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About the Delaney Dynasty …

When William Delaney was born in 1855, men were men and the West was wild. There were Indian troubles for settlers, but not for the Delaneys; old Shamus had cannily invested one of his sons in a marriage to the daughter of an Apache chief a year or so before young William’s birth, which quieted things considerably.

Of course, William, like his uncles before him, gleefully borrowed the Indian custom of counting “coup” and on occasion rode pell-mell though peaceful Apache camps screeching madly and attempting to touch as many braves as possible before they angrily chased him back to Killara, the Delaney homestead.

If he had run true to form, old Shamus, never one to spare the rod, would have punished his grandson severely, but he didn’t. He’d learned it was useless in dealing with William. Trees were scarce in southern Arizona, and more than one eastern-made paddle had been worn out on William’s unrepentant bottom.

William’s father, Desmond, second of Shamus’s nine sons, was killed in the Civil War in 1862, leaving seven-year-old William in the care of his mother, Anne, his grandparents, and various uncles, aunts, and cousins. If he had lived, perhaps Desmond would have controlled his son, for the boy had worshipped him.

Of those left to guard him, only his grandfather had any sort of control over the boy, and that was little enough. Old Shamus, loving his grandchildren as he had his sons, certainly tried. Since William possessed the Delaney charm and was smart enough to turn it to good effect, even Shamus found himself easing up on the boy and remarking that his misdemeanors were products only of high spirits.

The Apaches, understandably annoyed, disagreed; good Irish whiskey was called for then to ease the pain of lacerated tempers.

But as William grew, it began to require more than a friendly drink to repair the consequences of his reckless actions. William rode wild horses, searched far and wide for wild women, and discovered both cards and drink a good ten years before he should have.

At the age of sixteen William had perfected the rather dangerous art of escaping out bedroom windows, enraged husbands and loaded guns one step behind him. He had, with forethought, trained his savage mustang to stand just so beneath those windows, and husbands in jealous pursuit found themselves choking on dust and listening to hearty laughter carried away by fleet hooves.

By the time he was eighteen William had searched out and conquered women within a two-hundred-mile radius of Killara. Indeed, betting in saloons held that a pair of his boots could be found under the bed of every woman under thirty except those William was kin to.

And since old Shamus was no fool, he was well aware of why his grandson often arrived home sketchily attired in only his trousers. Shamus could forgive the womanizing, merely remarking somewhat irritably that he could have raised all nine of his sons and shod them handsomely in the boots William had left behind him.

However, men were men then, and the West was still somewhat wild. And, inevitably, William was a bit lazy in leaving a warm bed one night. The jealous husband had burst in prepared, gun in hand and temper raging. William wasted no time with his pants, but grabbed his own gun instead, and when he left that window there was a badly wounded man behind him.

William might have stood his trial; he might even have been acquitted. But he was a gambler, and he knew the odds: at least half the men on any jury would be men he had wronged. So he climbed aboard his bad-tempered mustang and headed west.

He took with him little in the way of material things, confident of his luck, but he did “borrow” a single treasure from the Delaney family coffers. As treasures go, the necklace was worth little. It consisted of three silver medallions, each bearing a turquoise stone. Perhaps William was thinking of his grandfather’s lucky number; in any event, he took the necklace.

On the Barbary Coast he found men even more dangerous than those he had left behind him; though there were warm beds aplenty, there were also eager guns and short tempers. William, ever ready to conquer virgin territory, cocked his eye still farther west and boarded a ship.

He wound up, somewhat to his own surprise, in Australia, and liked it enough to remain for a while. He worked when he had to and gambled when he could, arriving at last on a sheep station—where he hired on happily after a glance at the boss’s very pretty daughter.

It was in 1877 when William went to work there, and he lost no time in leaving yet another pair of boots under yet another bed. But William had reckoned without Matthew Devlin, the quiet man whose only child was his daughter, Mary. William went to his wedding as lighthearted as always, unperturbed by the shotgun that had guided his steps to the altar.

William remained for a short time, long enough to tell his bride all about his family in Arizona, about Killara. Truly of Shamus’s blood, he wove a splendid story about the relatives half a world away, gifting them with even more wealth and power than what was actually theirs at the time. Then, being William, he cheerfully abandoned his bride and sailed for home, trusting of forgiveness behind him, welcome before him, and having no idea that he had left in Australia something more than a pair of boots and an old necklace.

