffic will be like at the border.

Three hours.

The phone went dead.
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GRACE BARELY REACHED THE border by the deadline. Traffic had been heavier than usual, which meant six lanes of stop-and-slow on southbound interstates. The good news was that the Mexican customs officials were waving people through as fast as they could. They might hate Americans, but they loved the Yankee dollar. The only cars the officials stopped held women worth staring at twice.

The customs official in Graces lane looked half asleep behind his two-hundred-dollar Ray-Bans. With a practiced, languid gesture he started to wave her dark green Mercedes SUV through the checkpoint. Then he saw her through the open drivers window. He leaned forward, hand raised in a signal for her to stop.

The same thing had happened to a convertible three cars ahead of Grace and one lane over. That one had held two California blondes out for a little sin and excitement south of the border.

Good morning, seorita, he said with a smile just short of a leer. Despite the polite words, his glance never got above her breasts. And where in my beautiful Mexico are you going?

Anger snaked through Grace, a welcome vent for the anxiety about Lane that made her shoulders and jaw tight. As a teenager, shed put up with enough macho male crap to last her a lifetime. She really wanted to teach this border cowboy some manners, but it would take more time than it was worth.

Her grandmother Marta had taught her when to fight and when to duck.


You must come to Ensenada immediately.


Ensenada, Grace said through clenched teeth.

She handed him her passport. Inside the front cover was a laminated Mexican Department of Justice identification card. The Mexican government issued the cards as a courtesy to American judges and other officials.

The customs inspectors thick black eyebrows rose behind the cover of his sunglasses. He handed over her passport and waved her through. Excuse the inconvenience, licenciada, he said quickly. Bienvenido.

Grace hit the windows up button and left the border behind. Sometimes she didnt know which annoyed her more: Mexico, where men assumed superiority over women and werent afraid to show it, or the U.S., where men assumed the same thing but the smart ones left it in the locker room.

She wasnt a stranger to the problems of Latin machismo. She had a Mexican grandmother on her mothers sidethanks to the failed 1911 Magonista rebellion in Baja Californiaand a Mexican great-grandfather and grandfather on her fathers side. She had Native American mixed with the pure Mexican, as well as several Scots and a roving Norwegian dangling from the family tree. She also had an Irish-Mexican father and a Kazakh-Mexican mother, plus a pure Kazakh grandmother, refugee from some failed tribal revolt after Communism hit the Asian steppes.

Although bureaucratic types labeled her Hispanic, Grace considered herself the perfect all-American mongrel.

Despite being raised from age thirteen in a Santa Ana barrio by her Kazakh grandmother, Grace was always uneasy in Tijuana. Or maybe it was because of her teen years in the barrio that she disliked Tijuana. It didnt matter. She never thought about it and never looked back.

That was another thing Marta had taught her.

La Revo, the traditional entry into Tijuana, seethed with open-air sex shops, girlie bars, and hotels that doubled as whorehouses or holding pens for illegal aliens heading north to the Promised Land. A single woman alone in La Revo was fair game, which was why Grace avoided the whole area by using the new port of entry at Otay Mesa.

Avoiding La Revo took longer, time she didnt have but had to take anyway. Just one more price for being a woman in Mexico, a macho world.

The Otay crossing took her down the Avenue of September 16th through the Zona Ro, past bank after international bank, classy entertainment centers, more banks, and enough upscale international stores to bankrupt a Saudi prince.

Grace paid the glittering shops even less attention than she had the border guard. The brief, chilling phone conversation kept echoing in her mind.


It is your son, Lane.


She turned onto the toll road that led south toward Ensenada and hit the accelerator. The big engine hummed happily. Air-conditioning kept the sultry monsoon air at bay.

There was nothing to do about her anxious thoughts except live with them.

The cell phone in her purse chimed. She grabbed it, glanced at the caller ID window, and pulled onto the shoulder of the road. She didnt want to drive while she had a tricky conversation with a United States senator.

She punched the receive button and tried to sound cheerful. Good afternoon, Chad, or are you still in a time zone where its evening?

Senator Chadwick Chandler made a startled sound. Oh, yeah, that new ID thing. I keep forgetting that youve got a phone that gets past the usual blocks. For a second there, I thought you were clairvoyant.

I am, she said, careful to keep any edge out of her voice. Thats how I figured out youve been ducking my calls for the last week, all five of them.