William found, at Killara, that there was indeed welcome, and that past misdeeds, if not forgotten, were at least viewed as dim and unimportant. He returned to the bosom of his family and never thought to mention the small matter of a wife left behind in Australia’s outback.

Unfortunately, none of William’s adventures had taught him to curb his recklessness, and he lost no time in reminding people of why he had left Arizona years before. He went his charming way from bad to worse, until even his loving grandfather freely predicted that he would end by getting his neck stretched.

Which, regrettably, is exactly how things turned out.

Mary Delaney was not surprised by William’s abandonment; she had loved him and, perhaps remarkably, understood him. She would have as soon attempted to chain the wind as tie William to her side. And she was a strong woman, a proud woman. So she bore her son, Charles, and raised him on the station alone after her father died. She told him often the story of Killara and the Arizona Delaneys, that and a necklace being the only birthright William had left his son.

In his turn, Charles married and fathered a son, passing on the tales of Killara—which was, in reality, by that time, all that William had described and more.

As with many families, the Australian branch of the Delaney clan could boast at least one mystery, and William’s son, Charles, was responsible for theirs. At some point in his young life, he attempted to mine gems, and, having barely fathered his own son, he was murdered because of a fabulous gem it was believed he had found. His killers were never caught and the gem, if it existed, vanished.

By the time Spencer Delaney, William’s great-grandson, was born in 1935, Killara had become a legend; with news spreading worldwide overnight because of advanced technology, hard facts upheld the legend.

And, pride being a strong Delaney trait, Spencer did not turn to his wealthy American relations when he found himself in financial trouble. Instead, he sold off the larger part of the station to a neighboring station, requiring only that his family be given a two-month option to repurchase the land if it came up for resale.

Killaroo, as the station had been renamed by Mary, was small, and the sale of the land was only temporarily helpful to the family. Spencer, realizing too late what he had given up, worked his fingers to the bone to see his family prosper so the land could be restored to them. As the years passed, it became his obsession. He suffered two minor heart attacks and, ignoring warnings by his doctor that a third would likely kill him, continued to work and scheme to get his land back.

Since Delaneys tended to sire male children, it was somewhat surprising that Spencer had fathered three girls. And though Spencer may well have felt the lack of a son, he loved his girls and wanted the best for them. Sydney, Matilda, and Adelaide, however, wanted their father healthy and free from worry.

And so, when the land once belonging to them came up for sale, the girls resolved to raise the staggering price. They knew, of course, of their American cousins, but none of them even suggested that those strangers be applied to.

Each had a scheme. Each had a talent, or a means to make money quickly. And each was driven, as never before in her life, to attain a very specific goal. They were fighting for their birthright, but, even more, they were fighting for their father’s life.

They had two months. Sixty days to do the impossible. And if they knew it was impossible, the knowledge was unimportant to them. They were Delaneys, and it was bred into them to know that even the impossible road was traveled one step at a time.

And so they began.


Prologue

Her father was no longer young.

The realization came to Manda with an odd sense of shock. She had never thought Spencer Delaney would grow old. Somehow, he had always been like the land he held so dear—immortal, enduring, and strong enough to turn any defeat into a victory. Yet the man she saw bending over the tractor out in the farmyard was neither strong nor immortal. His hair, which at one time had been brick-red, was now almost entirely gray, and he was thin, too thin. His arm, braced against the seat of the tractor, was not the healthy bronze color she remembered, and it was webbed with a network of prominent blue veins. He shouldn’t be out there working, she thought anxiously. They had all tried to stop him, but he had refused to listen. He was in a fever of desperation, and fever victims were seldom reasonable.

“So we’re agreed?” Sydney asked.

Manda looked away from the window to Sydney and Addie, who sat across from her at the round oak table. She had to try not to look at him, she told herself. She didn’t want to think of her father as old or sick. She always wanted him to be the strong, joyous man she had known as a child. “Right. We’ve got to keep our individual goals in mind, but if one of us needs help, the other two will come running. We’ve got to remember this is a joint project. We all must succeed.”

Addie nodded in agreement. “But what about Dad? It’s important we keep this a secret. There’s potential danger in all our plans, and we can’t worry him.” She made a face. “You two have it a heck of a lot easier than I do. He’s bound to hear about what I’m doing.”

She was right. The newspaper stories that were sure to come would give Addie a king-size headache. Manda felt a throb of sympathy as she realized how much Addie was going to hate being the focus of attention of the entire country.

“Do the best you can,” Sydney said. “And if you need any help, ring us.”