Chandler chuckled. In person, the laugh was engaging. Over the cell connection, it sounded like he was choking on the olive in his second martini.

Im not ducking my favorite district judge, he said. Unlike you rich California kids with your horse ranches and golden surfboard tans, we schlubs in the nations capital have to work double shifts just to stay even.

My tan is genetic. I havent ridden a board in twenty years. As for the horse ranch, that was Teds idea. He thought it looked good as a backdrop for all the fund-raisers he throws for people like you.

Grace winced as she heard the impatience in her tone. Maybe that was why Caldern had insisted on seeing her in person rather than simply talking on the phone. She didnt have a chatty, schmoozing phone manner. Her work didnt leave her any time for it.

Ted and you are valuable supporters, the senator said, and Ive always made sure to express my appreciation, even if I do take a day or two to return calls. What can I do for you?

You can tell me if the nomination is in some kind of trouble.

These things need patience.

I understand that, she said carefully. But I didnt seek an appointment on the federal appeals court. It came to me. Now its been on hold for more than two months, and so has my professional life. If the appointment is a no-go, I need to know now so I can get on with my backlog of cases instead of juggling things while waiting to find out if Im going to be in place for district trials.

On the other end of the line, the senator sighed silently and looked at the oily bottom of his martini glass. Hed rather deal with Ted than the tiger Ted had married and then found out he couldnt handle.

Your own district court nomination took three months, the senator said. An elevation to the appeals court will be more thoroughly examined.

Grace listened to the senators tone rather than his words. She glanced at her watch. Shed spare three minutes, no more. Lets cut to the chase. Youre waffling, which means something is wrong.

No, not at all. Its just that at this level the background checks take a lot longer, and the politics get a good deal more intricate. I still have every expectation that youll be nominated by the White House and confirmed by the Senate as the youngest woman on the federal appeals bench, to say nothing of the prettiest.

Dont.


Chandler sounded surprised. What?

Dont patronize me. I just had to put up with a leering Mexican customs inspector. Any more flattery like that today and Ill go postal.

Again, Grace winced at her tone. Shed known Chad Chandler for a decade. By the standards of politicians, hed always been a gentleman.

Sorry, she said quickly. Im being pulled in a lot of directions right now and Im trying to understand whats going on with the appointment. Is the delay because of the divorce?

Hell no, nothing like that. This is the twenty-first century.

The silence spread.

The senator took another sip of his martini.

Grace looked at her watch again. If everythings okay, whats the holdup? We both know Ive already been vetted back to my great-grandparents. Theres no new ground for anyone to cover.

Silence.

A senatorial sigh.

Well, he said reluctantly, theres something that a few folks down at the other end of Pennsylvania Avenue want to explore.

Such as?

Your son. Hows Lane doing?

A sickening jolt shot through Graces body, like brushing against a naked, charged wire.

Lane is fine. She tried to modulate her voice, to stuff down the panic that had exploded just beneath her careful professional surface. Why? What does Lane have to do with this?

When I heard about his drug problems, I was concerned and so were some people in the White House. You know how tricky that kind of thing can be.

Grace heard the words as if they were being pushed through a distorter, tones trembling and booming until there was only sound, not meaning.


Drug PROBlems?



DRug proBLEMS.


I she managed.

Its a concern, Chandler said without waiting for her to finish. We had a situation last session that was similar. A judicial nominees daughter had a cocaine problem and the opposition used it to suggest that the nominee would be soft on drug users. It didnt get much traction, but it was a near thing.

Grace swallowed hard.

Nobody wants that kind of complication on the appeals court level, the senator said. These days we have such thin majorities and they shift from hour to hour. Surely you understand the need for caution.

An eighteen-wheeler rocketed by on the toll road, its slipstream buffeting the SUV.

Lane doesnt have a drug problem, she said.

The senator hesitated, sighed, sipped. Hey, it isnt a big deal. It happens in all families and nobodys saying it will jeopardize your nomination. The White House just wants to be sure there are no unpleasant surprises.

Well, Ive just had one, she said. Who gave you the idea that Lane is into drugs?

Nobody had to. Its kind of obvious.

Because hes a teenager from La Jolla?

No, because hes down in that rehab center in Ensenada, the senator retorted.

All Saints School is a private high school on the beach north of Ensenada. Its one of the best prep schools on any continent. The Roman Catholic Church runs it and some of Tijuanas finest families send their children there, as well as wealthy families from South America, Europe, and Asia. Its not a rehab center for junkies.

Grace, Im sorry if I offended you. I certainly didnt mean to.

No problem, as long as everyone understands that we didnt send Lane to All Saints because he needed a drug-free environment. Please tell your informants, whoever they might be, the truth about Lanes school.

There was a long pause, another sip, another sigh. Finally, Chandler grunted. Odd. I cant say who brought it up. I guess it was just an impression I got.

Even though fear was shifting the world beneath her, Grace made certain her voice was level. Well, since you havent talked to me about Lane in months, and no one else in D.C. really knows my son, it must have been Ted who gave you the wrong idea.


Well, now that you mention it

When did you talk to Ted?

Two weeks ago.

Did you see him? Grace knew her tone was too sharp, but there wasnt anything she could do about it.

He was in D.C. for a few hours, some kind of hush-hush meeting. He just stopped by the Hill for a few minutes to say hello.

She let out a long, silent breath. Someone had seen Ted in the last two weeks. Progress, of a sort.

Did he say where he was going? she asked.

No.

Do you know where he is now?

No. You sound upset.

I havent seen or heard from Ted for more than three weeks, she said. I was hoping to contact him through you.

Is something wrong? I mean, between the two of you? I thought the divorce was all very civilized.

It was. It is. I just hoped that Ted would step up and be the father Lane needs. That Ted would at least call Lane once a week or even every two weeks.

Another truck roared by, belching diesel into the unusually sultry air.

It doesnt matter, Grace said. But if you hear from Ted, please ask him to contact me. Im tired of being his answering service. A lot of people get angry at me because they cant get through to him.

The senator coughed. I hear you. Take care, Grace. We need women like you on the appeals court.

Men, too, she retorted, but she laughed. Good-bye, Chad. And thanks.

She rushed back onto the toll road, leaving a rooster tail of dirt in her wake and wondering if drugs were what Caldern had on his mind.
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JOE FAROE CAME OUT the front door of Tijuana Tuck & Roll carrying what looked like a two-foot-long section of vaguely curved abstract art carved from oak. The shop that had made the oak piece had been in the same location for more than forty years. It was a hangover from the days of gringo surfers and hot-rodders crossing the border for cheap custom car work. When angora dice and hand-stitched leather seats stopped being cool, the shop had chosen a different business model.

It made the best smugglers traps to be had in a city whose economy was based on smuggling.

The output of Tijuana Tuck & Roll was the kind of open secret Mexico thrived on. The shop was surrounded by a stout chain-link fence topped with lazy, deadly loops of razor wire, the kind that would cut a man to rags.

Joe Faroe knew about wire like that, just like he knew about the auto upholstery shops real business.

Been there.

Done that.

Burned the T-shirt.

Faroe glanced across the street. The man was still there, still leaning in the shadow of a doorway. The watcher looked away when Faroe stared at him, but he didnt move from his post.



A cop, Faroe decided.

The dudes leather jacket and comfortable belly gave him away. For some cops, life was good.


Okay, is he a Mexican cop or an American working south of the line, trying to figure out the latest smuggling wrinkle?



Is he looking for an arrest or a shakedown?


Faroe closed the chain-link gate behind him and stared at the cop whose leather jacket was almost as expensive as Faroes.

The dude pretended he didnt exist.

Faroe kept staring.

Finally the cop looked over casually and nodded. He was an old hand. He knew hed been burned.

Have a nice day, Faroe called across the street.

The cop shrugged and turned away to light a cigarette.

Faroe strolled along the buckled, treacherous sidewalk toward La Revo. Hed parked in Chula Vista and walked across La Lneathe border. Now he needed a cab back to the U.S. port of entry. There were always cabs next to the zebra-striped burro on the corner of La Revo and Calle Cinco.

The cop stopped smoking long enough to talk into a cell phone or a radio. Faroe couldnt tell which and didnt care. For the first time in decades he had a squeaky-clean conscience.