On the surface Sydney appeared as coolly controlled as ever, but the tension she was experiencing could be seen in her slim, graceful hands that were folded tightly on the table. Manda felt a momentary spurt of exasperation mixed with affection. Sydney was playing the older sister again by trying to keep them all calm.

“I’ll be on the move constantly, so I’ll check in often,” Addie said. “And since I’ll be closest to home, I’ll be the one to keep an eye on Dad.”

“Good,” Sydney said. “Be sure and let us know if anything changes with him.”

Suddenly Manda’s exasperation at her sister disappeared like morning mist in the sunlight. She wanted to jump up and run around the table to give her older sister a big hug. It wouldn’t take much effort to break through Sydney’s fragile, brittle facade to uncover the loving woman beneath. She responded to affection like a thirsty blossom to spring rain. Manda heaved a sigh and decided she’d better leave well enough alone. Sydney needed the crystal wall she had built around her emotions. She drew a deep, shaky breath. “Lord, I’m scared. What if we blow it?”

Addie and Sydney looked at her in surprise. For Pete’s sake, Manda thought, didn’t they think she ever worried or became frightened or uncertain? It was true she was prone to act first and think later, but this was different.

The Black Flame. The forty-five-carat black opal was the stuff of which fables were made. Who knew if it even existed? It might be only a legend passed down through the family for generations. Charles Delaney might have been boasting when he had written to his wife, Mignon, that he had uncovered and then hidden a giant opal from the human predators who roamed Deadman’s Ridge. And, if he had found it, why did she believe she could discover its hiding place, when, after eighty years, the jewel had never been found?

“I’m scared too,” Addie said softly.

Manda smiled gratefully at Addie. Somehow she doubted Addie was truly frightened; it was likely she was trying to make her feel better by placing herself in the same boat as Manda. Addie’s gaze was filled with pure determination.

“We all are,” Sydney said. She reached out and tightly clasped hands with her sisters. “But we won’t fail, because we can’t.” She smiled with an effort. “This isn’t another one of Manda’s trips to the sea. This dream has got to become a reality.”

Manda felt her heart lift. What was she worried about? Together, she, Addie, and Sydney were an unbeatable combination. They had only to set out on their separate courses, steering full speed ahead. The navigational metaphor made her smile. In spite of Sydney’s denigrating reference to her trip to the sea, that particular journey hadn’t been a total failure. She had always believed that if they hadn’t been discovered, they would have made it all the way.

Well, now they had another chance, another odyssey to make together, and this time there would be no stopping them.


One

“It’s no use, Jacto.” Manda jerked a blue and white handkerchief from the back pocket of her cut-off jeans and used it to wipe the perspiration from her forehead. “There’s no place down in the primary tunnel where old Charlie could have hidden his cache. I’ve looked everywhere, and I’ve seen only dust, rusted machinery, and rubble.”

Jacto handed her a cup of tea. His hollow-cheeked black face was as impassive as always. “So you will try another tunnel tomorrow,” he said calmly. “You said there were four more tunnels in the mine. You will find the treasure eventually.”

Manda sank down onto the ground in front of the campfire, crossing her legs and cradling the tin cup between her palms. “But will it be in time? I spent three days searching that blasted tunnel and didn’t come up with a clue as to where Charlie could have hidden the jewel. And this was the shortest tunnel in the mine.” She sighed as her despondent gaze traveled over the desolate terrain. The vast opal field that stretched in every direction was pockmarked with nearly a hundred mine openings that reminded her of the craters of the moon. “We’re lucky everyone believes the field is played out, or we’d really be in trouble. Can you imagine me marching up to a miner who had filed on Charlie’s old claim to ask him if I could please search his mine?” She made a face. “He’d probably blow me away. In Coober Pedy the miners protect their claims with Doberman pinschers and shotguns.”

Jacto waited. Manda Delaney wasn’t often discouraged, and he knew this mood wouldn’t last long. He had only to be silent, and her usual sunny optimism would reassert itself.

She took a sip of tea. “Well, I still have four weeks, and that can be a long time.”

“You are obviously trying to stretch it longer,” Jacto said dryly. “You have not slept more than a few hours a night for the past three days.”

“I don’t need a lot of sleep. Four hours is usually enough for me. It’s too hot to sleep anyway.”

Jacto nodded. “Over a hundred degrees. It must be ten degrees hotter down in the mine.”

“At least.” Manda lifted her shoulder-length hair and wiped her neck. No breeze blew to cool the hot night, but the air still felt good. She should have braided her hair after she had washed it earlier that afternoon, she realized, but it had felt so good to leave it flowing free after having confined it for the last few days. She had felt stifled and confined herself in the mine, and being out in the open was inexpressibly soothing. How beautiful the tranquil desert night was, with its limitless space and blazing stars. “And sometimes the dust is so thick I can hardly breathe.”

Jacto’s lids veiled his eyes. “You could give up. After all, you are only a woman. No one expects you to undergo such discomfort.”

Manda lifted her head like a racehorse who had just heard the bell at the starting gate. “What do you mean, only a—” She stopped and began to chuckle. “Lord, I must be more tired than I thought. I almost rose to the bait. You’re a wicked old man, Jacto.” She took another sip of tea. “And I’m a fool to get upset when I’ve scarcely begun to search. Right?”

The faintest trace of a smile deepened the corners of the Aborigine’s lips. “I do not presume to judge.”

Manda slowly shook her head, her amber eyes once more snapping with their customary good humor and vitality. “Not verbally anyway. You just sit there behind that inscrutable mask, and let me talk myself in doing exactly what you want me to do.”

“What you want to do,” he corrected her mildly. “Your treasure has no value to me. However, I find it interesting to watch you search. You are usually not this … intense.”

He realized at once he had used the wrong word. Manda was always intense about everything she did, every project she undertook. Yet her intensity always held an element of joyousness, as if the journey itself were as thrilling as reaching the final destination. But, the joyousness she usually felt was missing during this particular quest. Manda, despite her wanderlust, was very close to her family, and he should have known she would not take her father’s plight lightly. No, the word he should have chosen was desperate.

“I’m frightened,” she said with childlike simplicity. “Nothing has ever meant this much to me before. Dad has always given me whatever I needed—love, security, understanding. Everything. He’s never really needed anything from me, and now that he does need something, I’m scared to death I won’t be able to give it to him.” She shook her head. “I guess I have trouble understanding people who think their world will stop spinning if they lose a piece of land, a house, a particular possession that’s important to them. People are important, but things … I just can’t understand it. There are so many beautiful places to see, so many wonderful roads to travel, why kill yourself trying to hold on to possessions? Who knows? Maybe what you’ll find ahead is better than what you have at the moment.”

“Your father does not think as you do.”

“No.” She drew up her knees, rested her chin on them, and gazed thoughtfully at the flickering flames of the campfire. “He loves every inch of Killaroo. It nearly destroyed him when he lost that land.” She was silent a moment. “He wasn’t always so devoted to the land, you know. Before he married my mother, he traveled all over Australia from Tasmania to Queensland to Western Australia. He used to tell me such wonderful stories about his travels when I was a little girl.” A tiny frown knotted her brow. “He … changed.”

“People do change.”

“Why?” she whispered. “He was so happy. You should have seen his face when he was telling me about rafting down the Murray River. He was blazing with happiness. Do you know what I mean?”

Jacto knew very well what she meant. He had seen the same blaze burning bright within Manda on many occasions. “Yes.”

“I don’t change. You don’t either, Jacto. I don’t understand why other people do.”

“Perhaps someday you will understand.”

“I don’t know if I want to. I don’t want to be driven like my father. I don’t want to be caught in the trap of caring about possessions.” She shifted her shoulders as if a burden weighed upon them. “I want to enjoy life.” A sudden smile lit her thin face with warmth. “We do enjoy life, don’t we, Jacto?”

“Yes.”

“You’re about as communicative as a baobab tree tonight.”

“How do you know a baobab can’t communicate? It is a spirit tree. Perhaps you haven’t listened to its message.”

“Is that statement supposed to have some hidden meaning? I’m too tired to decipher your cryptic little puzzles tonight, Jacto.” She smothered a yawn. “I think I’ll try to sleep a little before dawn. I’m not looking forward to doing the preliminary exploration on the next tunnel, and there’s some lumber blocking the entrance that will have to be removed.”

“I will do it while you sleep.”

She shook her head. “Wait for me. It’s too much for one person to do alone. You do too much for me as it is. When I asked you to come along, it was for your company, not for your strong back. This is my job.” The firelight danced in the golden waves of her thick and vibrant hair. “Even if I am ‘only’ a woman, I believe I can handle it by myself.”

“I will think about what you have said.”