Around him the air smelled of broken septic lines and tacos with claws in them. The sidewalks were dirty and cracked, cluttered with hunched indio beggars, sidewalk souvenir sellers, and a timeless collection of hustlers, thieves, and ordinary people just trying to get by. They peddled leather boxes, brightly painted wooden toys, and T-shirts celebrating the joys of everything from drugs to anal sex. The shops were ramshackle and poorly stocked. The bars advertised lap dancers. Next door, phony pharmacists in white coats peddled cut-rate Viagra and knockoff cancer drugs.

The tourist district of Avenida Constitucin tried to be respectable, but it reeked of shadowy bargains, furtive pleasures, and easy vice. Cheap smokes, cheap liquor, cheap sex; everything the bluenoses had squeezed out of San Diego had migrated a few miles south to Tijuana.

Faroe walked the block that had once held the infamous Blue Fox. Sidewalk bar barkers hailed him every few steps.


Hey, mister, you want some pussy? How about a little fun? Preeeety girls, right here, come in.

A thin man with a thinner black mustache had incorporated sound effects into his sales routine, pinching one side of his face between thumb and forefinger and jerking the flesh of his cheek juicily to suggest sex.

Faroe had heard all the come-ons since he was fifteen. Once hed smiled at the grimy tricks. Then hed become indifferent. Now he was disgusted.

He didnt know if it was an improvement.

He flagged a passing yellow cab and climbed in the backseat with his parcel. Instantly the driver made eye contact in his rearview mirror and gave him a broad, practiced grin.

I can find anything for you, seor. Girls, mebbe? I know where the clean ones are.

La Lnea, Faroe said. Go back through the Zona Ro.

The driver looked at Faroes eyes, shut up, and turned north.

In three minutes the taxi left the hustling, squalid streets of Old Town behind. Now Faroe looked out on the broad boulevards of Tijuanas international district. When hed first come to Tijuana, this river district had been an open sewer over a marshy land. It had been equal opportunity sewagesome stayed south of the border and some emptied with the Ta Juana River into the ocean at Imperial Beach, U.S. of A.

The river still carried sewage, but it was underground now. On top were streets like the Paseo de los Hroes, whose high-end international shopping rivaled that of any city on earth.

Stores. Discos. Nightclubs. Restaurants.

Banks.

Lots and lots of banks.

Their business towers were modest compared to those in San Diego, but by the one- and two-story scale of the rest of Tijuana, the banks were giant, glistening, new. A mecca for money.


Just shows what thirty billion dollars a year in outside income can do for a city, Faroe thought. Too bad the billions came mostly from ghetto addicts and barrio hypes north of the line.

But that wasnt his problem anymore. Steele and St. Kilda Consulting be damned, he was through with the crisscross, double-cross, black-is-white and white-is-black world hed lived in all his adult life.


Let some other fool risk his butt to save a world that doesnt want to be saved, fuck you very much.


Yet Faroe still felt sorry for the poor citizens in TJ who werent in on the money game that was going on all around them. They scrambled for a lousy living while most everyone else fattened on the sugar teat of smuggling.


Too bad, how sad, and theres not a damn thing I can do about it. Ive retired my broken lance and put poor old Rosinante out to pasture.



And if Steele doesnt understand, he can just shove it where the sun dont shine.


The cabbie dropped Faroe at the edge of the neutral zone called the port of entry. He walked along another street crammed with pharmacies and souvenir stands. A block south of the physical frontier, shops gave way to storefront travel agencies offering passage to Los Angeles and the Central Valley, Wenatchee and Burlington and Spokane, fifteen hundred miles away. Kansas, Chicago, New York, Colorado, the cotton fields of the South; any and all destinations welcoming cheap workers were represented by hawkers competing for warm bodies to fill their quotas.

Faroe passed the long, snaky line of visa seekers outside the administrative offices of the Border Protection Agency. Like someone who has done it many times before, he pushed through the swinging doors that led to the auditorium-sized processing center.

Last stop before American soil.

A customs inspector wearing a blue shirt and a sidearm spotted Faroes parcel and pointed to the X-ray scanner.

Faroe put the box on the conveyor belt and waited. A second inspector stared at the scanner screen, examining the contents of the parcels and bags on the belt.

Automatically Faroe stepped through the metal detector and wondered with professional interest what would happen. He might not be in the business anymore but was curious to know how his secret traveling safe
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Dedication

To my fellow authors 
You keep me sane!


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. / 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 luc\, 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 Vincen-



tians 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. / thin\ 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 Hold-en’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 bed-room 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.
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