“Now, don’t give me one of your noncommittal answers. I know damn well you mean you’ll think about what I said and then go ahead and do whatever you want to do anyway. I want your word you won’t—” She broke off. “What on earth is that?”

Jacto looked over his shoulder to follow her gaze from the ridge on which they were sitting to the horizon. “Lights,” he said matter-of-factly.

“I know they’re lights,” she said impatiently. “I have eyes.” She set down her cup and jumped to her feet, watching the thick veil of dust which was rising into the sky. “Good heavens, it looks like a caravan. There must be at least a dozen cars and trucks coming this way. What could they be doing out here in the desert in the middle of the night?”

“The fact that it’s the middle of the night means nothing. Most work and travel is done at night to avoid the heat. You know that, Manda.” Yet it was like Manda to have conveniently forgotten that information; it would have detracted from the intriguing possibilities she saw coming toward her. “We will find out soon enough. The road leads only to Deadman’s Ridge.”

“Oh, Jacto, how can you be so calm?”

“Oh, Manda, how can you be so excited?”

“I’m going down to meet them.” She was already running toward the road, which was several hundred yards away.

“Be carefu—” He stopped. It would be of no use to caution her. She wouldn’t listen. Something new and different was on the horizon and Manda was running to meet it.

Jacto reached over and picked up his hunting knife from beneath his bedroll. He stood up with an effortless flowing motion and sauntered after the swiftly flying figure of Manda Delaney.

“Good Lord, why on earth did you decide to come out here to the back of beyond?” Brent Penrose slowly shook his head as he gazed gloomily at the flat brown desolate land around him. The ancient desert was stark, bare of vegetation except for an occasional bearding of wheat-colored spinifex scrub. “I’m warning you, Roman, I have a clause in my contract that holds you liable if we fall off the edge of the world.”

Roman Gallagher’s lips twitched as he glanced at the man sitting beside him in the open Jeep. “Now I wonder why my lawyers didn’t bring that clause to my attention.”

“Small print.” Brent coughed. “There’s another clause regarding dust asphyxiation. You should have passed out gas masks before you started this safari into hell.”

“I’ll remember to do that next time,” Roman assured him solemnly. “I forgot how fragile the Homo Hollywoodantes could be. Now, let me see, in your last picture you clawed your way up the wall of a cliff, swung from the yardarm of a schooner, and—”

“You mean my double did. Do you think I’d risk my valuable neck on stuff like that?”

“Yes.” Roman’s dark eyes narrowed with sudden shrewdness. “You perform all your own stunts. You also do summer stock for which you are paid peanuts, so that you can take a stab at acting in Eugene O’Neill’s and Tennessee Williams’s plays. Don’t try to feed me your phony Hollywood image. When you came to me and asked for this part, I made damn sure I knew exactly who and what you were. I always look a gift horse in the mouth.”

Brent pursed his lips in a soundless whistle. “I’ve heard you did, but I wasn’t aware you were quite so thorough.” He had heard a hell of a lot more about Roman Gallagher. He was said to be a workaholic who expected his team to follow his example or drop by the wayside. He was supremely cynical and could be obstinate as the devil. He also had a passionate hatred for the paparazzi and was the despair of his studio’s publicity department. On the plus side, he was brilliant, perhaps the best director since John Huston, absolutely professional, and capable of drawing Academy Award-winning performances from even the most mundane actors. “Sorry. My line of bull has become so ingrained, it has a habit of tumbling out automatically.” He suddenly sounded weary. “Sometimes I myself forget what’s real and what the press has cooked up.”

Roman smiled grimly. “Well, you won’t have to worry about newspaper reporters at Deadman’s Ridge. I don’t allow reporters on any of my locations.”

“Deadman’s Ridge.” Brent savored the words with obvious enjoyment. “It does have a certain ring to it, but it sounds more like a setting for a horror film than for a historical drama.”

“At the turn of the century this area had its share of horror stories. Only the opal field at Lightning Ridge had a history of more violence. Greed, murder, and a struggle against the elements—who could ask for better ingredients for a major motion picture?”

“Going fishing for another Academy Award?” Brent asked, grinning. “I hope to hell you catch the big one because I’m going to be right behind you with a net to gather anything you might want to throw back.”

“I’ll let you worry about the awards,” Roman said. “I have enough to do just trying to make a decent film.” Having his film Fulfillment win the Best Picture award the previous year had stunned Roman, but he didn’t fool himself into believing the award meant the picture was any better than the one he’d done the year before. Studio politics and public sentiment could make all the difference in a film’s success or failure. He’d learned a long time ago it was safer to put a personal sense of creative achievement before the accolades of his peers. “The Ridge is going to be a damn fine film, Brent. Count on it.”

“I am,” Brent said soberly. Then a roguish smile lit his face. “Even to the point of giving up wine, women, and song.” He shifted in his seat. “My hind quarters are getting numb. How close are we to this haven of inspiration you’ve chosen as our home away from home? Didn’t anyone ever tell you a star is entitled to a Rolls-Royce limo, not a Jeep with no damn shock absorbers?”

“We’re climbing Deadman’s Ridge right now. When we scouted this location, we found a place to set up the trailers and equipment on the east ridge. The opal field itself should be around the next turn.”

“I can hardly wait. I’ve always wanted to see a deserted opal field at three o’clock in the—”

“What the hell! There’s a woman standing in the middle of the road!” Roman’s foot stomped on the brakes of the Jeep. The vehicle swerved and then skidded to the side of the road. He could hear the screech of brakes from the long column of trucks and trailers he was leading. The sound was immediately followed by the blistering curses of the drivers.

“Well, there goes tomorrow’s shooting.” Brent gingerly touched the bruise he’d just acquired on his forehead from banging his head on the dashboard of the Jeep. “Unless you’d care to write in a barroom brawl. I’m going to have a devil of a bruise on my matchless profile.”

“I told you to wear your seat belt.” Roman’s tone was impatient as he unbuckled his own belt and stepped out of the Jeep.

“Who would have expected an accident in the middle of the desert?” Brent asked plaintively. “You were surprised too.”

“Are you all right?”

The breathless question came from the woman who had run up to the Jeep as soon as it had come to a halt. Her cinnamon-colored hair shimmered in the headlights, sparkling as though touched by a golden hand. Roman was fascinated for a fleeting instant by that brilliant halo of color. He shifted his gaze to her face. “What the hell did you think you were doing? I almost ran over you.”

“Lord, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were going so fast. I just wanted to …” Her eyes widened in amazement. “You’re Roman Gallagher. How wonderful. I’ve always wanted to meet you.”

“Yes.” Hell, not another would-be starlet he thought. He’d had his fill of actresses throwing themselves into his path in the hope of getting a part in one of his films. His lips curved in involuntary amusement at the aptness of the thought. This particular woman, he had to admit, was more enterprising than most. Not everyone would go to the bother of throwing herself in front of his Jeep to feign an accidental meeting in the middle of the desert. She had obviously planned her little charade down to the last detail. Her cut-off jeans were sun-faded and a little soiled, and her white tennis shoes were scuffed and dusty. Her sleeveless, low-necked white T-shirt was dampened in places by perspiration and clung to her full breasts. His gaze also clung to her breasts, and he was startled to feel a hot ache in his loins. It didn’t make a damn bit of sense to him. She wasn’t even sexy. Yet his reaction had been unmistakable. A tingle of annoyance went through him.

She smiled, and he inhaled sharply. Warmth. Lord, her smile illuminated her thin face like the Southern Cross illuminated the night sky.

“I love your films,” she said. “I thought Fulfillment was terrific, and I’ve seen all your documentaries. My favorite was the one you did on the Barrier Reef.”

He tried to mask his surprise. She had clearly done her homework. He hadn’t done a documentary in seven years, and at that time his audience had been extremely small. “Thank you. I enjoyed filming it, even though the subject of the reef had been done a hundred or so times before.”

“But not like you did it. The underwater scenes were …” She took an eager step closer, her amber eyes shining in the reflected beam of the headlights. She met his gaze and suddenly her eyes widened in curious surprise, and she forgot what she wanted to say. Then she shook her head as if to clear it and laughed uncertainly. “There aren’t any words to describe that film. I wanted to hop on the next boat to the reef.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t.”

She whirled to her left, and faced the man who had just stepped down from the truck directly behind the Jeep. She squinted into the shadows as she tried to match a face with the familiar voice. “Dennis?” Then, as the man came into the perimeter of the headlights, his gray-flecked sandy brown hair and rough-hewn features became clearer. She flew across the road and into his arms, and gave him an enthusiastic hug. “Dennis Billett, what on earth are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same thing.” His hazel eyes were twinkling down at her. “Except I’ve given up being surprised at the places you turn up. Nowadays I just accept the fact that if there’s excitement or
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